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Elastomers and gels can be formed by interpenetrating two polymer networks on a
molecular scale. This paper develops a theory to characterize the large deformation and
damage of interpenetrating polymer networks. The theory integrates an interpenetrating network model with the network alteration theory. The interpenetration of one
network stretches polymer chains in the other network and reduces its chain density,
signiﬁcantly affecting the initial modulus, stiffening and damage properties of the
resultant elastomers and gels. Double-network hydrogels, a special type of interpenetrating polymer network, have demonstrated intriguing mechanical properties including
high fracture toughness, Mullins effects, and necking instability. These properties have
been qualitatively attributed to the damage of polymer networks. Using the theory, we
quantitatively illustrate how the interplay between polymer-chain stiffening and
damage-induced softening can cause the Mullins effect and necking instability. The
theory is further implemented into a ﬁnite-element model to simulate the initiation and
propagation of necking instability in double-network hydrogels. The theoretical and
numerical results are compared with experimental data from multiple cyclic compressive
and tensile tests.
& 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Keywords:
Double-network hydrogels
Mullins effect
Necking instability
Eight-chain model
Network alteration theory

1. Introduction
An interpenetrating polymer network (IPN) consists of two or more polymer networks, at least one of which is
polymerized and/or crosslinked in the immediate presence of the other(s) (Sperling and Mishra, 1996). As illustrated in
Fig. 1(a), the polymer networks are interlaced on a molecular scale but not covalently bonded to each other. Above glass
transition temperatures, IPNs are generally capable of large deformation and they are referred to as IPN elastomers. The
IPNs can also imbibe a large amount of solvents to swell into IPN gels. If water is used as the solvent, the resultant gels are
called IPN hydrogels.
Interpenetrating polymer networks have found important applications in diverse technologies, including organic solar
cells (Halls et al., 1995; Ma et al., 2005), drug delivery (Risbud et al., 2000), tissue engineering(Gong et al., 2003), polymer
actuators (Ha et al., 2006; Zhao and Suo, 2010), and energy harvesters (Brochu et al., 2009; Koh et al., 2009). Many of these
applications rely on the unique mechanical properties of IPNs. For example, the IPN dielectric elastomer developed by Ha
et al. (2006) can achieve over 300% voltage-induced strain without prestretch, while the actuation strain of unprestretched
common elastomers is less than 40% (Zhao and Suo, 2007). It has been shown that the giant actuation strain of IPN
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Fig. 1. Schematics of an interpenetrating polymer network (a) and the distribution of the chain densities and chain lengths of two networks (b).

dielectric elastomers is due to their low moduli at small deformation but steep stiffening at moderate deformation (Zhao
and Suo, 2010). Constitutive models of IPN dielectric elastomers have also been developed to design polymers for actuators
and energy harvesters (Goulbourne, 2011; Suo and Zhu, 2009). As another example, Gong et al. (2003) used two polymer
networks with distinctly different chain lengths to form a particular type of IPN hydrogels. This so-called double-network
hydrogels can reach fracture energy over 1000 J m  2 despite about 90% water content of the hydrogel (Nakajima et al.,
2009; Tanaka et al., 2005). This value exceeds the fracture energy of rubber at low crack velocities, which is in distinct
contrast to the fragile nature of common hydrogels. The anomalous high toughness of the double-network hydrogels has
made them a promising scaffold for regenerating load-bearing tissues (Yasuda et al., 2009) and for delivering drugs
(Risbud et al., 2000).
These applications aside, understanding the mechanical properties of IPNs is a fundamental and challenging topic in
polymer mechanics and physics. Although intensive studies on IPNs have been carried out, many intriguing phenomena
related to the mechanics of IPNs are still not well understood. For example, the high toughness of double-network
hydrogels has been attributed to stretch-induced softening or Mullins effect of the hydrogels (Brown, 2007; Tanaka, 2007),
a mechanism analogous to the transformation-toughening in brittle materials (see e.g. McMeeking and Evans, 1982). The
Mullins effect of double-network hydrogels as illustrated in Fig. 2(b) has been qualitatively attributed to the damage of
polymer networks (Webber et al., 2007; Yu et al., 2009). However, it is still not clear how to quantitatively relate the large
deformation and damage to the characters of the polymer networks such as polymer-chain lengths and densities. In
addition, necking instability as illustrated in Fig. 2(b) has been observed in tensile tests of some double-network hydrogels
(Na et al., 2006) but not others (Webber et al., 2007). The exact mechanism that causes this difference is still not well
understood.
The aim of this work is to develop a mechanistically motivated model that is capable of explaining various mechanical
phenomena of IPN elastomers and gels under large deformation. The model will adapt the classical network model (see e.g.
Arruda and Boyce, 1993) into an interpenetrating network model. The model will further implement the network
alteration theory (Marckmann et al., 2002) to characterize the damage of the IPNs under deformation. With the model, we
will quantitatively show that the interpenetration of one network stretches polymer chains in the other network and
reduces its chain density, signiﬁcantly affecting the initial modulus, stiffening and damage properties of the resultant IPNs.
The characters of stiffening and subsequent damage of one network determine the special Mullins effect of doublenetwork hydrogels. The necking instability of double-network hydrogels requires both the damage-induced softening of
one network and the stiffening of the other network.
The plan of the paper is as follow. Section 2 presents the constitutive equations for the large deformation and damage of
IPNs. In Section 3, we discuss the effect of interpenetration of other networks on the mechanical properties of IPNs. We
further compare the theoretical results with experimental data from cyclic compressive and tensile tests of double-network
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Fig. 2. Double-network hydrogels, a type of interpenetrating polymer network, can give Mullins effect (a) and necking instability (b) under deformation.

