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The colloidal polystyrene (PS) was synthesized and decorated with silver nanoparticles (Ag
NPs). The plasmonic Ag@PS nanocomposite was prepared by loading Ag NPs on PS
microsphere through a seed-mediated in situ growth route. The property of Ag NPs
deposited on the PS microsphere could be precisely controlled by adjusting the
concentration of the chemicals used in the growth medium. The growth step is only
limited by the diffusion of growing species in the growth media to the surface of the Ag
seed. The Ag@PS prepared via the in situ growth method exhibited two advantages
compared with the self-assembled PS/Ag. First, the high-density of Ag NPs were
successfully deposited on the surface of PS as the electroless-deposited Ag seed
process, which brings nearly three times SERS enhancement. Second, the rapid
preparation process for in situ growth method (half an hour, 10 h for the self-
assembled method). The PS/Ag could detect Nile blue A (NBA) down to 10–7 M by
SERS. Furthermore, the plasmonic Ag@PS SERS substrate was used for pesticide
identification. The on-site monitoring malachite green (MG) from fish was achieved by
portable Raman spectrometer, and the limit of detection (LOD) was 0.02 ppm. The Ag@PS
substrate has also shown capability for simultaneously sensing multiple pesticides
by SERS.
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INTRODUCTION

Surface-enhanced Raman scattering (SERS) spectroscopy has several advantages, such as high
sensitivity, rapid detection speed, specificity, and nondestructiveness, which has become one of the
essential analytical techniques (Cao et al., 2002; Kneipp et al., 2008). SERS has been commonly
applied in chemical reaction monitoring, surface science, medical diagnosis, food testing, and
biochemistry (Zhang et al., 2015; Haruna et al., 2016; Kamińska et al., 2016; Yuan et al., 2017; Kong
et al., 2018). The SERS phenomenon was first discovered in 1970s by Fleichman and his colleagues
(Fleischmann et al., 1974). The metallic NPs were usually applied in SERS with the emergence of
nanoscience, which extremely expanded the scope of application of SERS. The nanomaterials of
noble metal, especially silver and gold are widely used to construct SERS substrates (Onawole et al.,
2018; Lin et al., 2020; Sivashanmugan et al., 2019a). The preparation of active substrate is critical for
the application of SERS (Tao et al., 2003; Robinson et al., 2015; Sivashanmugan et al., 2019b). The
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development of simple and effective enhanced substrate has
become one of the most significant challenges for SERS
technology.

In recent years, the plasmonic composite was developed and
used in SERS sensing because the composite could enable
additional enhancement or new function to the SERS substrate
(Sihan Zhang et al., 2021). The composite SERS substrates mainly
include silicon, quartz, glass, copper, fibers, paper, swabs,
eggshells, graphene oxide, and polymers (Li et al., 2013; Tao
et al., 2013; Gong et al., 2014; Kim and Min, 2014; Hou et al.,
2015; Hu et al., 2015; Kong et al., 2015; Jin et al., 2016; Yaling
et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2019). These composite materials
composed of polymer and metallic NPs have attracted great
interest, as the composite has shown multiple functions (Cai
et al., 2013). The composite SERS substrate was fabricated by
decorating polymer microspheres with metallic NPs. These
composites were widely used in the fields of photonic crystals
(Gittins et al., 2002), plasmon resonance (Xiao et al., 2010), and
SERS (Capek et al., 2005). PS microsphere was combined with
metallic NPs to prepare SERS substrates due to the strong
adsorption capacity, strong oxygen permeability, and the
possibility of surface functionalization. Several methods have
been developed to fabricate metal/PS composites, for example,
self-assembly procedures, surface reduction reactions, and
magnetron sputtering (Wei et al., 2007; Ishida et al., 2008; Cao
et al., 2009; Chang et al., 2010; Kim et al., 2010; Jian et al., 2013;
Balčytis et al., 2017). Ocwieja et al. (2018) produced AuNP-PS
nanoparticles/particles by forming a layer of positively charged
gold nanoparticles on polystyrene. Lee et al. (2010) prepared PS@
Au by loading Au NPs onto the surface of sulfonated PS, in which
the in situ ion exchange method was used for Au depositing. Li
et al. (2014) fabricated PS/Ag nanocomposite and used as
enhanced substrate to detect pesticides; the detection limit for
organophosphorus was down to 96 nM. The current methods are
mainly focused on self-assembly method that was time
consuming, or a special instrument is needed. Furthermore, it
was difficult to deposit dense metallic NPs on the surface of PS
through self-assembly processes with the limited diffusion rate of
the metallic colloid.

