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We used three-dimensional self-consistent field theory to investigate the micellization behavior of A-b-
(B-alt-C), multiblock terpolymers in the presence of a solvent that is selective to the terminal A-block. In
particular, we focused on the effects of the incompatibility parameter between B and C, ygc, and the
composition of the solvophilic A-block, fa, on the formation of micelles from ABC triblock and A(BC)3
multiblock terpolymers, respectively. We observed a general trend that a segmented packing of B- and C-
layers along the axial direction of the micelles is favored than the coaxial packing with the increasing of
xsc or decreasing of fa. The separation of B and C blocks within a micelle leads to the formation of
a variety of multicompartment micelle morphologies, such as core—shell—corona spherical micelles,
hamburgers, and bump-surface micelles, in the ABC triblock copolymers. In the A(BC); multiblock
terpolymers, we discovered more fascinating micelles by implementing the SCFT simulation than by the
DPD simulation. Besides the BC-segmented worm-like micelles, which have been found in the DPD
simulation work, concentric multilayer spheres and vesicles can be formed by the solvent-induced effect
when the solvophilic A-block is a majority component. The SCFT method provides an efficient way to
screen promising molecular architectures for the ability to self-assemble into technologically promising

hierarchical structures.

© 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The self-assembly of block copolymers is of great interest
because of its intrinsic fascination to form rich ordered nano-
structures [1—3], and the potential applications in a wide range of
fields, such as nanolithography [4,5], drug delivery systems [6,7],
and organic photovoltaics [8,9]. With the development of synthetic
techniques, many copolymers with more than two types of
monomers or with various kinds of chain topologies, such as linear,
star, comb, and cyclic, have been successfully produced. This
development enriches the formation of self-assembled morphol-
ogies on multiple length scales. Moreover, the addition of selective
solvents to block copolymers also attracts intensive research
attention, both experimentally and theoretically, as it opens the
opportunity to engineer novel nano-particles with complex
internal structures [2,3].
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Compared with the simplest diblock copolymers, which can
self-assemble into a rather limited number of ordered phases
(lamella, cylinder, sphere, gyroid, and Fddd network phases) [10—
12], ABC terpolymers exhibit much more complex self-assembling
behavior [13—20]. For example, even in the simplest architecture
of linear ABC triblock terpolymers, the morphologies are divided
into two categories, nonfrustrated and frustrated phases, due to the
topological constraint of the copolymers. Each of these categories
includes a large number of complex phases [16,17]. Specifically,
when the interaction between the two end blocks is larger than
that between the middle and either end blocks (xac >> xas = XBc),
the morphologies are nonfrustrated [16], which are dominated by
the strong incompatibility between A and C blocks. In the
nonfrustrated case the system tends to form ordered structures
with less AC interfaces, such as A-core/B-shell/C-matrix, C-core/B-
shell/A-matrix, and alternating lamellae (A/B/C). On the contrary,
when the interaction between the two end blocks is the smallest
(xac << xaB = xac), the morphologies are frustrated [17]. Because
of the weak yac, the C blocks tend to be in contact with the A-
blocks. On the other hand, the topology of the ABC chain dictates
that the B blocks have to be located between the A and C blocks. The
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arrangement of the B blocks at the AC interfaces leads to a rich
variety of hierarchical structure-within-structure phases, including
cylinders in lamellae, spheres in lamellae, spheres on cylinders,
rings on cylinders, and spheres on spheres. Recent interest has
grown in a class of linear multiblock terpolymers containing one or
two long end-blocks and multiple short mid-blocks [21—-36]. In
a pioneering experimental work, Masuda et al. [23] synthesized an
undecablock terpolymer consisting of two long poly(2-
vinylpyridine) (P) end-blocks and short polystyrene—polyisoprene
(SI) alternating middle-blocks. The authors observed the forma-
tion of spheres-within-lamellae, cylinders-within-lamellae,
parallel lamellae-within-lamellae morphology, coaxial cylinders,
and concentric spheres structures. On the other hand, an asym-
metric linear multiblock terpolymer CECEC-P (C: cyclohexyl-
ethylene, E: ethylene, P: propylene) with only one long end-block
was synthesized and perpendicular lamellae-within-lamellae
morphology was observed by Fleury and Bates [24,25]. Subse-
quent theoretical studies suggest that the formation of inner thin-
layers is under the soft confinement of two thick layers of the end-
blocks, and the number of thin-layers can be tuned through
the interaction parameters and the relative length of the middle-
blocks and the end-blocks [33—35]. Wang et al. [36] reported that
for most interaction parameters between components i and j, xij,
the A-block-(B-alt-C) copolymers tend to self-assemble into parallel
packed hierarchical structure-within-structures. One exception is
when xpc >> xaB > Xac the segregated B and C small-length-scale
domains are perpendicular to the large-length-scale morphologies.