hydrogels (Webber et al., 2007). Section 4 discusses the necking instability experimentally observed in double-network
hydrogels (Na et al., 2006). The theory is further implemented into a ﬁnite-element model to simulate the initiation and
propagation of the necking instability. Section 5 gives the conclusive remarks of the paper.

2. Constitutive model of interpenetrating polymer networks
2.1. Free energy function
In thermodynamic systems, the constitutive properties of hyperelastic materials are given by their free energy
functions. The free energy of an IPN comes from two molecular processes: (1) stretching polymer chains in the polymer
networks that constitute the IPN, and (2) mixing polymers of different networks and, in the case of an IPN gel, solvent
molecules (Flory and Rehner, 1943b; Hong et al., 2008). Following Flory and Rehner (1943b), the free energy function of an
IPN composed of m networks takes the form
W¼

m
X

W Si þ W M

ð1Þ

i¼1

where W Si is the free energy due to stretching the ith network per unit volume of the IPN, and WM is the free energy due to
mixing polymers and solvents per unit volume of the IPN.
The free energy of mixing depends on the concentrations of different constituents of the IPN. Over the time scale of
deforming IPN elastomers and gels, the variation of polymer and solvent concentrations have been observed to be
negligible (see e.g. Gong et al., 2003; Ha et al., 2006; Na et al., 2006; Tanaka et al., 2005; Webber et al., 2007). This paper
aims to explain experimental phenomena of IPNs that do not involve concentration variation during deformation, so WM is
assumed to be constant in Eq. (1). The IPNs are further taken to be incompressible, as their bulk moduli are much higher
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than shear moduli. Therefore, the principal stresses of the IPN can be calculated as

s1 ¼

m
X

l1

@W Si
P
@l1

ð2aÞ

l2

@W Si
P
@l2

ð2bÞ

l3

@W Si
P
@l3

ð2cÞ

i¼1

s2 ¼

m
X
i¼1

s3 ¼

m
X
i¼1

where l1, l2, and l3 are the principal stretches of the IPN, and P the hydrostatic pressure that can be determined from
boundary conditions.
2.2. Interpenetrating eight-chain network model
The free energy function for stretching polymer networks can be characterized by either phenomenological models or
network models (see e.g. a recent review by Boyce and Arruda, 2000). In order to relate the physical (microscopic)
structures of IPNs to their deformation mechanism, we choose to follow the network-model approach to construct the free
energy function of IPNs. Polymer networks of the IPNs are considered as crosslinked networks of freely joint chains
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
(Rubinstein and Colby, 2003). The average unstretched length of a chain of the ith network is ni li , where ni is the number
of freely joint links on a chain of the ith network, and li the length of the link. The stretch of a polymer chain of the ith
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
network can be calculated as Li ¼ r i = ni li , where ri is the stretched length of the chain. The chain has a full extension
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
length of nili so that the stretch limit of the chain is ni . The effect of the stretch limit on the stretch–stress behavior of
IPNs is captured by Langevin statistics (Kuhn and Grun, 1942), and the free energy of the chain can be expressed as