MG is commonly applied as a dye in the silk, leather, and
paper industries. It is also used as an insecticide or fungicide in
the aquaculture industry (Forgacs et al., 2004; He et al., 2008).
The carcinogenic and genotoxic properties of MG would pose
a severe threat to human health (Stead et al., 2010;
Sivashanmugan et al., 2015; Yuanyi Zhang et al., 2021).
Many countries have banned the application of MG in
aquatic products (Xu et al., 2019). Therefore, a simple and
instant technique is necessary for monitoring trace level of MG
from aquaculture products. There are several techniques that
have been used to identify MG, such as liquid chromatography-
tandem mass spectrometry (LC-MS) (Halme et al., 2007),
enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) (Yang et al.,
2007), flow injection analysis (FIA) (Heras and Pollero,
1990), capillary electrophoresis (Bergwerff and Scherpenisse,
2003), and biochip technology (Marquette et al., 2006).
However, most of these technologies were expensive and
complicated.

In this paper, PS colloid was synthesized through emulsifier-
free emulsion polymerization process, and then Ag@PS
composites were prepared by in situ growth. Dense Ag NPs
were immobilized on the surface of solid support because the
homogeneous growth process could overcome the limitations of
mass diffusion. In the preparation process, the Ag seeds were first
loaded on the surface of PS microsphere via electroless
deposition. After that, the Ag seeds grew to Ag NPs with a
bigger diameter by immersing in growth medium. The
preparation process was within 10 min, and the Ag@PS
composite showed excellent SERS activity, which was also
successfully applied for sensing MG from the surface of fish.

EXPERIMENT

Chemicals
Ascorbic acid (AA, 99%), hydrochloric acid (HCl), and Tin (II)
chloride dihydrate (SnCl2, 98%) were obtained from Sinopharm
Chemical Reagent Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). Silver nitrate
(AgNO3, 99.7%), NBA, MG, P-aminothiopheno (PATP, 98%),
styrene (C8H8), and 4-mercaptobenzoic acid (4-MBA, 90%) were
obtained from Aladdin (Shanghai, China). Sodium 4-
vinylbenzenesulfonate (C8H7SO3Na, 90%), potassium
bicarbonate (KHCO3, 99.5%), and potassium persulfate
(K2S2O8, 99%) were purchased from Innochem (Beijing,
China). All chemicals were directly used without purification.

Synthesis of Polystyrene Microspheres
C8H8 (13 ml), KHCO3 (0.50 g), C8H7SO3Na (0.0103 g), and water
(100 ml) were mixed in a flask (250 ml) and heated gradually.
When the solution was heated to 72°C, K2S2O8 (0.074 M 25 ml)
was added into the system in 30 min. The reaction system was
kept stirred for 8 h at 72°C and cooled to 25°C. The solid product
was separated through centrifugation and cleaned with ethanol.
The obtained PS powder was dispersed in ethanol.

Preparation of Plasmonic Ag@PS
Composite
The aqueous solution of SnCl2 and HCl (20 mM, 2 ml) was mixed
with the PS (0.02 g/ml 1 ml) suspension for 3 min to deposit Sn2+

on the PS microspheres. After centrifugation and washing with
water, the PS microspheres were redispersed into 400 μl of
deionized water and mixed with 2 ml of AgNO3 (20 mM)
solution for 3 min to deposit the Ag seeds. PS microspheres
with Ag seeds were isolated by centrifuging and redispersing into
the growth solution containing AgNO3 and AA for 3 min to form
Ag NPs. The Ag@PS composite material was obtained by
centrifugation.