In addition to the hierarchical structures in melts, ABC
terpolymers have been shown to be excellent candidates for
forming multicompartment and multicore micelles in which the
two solvophobic blocks adopt distinct domains within the cores of
the micelles. In a comparison between the linear ABC triblock and
multiblock terpolymers in a selective solvent, there is an interesting
question that how the multiblock feature influences the structure
formation. Experimentally, there have been quite a number of
studies that showed the linear ABC triblock terpolymers tend to
form core—shell—corona micelles in solvents selective for one
terminal block [37—45]. Besides, Erhardt et al. [46] and Liu et al. [47]
reported the formation of Janus spheres and Janus cylinders in the
linear ABC triblock copolymers solutions, where the two end-
blocks A and C are solvophilic and the mid-block B is sol-
vophobic. To the best of our knowledge, there exist only very few
studies of exploring the micelles formed by the linear multiblock
terpolymers [48—51]. For example, Thiinemann et al. [49] have
reported the formation of two-compartment cylindrical-shape
micelles of C-core/B-shell/A-corona by ABCBA pentablock copoly-
mers consisting of a hydrophilic block of poly(ethylene oxide) (A)
and two hydrophobic blocks of poly(gamma-benzyl L-glutamate)
(B) and poly(perfluoro ether) (C). Though these experimental
studies have demonstrated a rich variety of interesting micelles
that the linear triblock and multiblock terpolymers can form,
obtaining a better understanding the effects of varying the number
of the solvophobic B and C blocks on the micellization behavior
from the experimental studies can be expensive and time
consuming.

In contrast, computer simulation and theoretical calculation
provide efficient tools to study the self-assembling behaviors of
block copolymer systems [10,11,52—54], and thus to explore new
structures in a larger parameter space. As a complementary
method to computer simulations, the self-consistent field theory
(SCFT) provides a powerful tool in the study of block copolymers
[10,11,52]. For the cases of micelle formation, Wang et al. [55] and
Ma and Jiang [56] used two-dimensional (2D) SCFT to investigate
the phase behavior of micelles formed by ABC linear triblock
copolymers in dilute solutions. By tuning the hydrophobic degree

and its difference between B and C blocks, some typical micelles
and various types of vesicles were obtained. Although the
morphologies calculated by 2D SCFT are mostly corresponding to
the micellar structures in 3D, it is difficult to explore more complex
microstructures when the space is restricted in two-dimension. As
the fast development of computer technology, full three-
dimensional (3D) SCFT calculation is feasible, thus it becomes
more powerful in the exploration of intricate 3D micelles. Up to
now, Ma et al. [57] and Wang and Lin [58] have successfully
applied 3D SCFT to investigate the self-assembly of linear ABC
triblock terpolymers in dilute solutions. Ma et al. reported that the
spherical, cylindrical, and discoidal micelles with bumpy surfaces
could be formed via turning the solvent selectivity with respect to
the solvophobic blocks A and B. Wang and Lin focused on the linear
ABC terpolymers consisting of a solvophilic midblock (B) and two
solvophobic end-blocks (A and C). In their results, a number of
novel micelles were found, such as spheres with A and C helix-like
cores, spheres with A and C disk-like cores, and cylinders with A
and C ring-like cores. As for the multiblock copolymers in dilute
solutions, Huang et al. [59] investigated micellar structures of the
Ay-star-(B-alt-C) terpolymers using DPD simulation method. They
discussed the formation of multicompartment micelles through
controlling the repeat number of B/C blocks, the composition of
solvophilic block A, the incompatibility between the two sol-
vophobic B and C, and the difference of the incompatibility
between the two solvophobic B and C with respect to the solvent.
In addition to the typical micelles formed by ABC triblock copol-
ymers, some fascinating multicompartment micelles were
observed, including cores with helical B and C, coaxial bowl-like
micelles, and BC segmented worm-like micelles. However, up to
the present, one of the most obvious shortcomings in computer
simulations has been the very limited monomer numbers, typically
between 10 and 40 [18,32,53,59]. Therefore, to lessen the influence
of the limited chain length, computer simulation methods usually
focus on the strong-segregation region. It is worthy to note that the
small number of monomers definitely reduces the effect of poly-
mer configurational entropy, especially in the case of multiblock
copolymers.