bi
bi
wi ¼ ni kT
þlog
ð3Þ
tanh bi
sinh bi
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
where bi ¼ L1 ðLi = ni Þ and L  1 is the inverse Langevin function deﬁned by LðxÞ ¼ cothðxÞ1=x.
In fabricating IPNs, if any crosslinked polymer network swells homogeneously and isotropically in monomers (or
polymer solutions) of networks to be polymerized (or crosslinked), the elasticity of the crosslinked network will not
change signiﬁcantly before and after other networks’ polymerization (or crosslinking). In this case, we can assume any
polymer network of an IPN is swollen in monomers (or polymer solutions) of others, when considering the contribution of
this network to the free energy of the IPN as illustrated in Fig. 3. Therefore, the elasticity of one polymer network will be

Fig. 3. Schematics of the interpenetrating eight-chain network model. The interpenetration of one network stretches polymer chains in the other
network and reduces its chain density.
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affected in two ways by the interpenetration of other networks: (1) to stretch polymer chains isotropically and
homogeneously without externally applied forces, and (2) to decrease the density of polymer chains, i.e.

Li ¼ C 1=3
L0i
i

ð4aÞ

N0i
Ci

ð4bÞ

Ni ¼

where Ci is the volume concentration of the ith network in the IPN, L0i is the stretch of a chain of the ith network due to the
IPN’s deformation, N0i is the number of chains of the ith network per unit volume of the IPN, and Ni is the number of chains
of the ith network per unit volume of the ith network (without others).
A network model is needed to relate the deformation of an IPN to the stretches of polymer chains (see e.g. Arruda and
Boyce, 1993; Flory and Rehner, 1943a; Treloar and Riding, 1979; Wang and Guth, 1952). We choose the eight-chain
network model developed by Arruda and Boyce (1993) due to its simple mathematical expression and its ability to
characterize various deformation modes with only two parameters. As illustrated in Fig. 3, a unit cube from a network of
the IPN has eight chains along the half diagonals of the cube. Unit cubes of different networks are overlapped to form the
IPN (Fig. 3). As the IPN is deformed, the chains of the same network are stretched by the same ratio. Considering Eq. (4a),
the stretch of a chain on the ith network of the IPN can be calculated as
sﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
l21 þ l22 þ l23
1=3
ð5Þ
Li ¼ C i
3
qﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
1=3
2
2
2
due to the interpenetration of other networks and solvent, and ðl1 þ l2 þ l3 Þ=3
The stretch consists of two parts: C i
due to the deformation of the IPN. Although the deformation-induced stretch is the same for all networks, the total
stretches for different networks can be different, since the interpenetration-induced stretches depend on the concentrations of networks.
Considering Eqs. (3)–(5), the free energy from stretching the ith polymer networks per unit volume of the IPN can be
calculated as (Boyce and Arruda, 2001)


bi
bi
W Si ¼ C i Ni ni kT
þ log
ð6Þ
tanh bi
sinh bi
By substituting Eq. (6) into Eq. (2), we can calculate the principal stresses of the IPN as
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
1=3
m
X
C i Ni ni kT bi 2
s1 ¼
l1 P
3Li
i¼1

s2 ¼

pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
1=3
m
X
C Ni ni kT bi
i

3Li

i¼1

s3 ¼

pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
1=3
m
X
C Ni ni kT bi
i

i¼1

3Li

ð7aÞ

l22 P

ð7bÞ

l23 P

ð7cÞ

The stress in Eq. (7) accounts for the contributions from stretching polymer chains in all networks of an IPN under
deformation. It should be noted that the stress in Eq. (7) is not equal to a summation or average of stresses in singlenetwork polymers arranged in parallel, because the interpenetration of one network reduces polymer-chain densities of
other networks in an IPN and also stretches polymer chains in other networks without externally applied forces.
For uniaxial tension or compression of an IPN, the stress can be calculated as
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ


1=3
m
X
C i N i ni kT bi
1
s¼
l2 
ð8Þ
3Li
l
i¼1
where l is the stretch in tension or compression.
2.3. Alteration of interpenetrating polymer networks
Stretch-induced softening or Mullins effect has been widely observed in elastomers, especially in ﬁlled rubbers. A
variety of theories and models have been developed for the phenomena, including damage theories (Blanchard and
Parkinson, 1952; Govindjee and Simo, 1991; Lion, 1996), domain-evolution theories (Johnson and Beatty, 1993; Mullins
and Tobin, 1965; Qi and Boyce, 2004), phenomenological theories (Dorfmann and Ogden, 2003; Miehe, 1995), micromechanics models (Bergstrom and Boyce, 1999), and network alteration theory (Marckmann et al., 2002).
Recently, Mullins effect and large-strain hysteresis have been observed in deforming double-network hydrogels, a
special type of IPN (Gong et al., 2003; Nakajima et al., 2009; Webber et al., 2007). The Mullins effect of double-network
hydrogels is substantially different from that of ﬁlled rubbers in that (Webber et al., 2007) (1) the deformed hydrogels
have no substantial recovery of their virgin behaviors when the hydrogels are left to rest without stress; (2) the hysteresis
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of the hydrogels in the second cycle is negligible, if the deformation of the second cycle is smaller than the maximum
deformation of the ﬁrst cycle, as illustrated in Fig. 2(a); and (3) the hysteretic dissipation has negligible dependence on
deformation rate, implying that there is negligible viscous dissipation (Gong et al., 2003; Webber et al., 2007).
The Mullins effect of double-network hydrogels has been qualitatively attributed to the breaking of polymer chains and
crosslinks in the shorter-chain network under deformation (Webber et al., 2007; Yu et al., 2009). We implement the
network alteration theory (Marckmann et al., 2002) into the shorter-chain networks of the hydrogels to characterize the
Mullins effect. The physical picture of the model is illustrated in Fig. 4. A hydrogel with two networks is under
deformation. As the shorter-chain network is stretched close to its extension limit, the chains and crosslinks in the
network break (Lake and Thomas, 1967). As a result, some of the chains become inactive terminal chains that do not
contribute to the elasticity of the network, while other chains rearrange into longer chains with higher number of links, as
illustrated in Fig. 4(b). The formation of longer chains is more signiﬁcant in physically crosslinked networks than in
chemically crosslinked networks (An et al., 2010; Sun et al., 2011).
To capture the above physical picture, the chain length and density of the shorter-chain network (i.e. network A) are
expressed as functions of the maximum stretch of the chains (Marckmann et al., 2002), i.e.
NA ¼ NA ðLmax
A Þ

ð9aÞ

nA ¼ nA ðLmax
A Þ

ð9bÞ

¼ max ½LA ðtÞ, and t is the current time in the deformation process. The parameter Lmax
where the maximum stretch Lmax
A
A
0rtrt

can be regarded as an internal variable for the free energy function W, and the thermodynamic inequality requires
@W
dLmax
r0
A
@Lmax
A

ð10Þ

is an inﬁnitesimal increase of Lmax
where dLmax
A
A . Following Chagnon et al. (2006), Eqs. (9a) and (9b) can be taken as
exponential functions:
NA ¼ NA0 exp½pðLmax
A C A

1=3

nA ¼ nA0 exp½qðLmax
A C A

1=3

Þ

Þ

ð11aÞ
ð11bÞ

where nA0 and NA0 are the link number per chain and chain density in the undeformed shorter-chain network, and p and q
are material parameters to characterize the decrease of chain density and increase of chain length. The network-alteration
process and Eq. (10) require pZqZ0. In one extreme case, if p ¼q40, we have NAnA maintains constant, so no inactive
terminal chain forms during deformation. In another extreme case, if p 4q¼0, we have nA maintains constant, which
means the chain length in the shorter-chain network does not change during deformation.
Substituting Eqs. (11a), (11b) into Eq. (8), and considering nA0NA0vA ¼1 and nBNBvB ¼1 for volume conservation, we have
the stress for uniaxial tension or compression as
!




