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a b s t r a c t
The physicochemical composition of water matrixes has a major impact on changes in the membrane 
surface properties (morphology, charge). In this research, this changes reflected in the obtained 
retention coefficient of micropollutants in the tested water matrixes. The conducted experiments 
indicated that the presence of inorganic compounds especially affected the carbamazepine reten-
tion (R = 97%) in the real effluent, beside the deionized water matrix (R = 99%). The blocking of 
the membrane surface by compounds present in real wastewater treatment plant effluent was only 
partially reversible. Whereas the filtration of the synthetic effluent had a beneficial impact on the 
volumetric permeate flux. The roughness analysis showed that the membrane surface was changing 
during the conducted filtration processes from homogeneous to a heterogeneous one. The atomic 
force microscopy images gave a good visualization of changes in the membrane topography and 
confirmed the occurrence of the fouling process during the filtration of solutions with a diversified 
physicochemical composition.
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1. Introduction

The nanofiltration (NF) is one of the pressure membrane
processes, that are widely used in many applications, includ-
ing pharmaceutical and personal care product industry, food 
industry, water and wastewater treatment [1–3]. They can 
also be used during technological water preparation [4]. 

The separation properties of membranes depend on the 
used membrane polymer, the nanocomposite additives [5], 
and the membrane preparation method. They all decide 
about the membrane surface roughness, size, shape, and 
form of the pores that make up the surface [6]. The microp-
ollutants retention depends on the micro-hydrodynamic and 
interfacial events occurring at the membrane surface and in 
the membrane nanopores [7]. The size of most NF membrane 
pores is smaller than 2.0 nm [8]. Such nanoscale pore dimen-
sions, in addition with charged functional groups occurring 

on the whole surface and in the pores of the membrane, allow 
to retain charged solutes and/or solutes with a molecular 
weight below 200 Da [9].

During the NF, a co-existence of steric, Donnan, dielec-
tric, and transport effects is observed [10]. In addition, it 
has been proven that different membranes have different 
susceptibility to adsorb compounds [11,12]. Many commer-
cial NF membranes are multilayer membranes consisting 
of a microporous polysulfone support layer and a nonpo-
rous polyamide layer embedded on it [13]. Any change in 
the environmental conditions of the membrane, particularly 
changes in pH and ionic strength, may affect the confor-
mation and the ionization of the polymer chains as well as 
the pore size of a membrane [14]. These changes affect the 
membrane permeability and the passage of molecules.

The selection of optimal operation parameters of the NF 
process must take into account the mitigation of the fouling 
phenomenon, which in general accompanies all membrane 
filtration techniques. The determination of the susceptibility 
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of membranes to the fouling process requires the examina-
tion of their surface using different advanced analytical tech-
niques, including high resolution microscopy, spectroscopy 
with electromagnetic radiation, membrane surface charge 
measurements, and contact angles measurements. 

Atomic force microscopy (AFM), along with scanning 
electron microscopy and transmission electron microscopy, 
are one of the most popular high-resolution microscopy 
techniques for imaging membrane surface [15]. The result of 
the AFM analysis is a three-dimensional scan of the tested 
membrane surface topography. The obtained image gives 
information about changes in the membrane morphology 
due to fouling phenomenon or chemical modification [16,17]. 
Kochkodan et al. [18] used the AFM method for the obser-
vation of changes in the surface roughness of unmodified 
commercial NF membranes and membranes after the mod-
ification with successive layers of poly-[(4-styrenesulfonic 
acid) co-(maleic acid)]. Guillen-Burrieza et al. [19] observed 
changes in the roughness of the polyvinylidene difluoride 
membrane caused by the scaling phenomenon. Changes 
caused by the organic and biofouling phenomenon can also 
be identified by AFM imaging [20,21].

AFM imaging can also provide information about the pore 
diameter and porosity of the membrane. However, the pore 
sizes estimated using this method may differ from those mea-
sured by porosimetry or membrane transport methods [22].

The paper presents the assessment of changes occur-
ring on the membrane surface during the filtration process 
of various water matrices, including real wastewater from 
a wastewater treatment plant. A tubular polymer mem-
brane was used for the research. In order to evaluate the 
separation properties of the membrane, the water matrices 
were spiked with pharmaceutical micropollutants from the 
group of psychoactive and nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory 
drugs. The analysis of the membrane surface morphology 
and roughness was performed using AFM. In addition, the 
change of membrane charge during the filtration of tested 

water solutions was measured using the zeta potential 
measurement.