In this work, we used 3D real-space SCFT method to investigate
the micelle formation of one type of linear multiblock terpolymers

B C

Fig. 1. A schematic plot of the model A-b-(B-alt-C),, multiblock terpolymer. A, B, and C
blocks are shown in light purple, red, and green, respectively. (For interpretation of the
references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this
article.)
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A(BC), in a selective solvent of S, where A block is solvophilic, and B
and C blocks are solvophobic. The schematic plot of molecular
structure of A-b-(B-alt-C), multiblock terpolymers is displayed in
Fig. 1, where A, B, and C blocks are labeled in light purple, red, and
green, respectively, and n is the repeating number of B and C
alternating blocks. In particular, we constructed and compared the
morphology maps for n = 1 (the system was reduced to ABC tri-
block terpolymer) and 3 as a function of the molecular variables. In
this way, the effects of multiple solvophobic blocks on the micel-
lization behavior can be revealed.

2. Theoretical method

We consider a system of volume V containing monodisperse A-
b-(B-alt-C), multiblock terpolymers in the presence of a selective
solvent S with average volume fractions of ¢ and 1 — ¢, respectively.
The degree of polymerization of the terpolymer is N and the
compositions of A, B, and C blocks are fa, fs, and fc, respectively. The
polymer chain is composed of n alternating B and C blocks, which
are linked to one A block. Accordingly, the degree of polymerization
of one B/C block is Ngc = N(f + fc)/n and the compositions of each B
and C alternating blocks are Afg = fg/n and Afc = fc/n, respectively.

We assume that the system is incompressible and each segment
has the same statistical segment length of b. According to the
mean-field theory based on the ideal Gaussian chain model, the
free energy per chain is given by Eq. (1)

%4

where Tis the temperature, and kg is the Boltzmann constant. ¢;(7)
is the volume fraction of componenti (i = A, B, C, and S), and w;(T)
are the mean fields acting on component i (i = A, B, C, and S). x;j is
the Flory—Huggins interaction parameter between components i
andj(i,j = A, B, C,and S). £(T) is a Lagrange multiplier that is used
to ensure the incompressibility of the system. Qco and Qs are the
partition functions of a single copolymer chain and a solvent
molecule, respectively, given by Eqgs. (2) and (3)
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The partition function of the terpolymer is in terms of propa-
gators qco(7,s) and qiy(T.s). The propagators qco(T,s) and
ato (7', s) represent the probabilities to find the polymer segment of
contour length s at space coordinates of T starting from two free
ends, respectively. Both propagator functions satisfy the modified
diffusion equations
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The initial conditions are gco(7,0) =1 and qéo(
(4) and (5), respectively.

Minimization of the free energy specified in Eq. (1) with respect
to the volume fraction functions and the mean fields leads to the
following SCFT equations
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(14)

The volume fractions must satisfy the incompressibility condi-
tion of Eq. (15)

$a(T) + $p(T) + dc(T) + ds(T) = 1 (15)

At present, there are a number of complementary numerical
approaches to solve the modified diffusion equations of SCFT. The
first one is the spectral method proposed by Matsen and Schick
[10]. In the spectral method, all space functions are expressed in
terms of a set of orthonormal basis functions according to a prior
symmetry, and then solve the SCFT equations with respect to the
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coefficients of these basis functions. The second approach is the
real-space method proposed by Drolet and Fredrickson [60,61]. The
third approach is pseudo-spectral method [62], which takes the
advantage of switching between real and reciprocal spaces. As it
solves the modified diffusion equation by the split-step fast Fourier
transform, it provides a higher operating efficiency. In our studies
we used the pseudo-spectral method.