1=3
1=3
C A kT bA
C B kT bB
1
1
1=3
max
qp ðLA C A Þ þ
s¼
pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
l2 
ð12Þ
pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ exp
2
3vA nA0 LA
3vB nB LB
l

Fig. 4. Schematics of the breaking of chains and crosslinks in the shorter-chain network.

Author's personal copy
X.H. Zhao / J. Mech. Phys. Solids 60 (2012) 319–332

325

where vA and vB are the volumes of single links in network A and B, respectively. For simplicity, assuming v ¼vA ¼vB, the
stress of Eq. (12) can be normalized as
!




1=3
1=3
C A bA
C B bB
vs
1
1
1=3
max
qp ðLA C A Þ þ pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
¼
l2 
ð13Þ
pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ exp
2
kT
3 nA0 LA
3 nB LB
l

3. Large deformation and damage of interpenetrating polymer networks
3.1. Initial modulus and stiffening
The mechanical property of an IPN greatly depends on the distribution of polymer-chain lengths (i.e. ni) and chain
densities (i.e. Ni). In IPN elastomers and gels, the difference in chain lengths of different networks is usually set to be very
large (Gong et al., 2003; Ha et al., 2006; Nakajima et al., 2009). Thus, an IPN with two networks A and B usually has a
bimodal distribution of chain lengths, such that one network has a higher density of shorter chains, while the other has a
lower density of longer chains, i.e. nA0 5nB and NA0 bNB as illustrated in Fig. 1(b).
Let us ﬁrst consider an IPN composed of two networks that have no alteration of either network during deformation, i.e.
p ¼q¼0 in Eq. (13). Considering the chain length distribution as shown in Fig. 1(b), we take nA0 ¼50 and nB ¼1000. The
stretch–stress relations for such an IPN are plotted in Fig. 5. For an IPN elastomer (i.e. CA þCB ¼1), as the concentration of
polymer network with longer chain increases, the initial modulus of the IPN decreases while the stiffening of the IPN is
accelerated (Fig. 5(a)). In the case of an IPN gel (i.e. CA þCB o1), increasing the solvent concentration has a similar effect as
increasing the concentration of longer-chain network (Fig. 5(b)). This phenomenon can be understood as follow. An IPN
with higher concentration of the shorter-chain network has a higher chain density, and thus a higher initial modulus. On
the other hand, a higher concentration of the longer-chain network and solvent can stretch the chains in the shorter-chain
network closer to the extension limit, and thus accelerates the stiffening. Therefore, the initial modulus and stiffening
property of an IPN can be tuned by varying polymer concentrations and chain lengths of different networks in the IPN.

