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Abstract: Dispersed nanoparticles self-assemble into complex structures when 
segregated from the solvent either by evaporation or precipitation. Thus, 
different micro- and macroscopic structures (opals, fractals, liquid crystals) 
formed by nanoparticles are observed as a result of the balance between 
electrostatic forces, surface tension, volume exclusion, substrate topography 
and affinity, and size, shape and concentration of the particles.  
The formation process is close to the hard-sphere case with two special 
features: nanoparticles are coated with surfactant molecules of roughly 1 nm in 
length, and nanoparticles are in the nanometric scale resulting in an increased 
mobility. Moreover, self-assembly does not take place in solution; hence, a 
minimum concentration is needed in order to start self-assembly. This process 
occurs in contact with the substrate, when the solvent cannot re-disperse the 
particles anymore. 

Keywords: magnetic nanoparticles; self-assembly; solvent evaporation;  
two-dimensional. 

Reference to this paper should be made as follows: Puntes, V.F., Bastús, N.G., 
Pagonabarraga, I., Iglesias, O., Labarta, A. and Batlle, X. (2005) ‘Nucleation 
phenomenon in nanoparticle self-assemblies’, Int. J. Nanotechnology, Vol. 2, 
Nos. 1/2, pp.62–70. 

Biographical notes: Victor F. Puntes graduated in material science at the 
School of Chemistry of Strasbourg (1994). Then he did a PhD in solid state 
physics at the University of Barcelona (1998) in the magnetic and transport 
properties of thin film granular solids. Subsequently, he spent a four-year 
period of postdoctoral contract at Berkeley working on the synthesis and 
characterisation of nanoparticles. Since 2003, he has been on a research 
appointment at the Physics Department of the University of Barcelona. 

Neus G. Bastus obtained her degree in physics at the University of Barcelona. 
She started PhD research in spring 2003 on the subject of the development of 
synthetic strategies to obtain the size and properties of controlled nanoparticles 
and their uses as biomedical probes. 

Ignacio Pagonabarraga is Associate Professor in Condensed Matter at the 
University of Barcelona, where he obtained his PhD in physics in 1995. He has 
been visiting researcher at the Institute for Atomic and Molecular Physics 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Nucleation phenomena in nanoparticle self-assemblies 63    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

(Amolf) in Amsterdam and at the University of Edinburgh, and also a visiting 
faculty at the universities of Paris XI and Lyon. His current research involves 
the modelling of soft matter (especially of colloidal suspensions) in order to 
understand their collective equilibrium and non-equilibrium behaviour, with 
particular interest in their properties at high confinement (as is the case in 
microfluidics) and under the action of external fields. He has published around 
40 papers in international journals, and has delivered a number of invited talks 
at international conferences. 

Óscar Iglesias is Associate Professor at the Department de Física Fonamental 
of the University of Barcelona. He graduated in theoretical physics at the 
University of Barcelona in 1990. He obtained his PhD degree in physics from 
the same university in 2002 for a study of time-dependent processes in 
magnetic systems. His research has focused on theoretical models of magnetic 
materials and, more recently, on the study of finite-size and interaction effects 
in magnetic nanoparticles by Monte Carlo simulation and phenomenological 
models. 

Amílcar Labarta is Professor of Condensed Matter Physics in the University of 
Barcelona. He obtained his PhD degree in physics from the University of 
Barcelona in 1985. His current research involves the study of colloidal 
suspensions of fine particles and the formation of self-assemblies, and the study 
of the magnetic and electrical transport properties of thin films of granular 
systems. He has contributed over 150 publications in scientific international 
journals and has given many invited lectures. 