We perform SCFT calculations in a cubic box that is discretized
into a 64 x 64 x 64 lattice. Periodic boundary conditions are
automatically imposed on each direction by the Fourier transition
in the pseudo-spectral method. Each of our simulation results is
repeated at least 10 times with different initial states to obtain the
microstructures. It should be noted that two or more microstruc-
tures may be observed in our some simulations. In order to ensure
which one is the most stable microstructure, we consider the
individual microstructure to be the initial state. After recalculating
them in the same parameters, we compare their free energies to
identify the most stable microstructure. The iterating convergence
of the SCFT salvation is determined by both the free energy and the
incompressibility condition. The change of free energy is required
to be less than 107 in a large number of iterations and the change
of the incompressibility on each point is required to be smaller
than 1077,

3. Results and discussion

In the present work, we examine how the multiblock feature
affects the micellization behavior of ABC terpolymers. Because the
number of parameter space of the present system is huge, it is
impossible to explore the whole phase space. Instead, we will
restrict our attention to a set of parameters representing typical
cases encountered in experiments. First, we assume that the
copolymer has a constant total degree of polymerization of N = 120,
which we believe it is long enough to include the effect of polymer
configurational entropy and has equal B and C blocks, fgN = fcN.

BC-segmented ellipsoids B-C-B hamburgers

With this assumption, the copolymer composition can be described
by only one independent volume fraction of fa. There are six
interaction parameters x; (ij = A, B, C, and S) to measure the
immiscibility between the four components. Then, we use the
following conditions to reduce the number of independent inter-
action parameters: yas = 0.27, xap = xac = 1.0, and xgs = xcs = 1.2,
except otherwise specified. The last parameter restriction is that
the concentration of the copolymer to be fixed as dilute as ¢ = 0.1.
The above parameter reduction allows us to focus on the effects of
the composition of solvophilic block, fa, the incompatibility
between B and C blocks, xgc, and the repeat number of B/C alter-
nating blocks, n. For the reason of clarity, the morphologies in the
solution system are plotted against the density profiles of A, B, and
C blocks, and that of the solvent S is omitted.

When n = 1, the A-b-(B-alt-C), multiblock terpolymer is reduced
to an ABC triblock copolymer. The phase diagram with respect to
xsc and fa of ABC triblock terpolymer is shown in Fig. 2. Firstly, we
observed BC-mixed spherical micelles or C-core/B-shell/A-corona
spherical micelles for the various fractions of fa in the region of low
value ygc. When ypc increases to be intermediate or high value,
a fascinating self-assembling behavior of micelles as increasing fa
can be observed. When the solvophilic block A is short (fa = 0.1—
0.3), the micelles of B—C—B hamburgers are formed in a large
phase-region. It is because that B blocks are jointed to the A blocks,
thus the most of A blocks are aggregated to the outside of B blocks.
Therefore, most of B blocks can be isolated from the solvent.
Nevertheless, without the screening of A blocks, C blocks are curled
into the core, which is sandwiched by the two ends of B blocks. This
morphology can minimize the contacting surfaces of B/C blocks to
the solvents. Similarly, Zhu et al. [53] also reported the formation of
hamburger micelles when the solvophilic block is short and the
incompatibility degrees between the different blocks are strong.
However, when decreasing the incompatibility parameters
between the blocks, they observed the formation of vesicles instead
of the core—shell—corona spheres. This is reasonable mainly due to
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the fact that their simulated triblock chains are very short, which
favors the formation of vesicles. Next, when the solvophilic block A
increases to be equal or larger than solvophobic blocks (B + C), the
formed micelles are similar to B—C—B hamburgers except that the
disk-like structure is transferred to ring-like structure on one side
of B block while keeping the other side of B block the disk-form. The
formed micelles are referred as “C core with B ring/disk”. In this
micelle, the interface between the C core and the solvent is reduced
by the formation of ring-like B-end cap. It is obvious that the
orientation of C core with B ring/disk micelles in the small-length
scale domain is an intermediate transition between radial direc-
tion (—core—shell-corona type micelles) and axial direction
(hamburger micelles) along with the shape of micelles. Finally,
when the solvophilic block A is the majority (fA = 0.7), the
morphology of micelles tends to be core—shell—corona type
micelles, as have been observed in experiments [37—39]. In more
detail, we observe an interesting variation of core—shell—corona
type micelles with the increasing of the interaction parameter
xBc- As clearly seen in Fig. 2, when xpc increases to an intermediate
value about 0.6, though the formed micelles are still C core-B shell-
A corona spheres, there exist some holes in the B shell. As ygc
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(For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred
to the web version of this article.)

parameter increases further, the B domains are transferred to be
continuous B-aggregates, which are surrounded in the surface of C
core. When ypc keeps increasing, the continuous B-aggregates are
broken to be the discrete B-aggregates, which are randomly bum-
ped in the surface of C core. These bump-surface core—shell—
corona type micelles are because of the increasing degree of the
B and C segregation toward the axial direction of the micelles as xpc
increases. Up to the present, most of the theoretical researches are
not focused on the variations of micelles when the solvophilic A
block is the majority component, as in our study.