Fig. 5. Stress–stretch curves of IPN elastomers with various polymer ratios (a) and IPN gels with various solvent concentrations (b).
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The mechanical properties of bimodal elastomers have been studied by Berry et al. (1956), Flory (1960) and more
recently by Mark (1999) and von Lockette et al. (2002). However, these elastomers usually have the long and short chains
crosslinked into the same network, and they are assumed to be connected in serial arrangements in the models (von
Lockette et al., 2002). On the other hand, the long and short chains in IPNs are not covalently bonded to each other, and
they are arranged in an interpenetrating way in our model as illustrated in Fig. 3.
3.2. Alteration of the shorter-chain network
The breaking of polymer chains in the shorter-chain network gives the Mullins effect of double-network hydrogels
(Webber et al., 2007). In this section, we will discuss the Mullins effect through the alteration of the shorter-chain
network. We set CA ¼ 0.02, CB ¼0.08, nA0 ¼50, and nB ¼1000, and plot the stress–stretch relations for various values of p and
q in Fig. 6. If q ¼0, the chain length of the shorter-chain network does not change, while the chain density decreases during
deformation. As shown in Fig. 6(a), the double-network hydrogels with different values of p all stiffen around the same
stretch limit. Moreover, as the value of p increases, the size of the hysteresis loops in stress–strain curves increases,
because a higher value of p gives more inactive terminal chains under the same deformation. On the other hand, if q ¼p, all
the chains in the shorter-chain network transform into active longer chains during deformation. The extension limit of the
network and the hysteresis both increase with p, as shown in Fig. 6(b).
In Fig. 7(a), we plot the stress–stretch curve of a double-network hydrogel under multiple cycles of loading and
unloading. It can be seen that the deformed hydrogel does not recover its virgin behavior and that the hysteresis in cycle 3
is negligible because the stretch in cycle 3 is smaller than the maximum stretch of cycle 2. These characters are consistent
with the experimental observations of the Mullins effect in double-network hydrogels (Webber et al., 2007).
Next, we set CA ¼0.08, CB ¼0.02, nA0 ¼50, nB ¼ 1000, and p¼q¼0.15 to model a new double-network hydrogel with the same
water concentration and network alteration parameters but different volume ratios of the two networks. The stress–stretch curve
of the new hydrogel is plotted in Fig. 7(b). It can be seen that the initial modulus of the new hydrogel is higher than that of the
previous one, because the shorter-chain network of the new hydrogel has a higher chain density. However, the hysteresis loop of
the new hydrogel becomes smaller than that of the previous one, because of the reduction of the interpenetration-induced stretch
in the shorter-chain network. Therefore, the concentrations of the longer-chain network and solvent can signiﬁcantly affect the
stress and hysteresis of the resultant hydrogels, since they affect the interpenetration-induced stretch of the shorter-chain
network. On the other hand, the chain length and crosslink density of the longer-chain network do not signiﬁcantly inﬂuence the
stress and hysteresis, because the shorter-chain network carries most of the load and undergoes damage.
3.3. Comparison with experimental results of double-network hydrogels
Webber et al. (2007) carried out a series of cyclic uniaxial compressive and tensile tests on the double-network
hydrogel invented by Gong et al. (2003). Multiple sets of the nomial stress-stretch data from Webber et al.’s experiments

Fig. 6. Mullins effect in double-network hydrogels with q ¼0 (a) and q¼ p (b).
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Fig. 7. Mullins effect in double-network hydrogels under multiple loading–unloading cycles, and the effect of interpenetration on the stress-stretch
hysteresis.

Fig. 8. Comparison of experimental (Webber et al., 2007) and theoretical stress-stretch curves for double-network hydrogels under one cycle of
compression (a–c) and tension (d–f).
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Fig. 9. Comparison of experimental (Webber et al., 2007) and theoretical stress-stretch curves for double-network hydrogels under two cycles of tension.

are plotted in Figs. 8 and 9. In this section, we will compare the experimental results on deformation and Mullins effect
with our model’s prediction using a minimum amount of ﬁtting parameters. The volume concentration of the two
networks in the hydrogels used in Webber et al.’s tests are CA ¼0.013 and CB ¼0.087. We further set nB ¼20nA0, since the
chain length of the longer-chain network does not signiﬁcantly affect the stress and hysteresis of the hydrogel. In addition,
Marckmann et al. (2002) and Chagnon et al. (2006) noted that the values of p and q are generally close to each other in the
network alteration theory for Mullins effect. Therefore, we further set p¼q in our model. Based on Eq. (13) and the above
consideration, the nominal stress of the double-network hydrogel under uniaxial tension or compression can be expressed as
!