Surface-Enhanced Raman Scattering
Measurement
Raman spectra was measured on a portable Raman spectrometer
(BWS465 iRman; B&W Tek, United States). The wavelength of
the laser was 785 nm, and the size of the laser spot was 105 µm.
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The laser power was 30% with a 2-s acquisition time. The raw
data were processed by the BWSPEC software.

Other Characterizations
The surface morphology of the nanocomposite was determined
by an electron scanning microscope (SEM, SU8010, Hitachi,
Japan) and transmission electron microscopy (TEM, JEM-
2100FS JEOL, Japan). UV–vis absorption spectra of Ag@PS
composite were obtained on a Cary 5000 spectrophotometer
(Agilent, United States). Fourier transform infrared (FTIR)
spectrum of the PS and Ag@PS composites was obtained from
the Nicolet 6700 spectrometer (PerkinElmer, United States).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The SERS performance of Ag@PS was highly related to the
density and size of the Ag NPs decorated on the surface PS
microsphere. The AgNO3 and AA that existed in the growth
medium were crucial to the property of Ag NPs. To prepare Ag@

PS with the best SERS enhancement, the parameters in growth
media were optimized. The various concentrations of AgNO3 and
AA were used to prepare Ag@PS. The MBA was selected as a
probe molecule in evaluating the SERS performance of the Ag@
PS. Figure 1A presents the Raman spectra of 4-MBA from a
composite, in which the Ag@PS were prepared with different
concentrations of AgNO3 (AA, 20 mM). The characteristic
Raman spectra of MBA were observed, and there were two
prominent bands at 1,070 and 1,581 cm−1. The band at
1,070 cm−1 resulted from the stretching vibration of the C–S
bond, and the band at 1,581 cm−1 was due to the breathing
vibration of the aromatic ring. The SERS spectra were gradually
increased as the concentration of AgNO3 varied from 1 to 20 mM.
During the in situ growth process, Ag+ was reduced to Ag by AA,
and the Ag seeds were deposited, which grew into Ag NPs with a
bigger diameter. When a low concentration of AgNO3 presented
in the growth media, the Ag NPs with a smaller diameter was
formed due to the lack of Ag+ source. As the concentration of
AgNO3 reached 20 mM. the Ag NPs with a bigger diameter and
high density were formed on the surface of PS microsphere. The
SERS enhancement effect was dependent on local
electromagnetic fields via localized surface plasmon modes in
plasmonic nanostructures. The Ag NPs with bigger diameter and
high density could provide high SERS enhancement. While the
30 mMAgNO3 was used in the growth media, the intensity of the
Raman spectra was decreased. The Ag NPs still grew and could
form Ag shell on the PS microsphere as a high concentration of
AgNO3 was used in the growth media. When the Ag NPs
increased to very large particles, there was an increase not
only in the electromagnetic field but also in the scattering
efficiency, which resulted in weak Raman signals
(Stamplecoskie et al., 2011). The concentration of AA was also
optimized to obtain the best SERS activity, in which the various
concentrations of AA were added in the growth media (AgNO3,
20 mM). The concentrations of AA were set from 1 to 40 mM.
The SERS spectra of MBA prepared in various concentrations of
AA are presented in Figure 1B, in which 30 mM of AA exhibited
the best SERS enhancement. Further increasing the concentration
of AA to 40 mM results in a decrease in the SERS activity because
the Ag shell formed on the surface on the PS microsphere.

The surface morphography of PS and Ag@PS was
characterized by SEM and TEM images. Figure 2A is an SEM
image of the PS microspheres; the PS microspheres show a
smooth and clean surface, and the mean size is nearly 700 nm.
The concentrations of AgNO3 and AA were set at 20 and 30 mM,
respectively. After depositing the Ag NPs on PS through the in
situ growth method, the Ag NPs were formed on the surface of PS
as presented in Figure 2B. The surface roughness of Ag@PS was
significantly increased compared with the PS microsphere. The
diameter of the Ag NPs was distributed nearly from 40 to 60 nm
as shown in Figure 2C. The elemental mapping of Ag is shown in
Supplementary Figure S1, which indicated the successful
decoration of Ag NPs on the surface of the plasmonic
composite. The TEM image of the Ag@PS composite is
presented in Figure 2D. The PS/Ag nanostructures were
obviously observed as a strong contrast between the black Ag
NPs and gray PS microspheres that further verified the deposition