In the limited conditions of fa = 0, the ABC triblock copolymer is
reduced to the simple symmetric BC diblock copolymer. Here, we
systematically explored the variations of microstructures as xpc
increases in this specific situation of fy = 0. A series of morphology
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reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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transitions is observed in Fig. 3: BC-mixed spherical micelles — BC-
mixed ellipsoids — B-rich and C-rich domains within
ellipsoids — 4-layer BC-segmented micelles. When the value of xgc
parameter is small (ygc = 0.0—0.1), as shown in Fig. 3a and b, the
formed micelles are BC-mixed micelles as the neutral solvent can
be served as a buffer region to reduce the incompatibility between
B and C blocks. Therefore, the driving force at repulsive interactions
xBc is not large enough for micelles to form the segregation of B and
C blocks. However, it is interesting to note that the micelles are
slightly elongated along the axis of the B and C blocks. The shape of
micelles varies from spherical to ellipsoidal with the increasing of
xsc- When the value of ygc parameter increases a little bit to 0.14
(Fig. 3c), the degree of incompatibility between B and C blocks will
be sufficiently strong to form the small-length-scale segregation
within the micelles. B and C blocks segregate into a two-phase B-
rich and C-rich region, but there is no obvious orientation in the
small-length-scale domain. When the value of xgc becomes greater
than 0.2, B and C blocks form well-segregated domains within the
micelles. The small-length-scale domain is packed with B and C
alternating layers and thus they can have similar contact surface
with solvent.

To understand the effect of ygc on the formation of micelles for
BC diblock copolymers in a poor solvent, we decreased the incom-
patibility between the solvophobic blocks and solvent to be
xBs = Xcs = 0.9. The morphology transitions become different from
those in the case of yps = xcs = 1.2. A series of shape transitions are
observed in Fig. 4: BC-mixed spherical micelles — B-rich and C-rich
domains within spherical micelles — 5-layer BC-segmented
micelles — BC helix-like micelles — 4-layer BC-segmented
micelle. When the value of yxpc is small (xgc = 0.0—0.1), the
micelles are always keeping the form of BC-mixed spherical
micelles. From the profile of BC-mixed spherical micelles, shown in
Fig. 4a, it can be found that the solvent aggregated within the
micelles is more than that when xps = xcs = 1.2. It shows that more

-® @

BC-segmented worm-like

BC-segmented ellipsoids ieaies

solvent aggregated inside the micelles can release the osmotic
pressure caused by the gradient of the solvent concentration inside
and outside of the micelles. Therefore, the solvent effect on the
shape of micelles becomes smaller when decreasing the value of
XBs = Xcs- When xpc value continuously increases to 0.3, B and C
blocks are aggregated to form the segmented micelles. However, an
interesting finding is the appearance of helix-like micelles in the
transition of: segmented — helix-like — segmented. To explore
what happens during the transition, we first discuss the variation of
BC-segmented micelles as xpc value increases. Fig. 4c and e show the
segmented morphologies formed by well-segregated B/C domains
as well as the density profiles along the axis of the micelles. In the
weak segregation conditions of xgc = 0.3—0.4, the packing layers of
BC-segmented micelles are found to be five. When xpc is larger than
1.0, however, the packing layers of segmented micelles are reduced
to four to lessen the interfacial energy between B and C domains.
The B/C helix-like micelles are formed between the five-layer and
four-layer morphologies as an intermediate morphology when
xsc = 0.6—0.8. The reason is that the domain arrangement becomes
highly frustrated when the domain layer deviates from the integer
number. The formation of the B/C helix-like domains is thus an
effective way to release the packing frustration.