1=3
1=3
C A bA
C B bB
kT
1
1
1=3
max
s¼
l 2
ð14Þ
pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ exp  pðLA C A Þ þ pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
v 3 nA0 LA
2
3 nB L B
l
There are three ﬁtting parameters in Eq. (14): v accounts for the initial modulus of the hydrogel, nA0 for the stiffening
character, and p for the alteration of the network. The reasonable ranges for these parameters are 1026 m Z v Z1028 m,
nA0 41 and p Z0. The parameters are allowed to vary in these ranges to minimize the difference between experimental
and theoretical stresses, using the least-square method. This gives the ﬁtted parameters v ¼1.213  10  27 m  3,
nA0 ¼20.024, and p ¼0.3698. With the ﬁtted parameters, we plot the nominal stress-stretch curves to compare with
experimental data. From Figs. 8 and 9, it can be seen that the theoretical results match relatively well with the
experimental data from single and multiple cycles of tensile tests. However, the model overestimates the stress-stretch
hysteresis from the compressive tests. The inconsistence may be due to the simple network-alteration function, Eq. (11),
employed here. To improve the consistency between the model’s prediction and experimental results, more ﬁtting
parameters may be used to characterize the initial modulus, stiffening, and network alteration of the hydrogel (see e.g.
Chagnon et al., 2006). Since the current paper is focused on the physical ideas of the model, we choose to use the minimum
amount of ﬁtting parameters.
4. Necking instability
4.1. Stiffening and softening of interpenetrating networks
Initiation and propagation of necking instability has been observed by Na et al. (2006) in stretching a bar of a doublenetwork hydrogel, as illustrated in Fig. 2(b). However, using another double-network hydrogel with similar concentrations
of the same polymers but higher crosslink densities, Webber et al. (2007) cannot observe the necking instability during
tensile tests.
We propose the following physical picture to explain the phenomena. Under deformation, the chains in the shorterchain network are ﬁrst stretched close to their extension limit, which gives the stiffening of the hydrogel. Meanwhile,
breaking of chains and crosslinks in the shorter-chain network softens the hydrogel. If the stiffening effect dominates over
the softening effect, the stress in the hydrogel will increase drastly when the extension limit is approached, and the high
stress may cause fracture of the hydrogel before necking. If the softening effect dominates over the stiffening effect at
relative low stresses, the necking instability can set in before the hydrogel fractures.
After the necking instability, if the bar is further deformed, polymer chains in the longer-chain network can be streched
close to their extension limit and the double-network hydrogel stiffens again. As a result, the necking stablizes at a thin
region of the bar with a higher stretch, as illustrated in Fig. 2(b). Under further deformation, the thin region propagates
with consumption of the thick region.
4.2. Effects of material parameters
The material parameters of the double-network hydrogel in Webber et al.’s tests (2007) are given in Section 3.3, i.e.
CA ¼0.013, CB ¼0.087, v¼1.213  10  27 m  3, nA0 ¼20.024, p ¼q¼0.3698, and nB ¼20nA0. In Fig. 10(a), we plot the nominal
stress-stretch curve using Eq. (14) with these parameters. It can be seen that the stiffening effect maintains dominant at
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Fig. 10. The effects of shorter-chain length (a), network alteration parameter (b), and longer-chain length (c) on the necking instability of doublenetwork hydrogels.