FIGURE 1 |Raman spectra of 4-mercaptobenzoic acid (4-MBA) on Ag@
PS composite that was in situ grown in growth media with different
concentrations of silver nitrate (AgNO3) (A) and ascorbic acid (AA) (B).
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of Ag NPs on the surface of PS. Figure 2E presents the HRTEM
image of the Ag NP on the PS. The randomly selected Ag NPs
exhibited a face-centered cubic lattice (FCC), and the interlayer
spacing of Ag (111) was 0.235 nm. Figure 2F was the SAED
image of a single Ag NP. A series of diffraction rings were
observed, which indicated that the Ag crystal was polycrystalline.

The surface group of PS and Ag@PS were determined by FTIR
spectrum as exhibited in Figure 3. The typical infrared bands of PS
were observed at 698, 761, 1,453, 1,490, 1,601, 2,922, and 3,029 cm−1.
The peak at 1,453 cm−1 was attributed to the symmetrical and
asymmetrical angular deformation of CH2. The bands at 1,490
and 1,601 cm−1 were related to the stretching vibration of the
C=C double bond in the aromatic ring. The peak at 2,922 cm−1

was due to the vibration of methylene groups. The peak at
3,029 cm−1 was attributed to the axial deformation of the
aromatic C–H bond (El-Khiyami et al., 2021). The infrared
spectrum of Ag@PS was similar with PS, but the intensity was
weak. The reason was that the silver layer affects the interaction
between infrared light and PS. The results indicated that the
deposition of Ag NPs will not change the chemical properties of PS.

FIGURE 2 | Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) images of polystyrene (PS) microspheres (A) and Ag@PS composites (B,C). Transmission electron microscopy
(TEM) image of the Ag@PS composite (D) and HRTEM image of Ag on PS (E,F). SAED image of Ag NP.

FIGURE 3 | Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) of PS and Ag@PS
composite.
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The UV-Vis spectra were employed to determine the
plasmonic feature of Ag@PS composites. The Ag@PS were
dispersed in water, and the UV-Vis spectra are presented in
Figure 4, in which the Ag@PS were synthesized with various
concentrations of AA. The absorbance peaks were presented
nearly at 400 nm, which resulted from the LSPR of Ag NPs.
The location and intensity of the absorbance band of Ag@PS
composites are related with the size and density of the Ag NPs. As
the 5 mM AA was used, the weak adsorption spectra were
obtained. The intensity of LSPR peak was increased as the
concentration of AA increased, which indicated that more Ag
NPs were decorated on the surface of PS.

The thermal decomposition of the PS and Ag@PS composite
were characterized through thermogravimetry as shown in
Figure 5. For PS microspheres, there were two weight loss

regions. The first region was nearly at 100°C, which was
assigned to water included in the PS composites. The second
weight loss region started at nearly 330°C, which was attributed to
the decomposition of PS. The PS was almost decomposed
completely when the temperature was higher than 450°C. The
weight loss of Ag@PS composites started nearly at 330°C, that is,
similar with the pure PS microsphere. The decomposition of Ag@
PS was finished at nearly 450°C, and there was no weight loss that
happened at higher than 450°C. The weight residue of Ag@PS was
nearly at 17 wt%, which was due to the Ag NPs decorated on the
PS. The difference in thermal decomposition between PS and
Ag@PS indicates the high density of Ag NPs deposited on PS.

The SERS activity of the plasmonic Ag@PS prepared by the in
situ growth strategy was compared with that constructed through

FIGURE 4 | UV-Vis absorption spectra of Ag@PS composite
synthesized with different concentrations of AA.

FIGURE 5 | Thermogravimetry (TG) of PS microspheres and Ag@PS
composite.