The above discussions reveal that the shape of micelles is
affected by the solvent quality. The phenomenon is analogous to
the phase transitions of copolymers that are confined in a hard tube
[63]. As compared with the hard confinement, it can be considered
as a soft confinement that the shape variation of micelles occurs
through tuning of the solvent quality for blocks. In a similar
research, this matter was examined by Chi et al. [64]. They observed
a transition in the shape of micelles of AB diblock copolymers from
ellipsoidal to spherical with the increasing of the incompatibility
between A block and solvent. In our simulations, we also discov-
ered that the shape of copolymers can experience different tran-
sitions in the different solvent environments.
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Fig. 5. The phase diagram of A-b-(B-alt-C); multiblock terpolymers in dilute solutions in terms of ygc and fa when N = 120, ¢ = 0.1, xap = xac = 1.0, xas = 0.27, and xgs = xcs = 1.2. In
each representative micelle, A, B, C, and S are shown in light purple, red, green, and light blue, respectively. The solvent S in the matrix is omitted for clarity. The BC-mixed is labeled
as yellow. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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After examining the micelle formation of ABC and BC block
copolymers, we turn to the investigation of the self-assembling
behaviors of A-b-(B-alt-C)3 multiblock terpolymer solutions in
terms of fa and ypc. The phase diagram when N = 120, ¢ = 0.1,
xAB = Xac = 1.0, xas = 0.27, and xps = xcs = 1.2, is given in Fig. 5. First
of all, we observed a variety of shape transitions with the increasing
of xpc parameter. When fa is in the range of small values (0.1—
0.3), we observed a series of the morphology variations: BC-
mixed spherical micelles — C-core/B-shell/C-corona spherical
micelles — BC concentric spherical micelles — BC-segmented
worm-like micelles, as shown in Fig. 6. In this case, the formed
micelles are C-core/B-shell/A-corona spherical when the value of
xsc is small (0.2—0.4). The shell is formed by B blocks because they
join to A blocks. C blocks are curled into the core form. When
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Fig. 6. Simulated micelle patterns and corresponding volume fraction profiles of A, B,
C, and solvent S for A(BC); multiblock terpolymers in a selective solvent for the A block
when N = 120, fa = 0.3, ¢ = 0.1, xas = xac = 1.0, xas = 0.27, xgs = Xcs = 1.2, and xgc is
equal to (a) 0.2, (b) 0.6, (c) 1.0, and (d) 1.4, respectively. In each representative micelle,
A, B, C, and S are shown in light purple, red, green, and light blue, respectively. The
solvent S in the matrix is omitted for clarity. (For interpretation of the references to
color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

increasing the ypc value, the shape of micelles is still spherical, but
the number of shells increases in the small-length scale domains.
The reason is that the segregation degree between B and C becomes
strong enough to ensure each B and C blocks can be well segregated
within the micelle. However, it is interesting to note that a shape
transition of micelles occurs when xpc value is greater than 1.2. The
micellar structure is transferred from spherical to worm-like. The B
and C blocks are stacked by an alternating way. The orientation of
the small-length scale domain becomes perpendicular to the shape
of the micelles.

We also compared the BC-segmented worm-like micelles with
the BC-segmented ellipsoids formed without solvophilic A block.
Due to the protection from A block, each of B and C blocks is formed
in disk shape to stack the cylindrical (worm-like) micelles. On the
contrary, without the A block, the shape of micelles tends to form
the ellipsoids, which have smaller surface areas than cylinders.

Next, we discussed the effect of f4 on the topology of the overall
shape of micelles formed by the A-b-(B-alt-C); multiblock
terpolymers. As can be observed in Fig. 5, when xpc is weak so that
B and C tend to mix together within the micelles, we observed the
formation of BC-mixed spheres, independent of the fa value. As xpc
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the matrix is omitted for clarity. The BC-mixed is labeled as yellow. (For interpretation
of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version
of this article.)
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increases to the range between 0.2 and 0.8, it is interesting to
observe a transition from C core/B shell or BC concentric spherical
micelles (fa = 0.1-0.3) to BC-mixed vesicles (f4 = 0.4—0.7). This
behavior is mainly attributed to the fact that the effective segre-
gation between the alternating B and C blocks, yxgc Npc, decreases
with the increasing of fa at a fixed degree of copolymerization N.
Moreover, from the density profiles of all components along the
diameter direction of microstructures plotted in Fig. 7a—c, where
fa = 0.3, 04, and 0.5, respectively, when ygc is fixed at 0.8, we
observed a trend that more solvents are aggregated into the B and C
segregated domains with an increase in fa, and even can stay within
the most inner core of micelles. As shown in Fig. 7c when fa = 0.5,
the inside hollow core is mostly aggregated by the solvent. The fact
that the B and C blocks extremely dislike being in touch with the
solvent enables a portion of the A blocks into the hollow core to
protect the B and C blocks. Accordingly, our results have shown that
the vesicles can be formed by the solvent-induced effect when the
multiblock chains have a long solvophilic block. Fig. 8 shows the
morphology variation and corresponding density profiles of all
components with increasing fa value when ygc = 1.0. A series of
morphological transition from BC concentric spherical — BC
concentric vesicles — BC-mixed vesicles — disorder state is
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observed. Although the result of this simulation is similar to that
when xpc = 0.8, it is interesting to note that the multilayer vesicles
are observed when fa = 0.4. Recall that the vesicles have been
commonly observed when the solvophilic A block is short in the AB
diblock copolymers [65] or ABC triblock copolymers [37] due to the
degree of corona-chain stretching. With a long solvophilic block,
though the inside corona-chains are not easy to stretch freely
within the vesicles, two types of BC-mixed and BC concentric
multilayer vesicles can be formed by the solvent-induced effect.