a relatively high stress. Therefore, Webber et al. (2007) observed the fracture of their IPNs before the necking instability.
On the other hand, for IPNs with lower crosslink densities and thus longer chain lengths (e.g. nA0 ¼30 in Fig. 10(b)), the
softening effect becomes dominant at relative low stresses, where peaks appear on the nominal stress-stretch curves, and
thus the necking instability sets in. Further, with the stiffening of the longer-chain network, the bar of the hydrogel
stabilizes at a thin region, as shown in Figs. 2(b) and 10(a). The theoretical results are consistent with the fact that Na et al.
(2006) observed the necking instability in a double-network hydrogel with a lower crosslink density of the shorter-chain
network (i.e. higher nA0) than that of Webber et al.’s hydrogel. In addition, the nominal stress for the transition from the
thick state to the thin state can be calculated following the approach used in deformation theory of metal plasticity (Fleck
et al., 1994; Hutchinson and Neale, 1981). If no unloading is involved during the transition, the hydrogel can be treated as a
reversible hyperplastic material with the same stress-stretch behavior (Wang and Hong, 2011). According to Maxwell’s
rule in phase transition, the nominal stress for the transition can be calculated by equating the two shaded areas on the
curve for nA0 ¼30 in Fig. 10(a). Similar transition of states occurs in instability of structures, such as the propagation of
buckles along a pipe (Chater and Hutchinson, 1984) and coexistent states in dielectric elastomers (Zhao et al., 2007).
If we keep the chain length of the shorter-chain network (nA0) to be constant, the necking instability can also be tuned
by varying the network-alteration parameter, p. A higher value of p can give a dominant softening effect at lower stress
and stretch, and thus give the necking instability as shown in Fig. 10(b). Physically, the value of p may be varied by
changing the way how a network is crosslinked. A physically crosslinked network usually has a larger value of p than a
chemically crosslinked network, because physical crosslinks are generally weaker than covalent bonds (An et al., 2010;
Sun et al., 2011).
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In addition, by varying the chain length of the longer-chain network (nB), the stretch of the thin region in the doublenetwork hydrogel can be varied, as shown in Fig. 10(c). This is because nB determines the extension limit of the longerchain network, and thus determines the stretch of the thin region in the hydrogel.
4.3. Numerical simulation of the neck instability
In order to further illustrate the physical ideas of the necking instability in double-network hydrogels, we implement
the interpenetrating network model with network alteration into ﬁnite element software, ABAQUS, with the user
subroutine, UHYPER. A bar of the hydrogel is modeled with rectangular axisymmetric elements as shown in Fig. 11(a). The
material parameters are taken to be CA ¼0.02, CB ¼0.08, nA0 ¼8, nB ¼16, and p¼q ¼0.8. The bar undergoes uniaxial tension
through prescribed displacements on one end of the bar, as illustrated in Fig. 11(a). We deﬁne the effective stretch of the
bar as l/L, where l and L are the lengths of the bar at deformed and undeformed states, respectively.
From Fig. 11(a), it can be seen that the bar initially undergoes uniform deformation, when l/Lo1.5. As the effective
stretch further increases, the necking instability sets in, with a thin region initiating around one end of the bar. The
initiation of the instability gives a sudden decrease of the nominal stress in the hydrogel bar as shown in Fig. 11(b). The
sudden decrease of the nominal stress is corresponding to the transition of the bar from a homogeneous metastable state
(e.g. l/L¼1.5) to an inhomogeneous stable state (e.g. l/L¼1.51). This is consistent with the experimental observation of
reduced nominal stress at the instability initiation in double-network hydrogel (Na et al., 2006). After the necking, the
thick and thin states coexist in the bar at a constant nominal stress, with the thin state growing at the expense of the thick
state (Fig. 11(a) and (b)). The value of the nominal stress for the transition is determined by Maxwell’s rule as shown in
Fig. 10(a). Once all the thick state has transited into the thin state (e.g. l/L¼2.7), the nominal stress increases rapidly with
the stretch, due to the stiffening of the longer-chain network (Fig. 11(a) and (b)). If the effective stretch is reduced, the bar
deforms homogeneously back to its original shape. The necking instability does not occur during the unloading process,
because the shorter-chain network has been damaged. The energy dissipated during the damage of the shorter-chain

Fig. 11. Numerical simulation of the initiation and propagation of necking instability in a bar of a double-network hydrogel (a) and the evolution of
nominal stress in the bar (b).
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network is reﬂected by the hysteresis loop on the stress-stretch curve in Fig. 11(b). Further, if the deformed the bar is
stretched again, no necking instability occurs either. The theoretical and numerical results in Fig. 11(a) and (b) are
consistent with the experimental observations by Na et al. (2006).
5. Conclusion
A mechanistically motivated model has been developed to account for the large deformation and damage of
interpenetrating polymer networks. By integrating the interpenetrating network model and the network alteration
theory, our model is capable of quantitatively characterizing the Mullins effect and necking instability experimentally
observed in double-network hydrogels. The interpenetration of one network stretches polymer chains in the other
network and reduces its chain density, signiﬁcantly affecting the initial modulus, stiffening and damage properties of the
resultant IPNs. The characters of stiffening and subsequent damage of one network determine the special Mullins effect of
double-network hydrogels. The necking instability of double-network hydrogels requires both the damage-induced
softening of one network and the polymer-chain stiffening of the other network. Our model is further implemented into
ﬁnite-element software to simulate the initiation and propagation of necking instability in double-network hydrogels. The
theoretical and numerical results are compared with experimental data from multiple compressive and tensile tests. We
note that Wang and Hong (2011) reported a phenomenological model for double-network hydrogels, when the current
paper was under review.
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