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The adsorption of proteins from solution onto solid surfaces has
gained much attention due to its scientific importance!’-3! as well
as its applications in biofouling,”” food processing,® biosensor
development,’® and the construction of biocompatible materi-
als.” Previous researchers have used a host of diagnostic
methods to study this problem. These include circular dichro-
ism,® fluorescent microscopy,” neutron reflectivity,'® ™ surface
plasmon resonance spectroscopy,'? attenuated total internal
reflection Fourier transform spectroscopy,® and the quartz
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crystal microbalance technique." The results have consistently
shown that protein adsorption is a complex phenomenon
involving a series of dynamic steps from the initial interfacial
recruitment to the final structural rearrangements.

Despite these efforts, little is known about the role played by
interfacial water in mediating the adsorption process!' 6l
because molecular level information from both the substrate
surface and protein hydration shells is normally obscured by the
contribution of the bulk aqueous solution. This is unfortunate
because the role of water is probably crucial. Indeed, protein
adsorption at the liquid/solid interface could involve the whole-
sale realignment of the hydration shells of amino acid residues at
the proteins’ surface.l'>”! Furthermore, substrate-associated
water molecules may be heavily disrupted or completely
displaced upon the binding of a soluble protein.

Unlike bulk water, interfacial water structure usually exhibits
spatial orientation with respect to the underlying surface and
thereby lacks inversion symmetry. This fact enables sum-
frequency generation (SFG), a surface-specific vibrational spec-
troscopy, to investigate these buried aqueous interfaces with
high selectivity.'®2 Previous nonlinear optical studies of
interfacial water structure at the silica/water interface have
shown that water ordering is primarily governed by the surface
charge density, which is in turn regulated by the bulk pH.[' 21

In this Communication, we report SFG data on the structure
and rearrangement of interfacial water upon bovine serum
albumin (BSA) adsorption at the silica/water interface as a
function of bulk pH and protein concentration. It is shown that
the water structure reorganizes on a timescale that is concom-
itant with the protein adsorption process and that the molecular
ordering of water is highly dependent on the prevailing surface
charge density.

The theory and experimental setup of SFG have been
described in detail elsewhere.?> 2! We have chosen to study
BSA adsorption because both its interfacial behavior!" & 1011231
and structural properties in solution? have been well charac-
terized.

SFG spectra of the silica/water interface in the O—H stretch
region before and after BSA adsorption at pH 8.0, 5.6, and 3.8 are
shown in Figure 1. The spectra contain two major features. The
first peak, located at 3200 cm~', is associated with the OH
symmetric stretch of tetrahedrally coordinated water molecules
or “ice-like” structure.?-2® The second peak, around 3400 cm~',
is from water molecules with less ordered hydrogen bonding or
“water-like” structure.?> 2 |n Figure 1a, both the ice-like and
water-like peak intensities from the bare silica/water interface
decreased as the pH was lowered, consistent with previous
studies.®

Figure 1b shows SFG spectra from the silica/water interface
after deposition of BSA (1.0 mgmL-") at the corresponding pH
values. The effect of adsorption on the intensities of the ice-like
and water-like peaks was substantial under all conditions. The
fitted data reveal that adsorption of BSA suppressed the
oscillator strength of the ice-like and water-like modes at
pH 8.0. At pH 5.6, the strength of the ice-like mode was slightly
decreased, while the water-like feature showed a substantial
reduction in intensity. By lowering the pH to 3.8, the intensity of
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Figure 1. SFG spectra in the O—H stretch region at the silica/water interface a) before
and b) after adsorption of BSA from a 1.0 mgmL~' solution at various pH values. Circles
denote collected data while the solid lines represent fitted data using a Voigt profile.

the ice-like mode increased while that of the water-like mode
decreased.