Xavier Batlle is an associate professor in Condensed Matter Physics at the 
Department of Fundamental Physics of the University of Barcelona. He 
obtained his PhD degree in physics from the University of Barcelona in 1990. 
He has been visiting researcher at the CNRS and Institute Laue-Langevin in 
Grenoble, and visiting faculty at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory 
and University of California, San Diego. His latest work refers to giant 
magnetoresistance in granular (metallic and insulating) solids and magnetic 
tunnel junctions, giant magnetocaloric effect in alloys, fabrication of nanodots 
over macroscopic area, exchange bias in ferromagnetic/antiferromagnetic thin 
films, and spin polarisation of a metal due to proximity to a ferromagnet. He 
has published about 90 papers in international journals, including some invited 
topical reviews and book chapters. 

 

1 Introduction 

Nanoparticle (NP) self-assembly (SA) phenomenon is commonly observed but only 
partially explained or understood. The remaining question being through which series of 
events the NP from a colloidal solution form the self-assembled structures  
upon evaporation of the solvent. Some appealing examples are extended 2D  
monolayers [1], bimodal arrays [2], 3D super-crystals of one [3] or different types of 
particles [4], structures formed by applying an external magnetic field [5], chains [6] and 
ring shapes [7], among others. 

The genuine interest of understanding SA is the aim to make new molecular-based 
materials [8] from a bottom-up perspective, which should deliver more efficient  
systems in terms of the energy needed to produce them and implement Nature’s  
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multi-functionality. Consequently, aggregation control is desirable; this can be achieved 
either by using biological molecules and their specific interactions [9,10], templates like 
porous matrix [11] or directing the SA. NP SA process is close to the large hard-sphere 
case with two special features: 

• nanoparticles are coated with surfactant molecules of roughly 1 nm in length 

• they are in the nanometric scale, which results in an increased mobility. 

The transition between the hard spheres and the NP behaviour takes place when the 
thermal energy overcomes gravitational interaction (around 50 nm) [12,13]. In addition, 
such SAs do not take place in the dispersed colloid, indicating that a minimum value of 
the concentration is needed to start the process, in which case, the solvent cannot  
re-disperse the particles anymore. It has been proposed that, despite the difference in 
morphology, the formed structures could be explained with a long-range potential, which 
is attractive at long distances and repulsive at short ones [13,14]. The attractive force is 
expected to be van der Waals between highly polarisable metallic particles. The origin of 
the repulsion is not clear yet. Understanding the SA entails understanding of: 

• the agglomeration process from a disperse solution 

• the final dry arrangements of those agglomerates. 

2 Experimental 

We used magnetic cobalt nanoparticles due to the ease of preparing large quantities of 
highly concentrated (1016 particles/ml) colloidal solutions of monodispersed NP [6,15] 
and their ability to agglomerate when their magnetic moment is large and stable. In such 
a way, by monitoring the magnetic dipole-dipole interaction, we may be able to explore 
more elusive forces acting on the NP assemblies. 

Nanocrystal super-structures were investigated by transmission electron microscopy 
at 200 kV. A drop of the colloids (2% weight of particles) was put onto a carbon-coated 
TEM grid at room temperature and slowly evaporated (in a covered watch glass). The use 
of high boiling solvents (like o-dichlorobenzene) allows for slow evaporation at room 
temperature (RT), which permits the particles to diffuse towards their equilibrium 
structures during evaporation, producing well-defined super-structures. Depending on the 
picture capture system (negatives or digital camera), nanoparticles appear as white in a 
dark background or reverse. 

3 Results 

First, it is clear that SA does not occur either in the dispersed colloid, or in the colloid 
vessel walls (colloids are stable for months to years; it is well known that original 
Michael Faraday’s colloids are still stable more than 150 years later). Besides, in addition 
to the well-known 2D SA, 3D structures that are repeated randomly on the substrate and 
chain-like arrangements crossing each other (Figure 1) suggest that the particles have 
mobility in the three directions of space while self-assembling. Thus, a minimal solvent 
amount has to be present even in the late stages of the self-assembling. 
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Figure 1 TEM images (left) 2D self-assembly of 9 nm Co NP, (centre) island of 7 nm NP  
(such islands were regularly present around the whole TEM grid) and (right) chains  
of 13 nm Co NP 