FIGURE 6 | Surface-enhanced Raman scattering (SERS) spectra of
MBA from Ag@PS via in situ growth and self-assembled methods (A). SERS
spectra of different concentrations of MBA (B) and Nile blue A (NBA) (C) on
Ag@PS composite.
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the self-assembly process. Both plasmonic composites were
mixed with MBA at 0.1 mM, and the Raman spectra were
measured under the same conditions. As presented in
Figure 6A, the Ag@PS composite, prepared through the in
situ growth method, exhibits more intense SERS intensity than
that prepared by the self-assemble method. The density of Ag on
the Ag@PS composite prepared by the self-assemble method was
low as shown in Supplementary Figure S2. The obvious
enhancement effect mainly arose from the densely packed Ag
from Ag@PS prepared via the in situ growth method.

The SERS activity of the Ag@PS composite was evaluated by
using 4-MBA and NBA as a probe molecule. Figure 6B shows the
SERS spectra of 4-MBA at different concentrations
(10−4–10–6 M). The prominent Raman bands of MBA were
still obtained even when the concentration went down to
10–6 M. NBA was also selected as an analyte for evaluating
SERS enhancement of Ag@PS. The Ag@PS composites were
mixed with the aqueous solution of NBA at different
concentrations. Figure 6C shows the SERS signal of NBA
measured from Ag@PS. The characteristic Raman peaks of
NBA on Ag@PS composites were mainly located at 591, 661,

1,356, 1,434, 1,534, and 1,640 cm−1. The intensity of SERS signal
of NBA was monotonously decreased as the NBA concentration
decreased. When the concentration of NBA was down to 10–7 M,
the characteristic Raman peak of NBA at 591 cm−1 was still
observed. Thus, the Ag@PS composite, prepared via the in situ
growth method, was very active and promising for use in SERS
sensing.

The Ag@PS composite was used to detect MG from fish. Five
microliters of Ag@PS (4 mg/ml) was dropped onto the surface of
fish with different concentrations of MG, and after 3 min, the
Raman signal was collected and is presented in Figure 7A. Several
Raman peaks were observed at 435, 1,171, 1,396, and 1,613 cm−1.
The prominent band at 435 cm−1 was assigned to the vibration of
phenyl-C-phenyl. The peak at 1,613 cm−1 was associated with the
stretching vibration of C–C bond in the aromatic ring (Yuanyi
Zhang et al., 2021). The intensity of Raman peaks was decreased
as the concentration of MG decreased. The characteristic peaks of
MG at 1,171 and 1,613 cm−1 still need to be measured as the
concentration of MG went down to 0.1 ppm. The intensity of the
Raman band at 1,171 cm−1 was chosen in establishing a
relationship with the concentration of MG; the liner
relationship curve is presented in Figure 7B. These results
indicate that Ag@PS could be used as a fast, simple, and
convenient SERS platform in detecting MG.

The mixed pesticides usually used for protecting fish from
disease in aquaculture, and several kinds of pesticides would exist
in the fish. Oxytetracycline and furazolidone were commonly
used in the aquaculture and agriculture. Therefore, four mixtures
composed of MG/oxytetracycline and MG/furazolidone at
different ratios (M/O, 1/10; M/O, 1/100; M/F, 1/10; M/F, 1/
100) were used as target analytes. Figure 8 presents the SERS
spectra of four mixtures measured from Ag@PS, in which the
feature Raman peaks of MG were observed. The results indicated
that the Ag@PS SERS composite has excellent selectivity toMG in
SERS sensing.

FIGURE 7 | (A) SERS spectra of MG from fish using the Ag@PS
substrate. (B) SERS intensity at 1,171 cm−1 vs. logarithm of the
concentrations of MG.

FIGURE 8 | Detection of MG from different mixtures by Ag@PS SERS
substrate.
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CONCLUSION

A simple, rapid, and efficient method was developed to prepare
the Ag@PS composite. The high density of Ag NPs was decorated
onto the PS microspheres via a seed-mediated in situ growth
process. The SERS enhancement could be controlled by adjusting
the concentration of AgNO3 and AA in the growth medium.
When the concentration of AgNO3 and AA were 20 and 30 mM,
respectively, the Ag@PS composite showed the best SERS
enhancement and thermal stability. Ag@PS was used as a
SERS substrate to detect 0.1 ppm of MG on the surface of fish
with excellent selectivity. The Ag@PS composite shows a
potential application in food safety and environment monitoring.
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