Significantly, the changes in intensities of the ice-like peak in
the presence of the BSA layer follow the trend of changes in the
surface charge density. Previous studies have shown that the
surface &-potential is significantly altered by BSA adsorption.%
In particular, adsorption at pH 8.0 leads to a small reduction in
surface &-potential. A much larger reduction is expected as the
isoelectric point (IEP of BSA is at pH4.7)?* is approached
because most of the electrostatic repulsion between the
proteins have been eliminated leading to increased surface
coverage. Finally, below its isoelectric point, BSA bears a net
positive charge that can overcompensate for the original surface
charge. This is the case at pH 3.8, where the absolute value of the
&-potential is substantially increased by BSA adsorption, but has
the opposite sign from the bare surface.B%3" The low-pH
situation is analogous to changes in surface potential during
layer-by-layer polyelectrolyte film growth on an oppositely
charged substrate.’

By contrast with the ice-like feature, the intensities of the
water-like peaks were reduced upon BSA adsorption over the
entire pH range investigated. One possible explanation is that
adsorbed protein mainly disrupts and displaces the outermost
water layers that are primarily responsible for the water-like
peak. Indeed, this notion is consistent with the proposal that a
solute depletion layer exists between adsorbed protein and a
hydrophilic silica surface.™

To investigate concentration effects, the amount of BSA in the
bulk solution was varied from 0.04 to 1.0 mgmL~'. SFG signal
intensity was monitored at 3200cm™' (ice-like peak) as a

544 © WILEY-VCH-Verlag GmbH, D-69451 Weinheim, 2001

3600

function of time while flowing each protein solution
through the flow cell. The results are shown in Figure 2.
At pH 8.0, the SFG intensity attenuated over a period of
2000-3000s before reaching a new steady-state value.
This timescale is in good agreement with previous results
measuring the kinetics of protein deposition.®® The final
SFG intensity depended on the bulk BSA concentration
with greater and faster signal reduction observed at the
highest protein concentration. By lowering the pH to 5.6,
signal reduction became faster (300-1000s). The rate of
change was only slightly dependent on the BSA concen-
tration and the final SFG intensities appeared to be almost
completely concentration independent. At pH 3.8, the SFG
signal increased within 100 s. Both its rate of increase and

3

a)pH 8.0

a
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Figure 2. SFG intensity at 3200 cm~" was monitored during the adsorption of
BSA at pH values of a) 8.0, b) 5.6, and c) 3.8. The BSA was introduced at t=100 s
and flowed for 100 s. The protein solution was kept in contact with the interface
for 1 h and then removed by washing. The concentrations of the BSA solutions are
1.0 (0), 0.2 (»), and 0.04 mgmL~" (o). Lower concentrations exactly overlapped
the data at 1.0 mgmL~"in (c) and are not shown due to excessive crowding. The
inset in (b) focuses on the t <2000 .
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final value were the same regardless of the BSA concentration
employed over the range investigated.

The entire vibrational spectrum in the O—H stretch range was
taken at each concentration at the end of the adsorption process
and the spectra at pH 8.0 are shown in Figure 3. As can be clearly
seen, both the ice-like and water-like modes were attenuated as
the concentration of BSA was increased.

TZ_
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Figure 3. SFG spectra in the O—H stretch region at the silica/water interface after
adsorption of BSA from 1.0 (o), 0.2 (»), and 0.04 mgmL~" (o) solutions at pH 8.0.
Solid lines are fitted data.

Several factors are known to influence the rate of protein
deposition. These include the charge on the substrate and
protein as well as the protein’s concentration and conformation.
At pH 8.0, both the BSA and substrate are negatively charged
and the adsorption process is slow. Therefore, at low bulk
concentration the first BSA molecules to become adsorbed have
ample opportunity to spread out over the surface without
interference from neighboring proteins. As the concentration is
increased, spreading becomes limited by competition from
adjacent species.”3¥ This limits the total footprint for each
molecule, but increases the absolute amount of protein that can
be adsorbed. The &-potential decreases as the coverage rises.”*?
This is consistent with our data, which show greatest attenuation
of the SFG signal at the highest protein concentration (Figure 3).