 

These facts are difficult to explain just by the reduction in the size of the solvent droplet.  
In that case, the structure would be determined by the size and shape of the droplets when 
the solvent layer breaks [16,17]. It would be difficult to explain non-spherical drops or 
overlapping structures in such scenario. It seems clear that the size and concentration of 
the droplet and solvent dewetting will determine both the maximum size of the  
self-assembled structures and the number of particles in them. A minimum concentration 
is needed in order to start self-assembling, which lasts until there is no more solvent to 
allow particles to move and then, the structure freezes. It is likely that particles feel an 
effective attraction by the substrate (see Figures 2(a), (b)). Therefore, as a particle arrives 
at the substrate, it sticks to it for a while before going back to the solution.  
When the concentration is very high, the mobility of the particles out of the substrate 
surface is reduced and then SA starts (see Figure 2(c)), due to both a reduction in 
available positions for the NP and an increase in the self-assembled structure stability.  
At the same time, the structure itself becomes more ordered as more particles arrive at  
the growing structure (see Figure 2(d)). As experiments modifying evaporation 
temperature and time suggest, SA is a sort of collective behaviour rather than an analogue 
to an atom-by-atom aggregation process. 

Figure 2  Schematic view of the NP mobility reduction as the solvent evaporation progresses 

 

Then, once the concentration crossover regime is reached, the particles start  
self-assembling onto the substrate, since the concentration is always higher on its surface 
than in the solvent. This fact, together with a higher affinity of the particles to bond to the 
substrate than to other particles, favours 2D over 3D SAs. This balance between NP-NP 
and NP-substrate affinity may be modified by varying the hydrophobic/hydrophilic 
character of the substrate. In our case, both particles and substrate are highly 
hydrophobic, although the presence of the surfactant molecules results in a steric 
repulsion between particles and a lower NP-NP affinity. 
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In large 2D SA, well-defined boundaries between ordered domains are often observed 
(see Figure 3). This could be explained in two ways: the expulsion of defects to the 
border of the ordered area, or the occurrence of multiple nucleation events on the 
substrate, which induces the appearance of domain boundaries as a result of a defective 
percolation process. Both mechanisms support the idea that particles are able to move 
during structure formation, i.e., there is still solvent left in contact with the substrate, 
which is consistent with other observations [1]. 

Figure 3 TEM images of 8 nm Co NP, where domain boundaries between ordered regions are 
observed. In the left image, the density of defects is higher than that in the right one 

 

It could be assumed that the particles self-assemble in solution at very high 
concentrations (prior to deposition) when the majority of the solvent has been evaporated 
but still lose from the substrate, and then the structure is transferred to the substrate when 
the evaporation is completed. However, this simple scenario has been discarded by the 
work of Liangshi et al. [18], in which different structural patterns and dynamics were 
obtained with different substrates, indicating that, apart from concentration increase, 
substrate affinity also plays a crucial role [19]. This issue can be further corroborated by 
investigating the effect of NP mobility reduction by evaporating them onto substrates 
with different affinities. In Puntes et al. [20], a similar sample was evaporated onto a 
(111) single silicon crystal amine-functionalised substrate obtaining disordered Co 
monolayers. Amines are known to bind strongly to Co and, therefore, to reduce particle 
mobility onto such a substrate. These results suggest that certain mobility is needed once 
the nanoparticle reaches the substrate or the growing crystal, in order to form ordered 
structures. 