In the previous work [59], we examined the phase behavior of
A-star-(B-alt-C), multiblock terpolymers using the DPD simulation
method. The results of the DPD simulation are usually doubted that
the chain length is too short. When the multiblock terpolymer
chains with a short solvophilic A block (fa = 0.1-0.3) are in a neutral
solvent for both solvophobic B and C blocks, the DPD simulation
shows a transition from BC-mixed spherical micelles — B-rich and
C-rich domains within spherical micelles — BC-segmented worm-
like micelles with increasing the incompatibility degree between B
and C. With an increase in fy and a decrease in the number of
repeating B and C blocks, n, the B—C—B hamburgers and helix-type
micelles are favored. It is worthy to note that for the short ABC
multiblocks to segregate within the micelles in a neutral poor
solvent, the small-length-scale segregated layers only pack in
a perpendicular direction with respect to the micelles. While, when
considering the effect of polymer configurational entropy for long
enough B and C alternating blocks, as in this current SCFT study, the
internally B and C segregated domains can adopt both perpendic-
ular and coaxial packings within the micelles, depending on both
xsc and fa. Even we can find the formation of BC-mixed and
multilayer vesicles when the solvophilic A block becomes
a majority component. Therefore, we discover more fascinating
micelles by implementing the SCFT simulation than by the DPD
simulation in the system of linear multiblock terpolymers. It shows
that more chain stacking types can be performed in the SCFT
simulations due to enhancing the effect of polymer configurational
entropy.

4. Summary

We applied the three-dimensional SCFT method to examine the
self-assembly behavior of A-b-(B-alt-C),, multiblock terpolymers in
dilute solutions. The A block is solvophilic, whereas B and C are
solvophobic. The phase diagrams of micelle morphology of ABC
triblock terpolymers and A(BC); multiblock terpolymers were
constructed as a function of the incompatibility parameter between
B and C, xgc, and the composition of the A block, fa. In this work, we
increased the degree of polymerization to 120, which is long
enough to include the effect of polymer conformation entropy and
thus more reasonable than that in the DPD simulations. We found
that both ygc and fa have a strong influence on the orientation of
the small-length-scale B and C segregation within the micelles and
thereafter the shape of micelles. With the increasing of ypc or
decreasing of fa, a segmented packing of B and C layers along the
axial direction of the micelles is favored than the coaxial packing.
Therefore, a variety of multicompartment micelle morphologies,
such as core-shell-corona spherical micelles, hamburgers, and
bump-surface micelles, have been observed. In the A(BC)3 multi-
block terpolymers, besides the BC-segmented worm-like micelles,
which have been found in the DPD simulation work, we observed
more types of micelles, such as concentric micelles and vesicles.
That is because the small length of polymer chain definitely reduces
the effect of polymer configurational entropy in the DPD simula-
tion. Especially, the vesicles can be formed by the solvent-induced
effect when the solvophilic block is a majority component. We also
examined the influence of solvent quality on the micelle
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morphology. By tuning the incompatibility for both the solvophobic
blocks, we discovered the existence of helix-like micelles during
the transition between 5-layer segmented and 4-layer segmented
micelles. The SCFT method provides an efficient way to screen
promising molecular architectures for the ability to self-assemble
into technologically promising hierarchical structures.
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