At pH 5.6, the BSA and silica both bear less negative charges
and the rate of protein adsorption is enhanced with respect to
pH 8.0, thus greatly reducing the time required to achieve full
surface coverage (Figure 2b). There are still some small differ-
ences in adsorption rates as the protein concentration is
changed as supported by the differences in the time-dependent
SFG data. The spreading process, however, is sufficiently slow
that the ultimate amount of protein adsorbed is relatively
unaffected. Below the isoelectric point, adsorption is rapid due
to the electrostatic attraction with the surface, which is quickly
saturated with protein at all concentrations investigated (Fig-
ure 2¢).

Another factor that affects the adsorption rate is the
conformation of BSA. Previous studies have shown that BSA
molecules with less a-helical content can adsorb faster than
native BSA." 8 251 Generally, BSA becomes less compact and has
less a-helical content as the pH is lowered.”” One might,
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therefore, expect that adsorption would be more facile at lower
pH even without electrostatic considerations.

In a final set of experiments, we checked for the presence of
an O—H stretch peak near 3670 cm~', which typically appears at a
hydrophobic/aqueous interface.?> No significant intensity was
observed in this region upon protein adsorption (data not
shown). This result is consistent with the idea that structural
rearrangements of adsorbed BSA take place in a manner that
avoids exposure of the hydrophobic core of the macromolecule
to the aqueous phase.

In summary, interfacial water structure was investigated upon
the deposition of BSA at the silica/water interface by employing
SFG vibrational spectroscopy. Changes in interfacial water
structure appeared to correlate with variations in the surface
&-potential and provided evidence for a solute depletion layer.
Furthermore, changes in interfacial water structure took place
over a timescale that corresponded to the protein adsorption
process.

Experimental Section

SFG spectra were obtained with a passive-active mode-locked
Nd:YAG laser (PY61c, Continuum) equipped with a negative feed-
back loop in the oscillator cavity to provide enhanced shot-to-shot
stability. The SFG signal generated from the sample was collected by
a photomultiplier tube, sent to a gated integrator, and stored
digitally. All spectra presented in this paper were collected with the
Serer Sviss and Pjg polarization combination. For each scan, data were
collected in 6 cm~" increments in the 2800-3600 cm~' range.

Ultrapure water (minimum resistivity 18 m€2cm, NANOpure, Barn-
stead) was used in the preparation of phosphate buffer solutions and
in cleaning the apparatus. BSA (99%, Sigma) was purified by gel
chromatography (Sephadex G-100, Sigma) before use. BSA solutions
at 1.0, 0.2, and 0.04 mgmL~" were prepared and adjusted with
sodium phosphate to pH 3.8, 5.6, and 8.0. The concentration of BSA
was confirmed by UV absorption at 280 nm using the extinction
coefficient 0.667 gL' Appropriate amounts of AR grade NaCl
were subsequently added to raise the total ionic strength to 32 mm;
BSA contributed less than 1.0 mm to this value.

IR-grade fused silica windows (diameter 25 mm, thickness 1.6 mm)
were purchased from Quartz Plus Inc., cleaned in hot chromic acid
solution for several hours, rinsed with copious quantities of purified
water, and baked in a kiln at 400 °C overnight before use.

SFG measurements were carried out using a homemade flow-cell
(volume ~2.0 mL), that consisted of a machined Teflon body fitted
with a fused silica plate. BSA adsorption was carried out by flowing
20 mL of the appropriate BSA solution (circa 100 s), stopping the flow
for 3600 s, followed by rinsing with an excess amount of BSA-free
solution at the same pH and ionic strength. The volume of the flow
cell employed in these experiments was large enough that no
significant depletion of the bulk protein concentration occurred
even for the 0.04 mgmL~" BSA solution.

This work was generously supported by the Petroleum Research
Fund through Grant 34149-G5, a Research Innovation Award from
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