Particle mobility is related to its size [21]; therefore, in the case of bimodal size 
distributions, particles self-assemble with similar ones and the smaller ones appear to be 
beneath the larger (Figure 4 left), as a result of the different mobility. Tilting experiments 
have been performed that confirm that the smaller particles are beneath. This is also 
observed when large magnetic particles make chain-like arrangements and small ones 
form triangular arrays (Figure 4 right). The fact that small particles are below can be 
easily checked by observing that their periodicity is not interrupted by the presence of the 
larger ones. The formation of these structures is surprising, since the solubility of the 
large particles and magnetic correlated assemblies are supposed to be smaller than that of 
the smaller ones. However, it is probable that the large mobility of the smallest particles 
and their strong affinity for the substrate are responsible for this phenomenon. Similar 
size segregation is obtained with different shapes as reported in Figure 2 of  
Puntes et al. [15]. This is not always the case for bimodal distributions. For instance, 
special geometric relationships between the particle diameters yield bimodal ordered 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Nucleation phenomena in nanoparticle self-assemblies 67    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

structures [2,4]. In these cases, a particular relationship between the particle ratios seems 
to favour more complex SAs without selective size segregation, in which the smallest 
particles are located in interstitial sites. In the case of polydisperse NP, the results 
observed are even more complex, the large particles being at the centre of the SA, acting 
as nucleation sites, with the smaller ones progressively surrounding them [22]. All these 
observations also suggest long-range collective effects in the SA process, which would be 
more important in the case of monodisperse NP. 

Figure 4  Self-assembly of Co NP with two different sizes: (left) 6 and 8 nm and (right) 7  
and 13 nm 

 

In ferromagnetic materials, the dipolar magnetic interactions between particles add a new 
term in the energy balance, and they are not screened or affected by the surrounding 
materials (solvent, substrate, surfactants, etc.). In particular, as the mean dipolar energy 
increases with the particle volume, the thermal energy at RT becomes comparable to the 
dipolar energy of two sticking Co particles of about 12 nm. In particular, Co NP larger 
than about 16 nm tends to form chains and a variety of linear structures (see Figure 1  
of Puntes et al. [6]). 

Other peculiar structure formation occurs with NP disks [15], which can be 
synthesised by the anisotropic growth of the crystal facets coated with different 
surfactants [23]. In this case, the disks tend to stack forming ribbons, which agglomerate 
in bundles (Figure 5(a)). Such agglomerates precipitate slowly from the colloid, being 
easily re-dispersible by mild agitation. These ribbons may appear as a result of three 
mechanisms: 

• the different affinity of the disk crystal facets 

• close packing 

• magnetic dipolar interactions. 

Taking into account that the ribbons constituted of magnetic disks show some 
peculiarities in their morphology with respect to the non-magnetic case [24], dipolar 
interactions should be partially responsible for the observed structures in Co. With 
increasing evaporation time, the observed structures (see Figure 5(a)) tend to anneal 
forming arrangements without open ends to satisfy flux closure, as those in Figure 5(b). 
A tendency of the magnetic disk assemblies to form parallel arrangements is usually 
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observed (Figure 5(c), (d)), this tendency being enhanced by applying an external 
magnetic field. 

Figure 5 TEM images of Co nanodisks deposited under different conditions. Bars are 100 nm 

 

Finally, in the case of droplet confinement as the main driving force for SA [16,17], 
contrary to the expected formation of close-packed structures, a consistent expansion of 
the first monolayers of the 2D structures is observed for a wide variety of NP. Such 
expansion could be related to particle mobility onto the substrate prior to total 
evaporation of the solvent. However, if the particles were just randomly moving and 
colliding until complete evaporation, ordered arrays would not be observed. This is a 
further evidence of the effect of long-range interactions on the formation of SA. This 
effect was first reported by Zanchet et al. [25] in Au NP, which dispose forming  
honey-comb expanded structures [26]. In the case of Co, particles maintain the triangular 
arrangement but not in a compact manner, leading to intricate structures (Figure 6). 

Figure 6 TEM image of 8 nm Co NP self-assembly. Second layer does not properly sit in an 
HCP structure, due to the expansion of the first monolayer 

 

In conclusion, the study of SA processes is relevant not only to built up super-structures 
for specific applications (such as compact monolayers for magnetic recording media) but 
also to elucidate the out-of-equilibrium behaviour of NPs in liquid media, aiming, for 
instance, at their integration in biological environments. 
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