2. Material and methods

2.1. Material and reagents

The analytical standards of both, carbamazepine 
(CBZ), ibuprofen (IBU), and diclofenac (DCF) sodium 
salts of purity grade >97% were supplied by Sigma-
Aldrich (Poland). The chemical characteristic of the tested 
compounds is presented in Table 1. Methanol and aceto-
nitrile with over 99.5% of purity by Avantor Performance 
Materials Poland S.A. were also used in the investigations. 
Solid phase extraction (SPE) tubes Supelclean™ ENVI-8 
were supplied by Sigma-Aldrich. The tubes were used for 
the determination of pharmaceutical concentration in the 
prepared water solutions. Dry nutrient broth and casein 
peptone by BTL Sp. z o.o. (Poland) and NH4Cl, NaCl, 
CaCl2·6H2O, MgSO4·7H2O, K2HPO4, KH2PO4 by Avantor 
Performance Materials Poland S.A. were used for the 
preparation of the synthetic wastewater effluent.

2.2. NF process 

The study on the changes in the membrane surface during 
the filtration of three water matrices was carried out using a 
polymeric NF membrane AFC80 by PCI Membrane System 
Inc. (USA) (Table 2). The membrane was placed in a tubular 
flow-through membrane module of a semi-industrial instal-
lation TMI 14 by J.A.M INOX Produkt (Poland). The total sur-
face area of the membrane was 240 cm2. The filtration process 
was operated in a cross-flow mode with recirculation of the 
concentrate to the feeding tank (concentration mode) to col-
lect 20% of the initial volume of the feed. The initial volume 
of the feed was 20 L. The process transmembrane pressure 
used in the study was 2.0 MPa. All used AFC80 membranes 
were subjected to conditioning by deionized water prior to 

Table 1
The structural and chemical characteristics of investigated compounds [23]

Compound Carbamazepine Ibuprofen sodium salt Diclofenac sodium salt

Structural formula

Molecular formula C16H12N2O C13H17O2Na C14H10Cl2NNaO2

CAS No. 298-46-4 31121-93-4 15307-79-6
Molecular weight (Da) 236.3 228.26 318.13
Solubility in water (mg/L) 0.17 100 50
pKa 2.3 4.91 4.15
log Kow 2.45 3.97 4.51
Stokes radius (nm) 0.319 0.295 0.414
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the main experiments. The filtration process for each tested 
water matrix was performed three times.

2.3. Water samples 

The water matrices were prepared based on deionized 
water, a synthetic and a real effluent from a mechanical– 
biological wastewater treatment plant. The synthetic 
effluent was prepared according to the Polish Standard 
PN-72/C-04550.09 for raw synthetic municipal wastewa-
ter and diluted 10-fold to simulate 90% removal rate of 
all solution substrates. The real effluent was collected at 
a municipal wastewater treatment plant located in Upper 
Silesia (Poland). The water matrices were spiked with 
pharmaceutical micropollutants, that is, CBZ, IBU, and 
DCF sodium salts at a concentration of 1 mg/L. The pH of 
the deionized water matrix and the synthetic effluent was 
adjusted to 7 using 0.1 mol/L HCl or 0.1 mol/L NaOH. The 
physicochemical characteristics of tested water matrices are 
presented in Table 3.

2.4. Analytical procedure 

The separation properties of the used membranes were 
evaluated based on the micropollutants retention coefficient 
(R) described in Eq. (1) as follows:

R
C
C
p

f

= −











×1 100%  (1)

where Cp, Cf – micropollutant concentration in permeate and 
feed estimated after assumed filtration time (mg/L).

The retention coefficient was calculated after 15, 30, 45, 
60, 75, 90, 105, 120, 135, 150, 165, and 180 min of filtration 
by the estimation of the micropollutants concentration in the 
feed/retentate mixture and the permeate. The concentrations 
of micropollutants were determined using high-performance 
liquid chromatography HPLC-UV by Varian (Poland) 
equipped with a Hypersil GOLD column by Thermo Scientific 
(USA) of length 25 cm, diameter 4.6 mm, and graining 5 μm. 
The chromatographic analysis was preceded by SPE of ana-
lyzed water samples. Details of the extraction method are 
presented in Ref. [24].

The volumetric permeate flux of deionized water (Jw) and 
the tested water matrices (Jv) was determined according to 
Eq. (2) as follows:

J J V
F tw v, =
×

 (2)

where Jw, Jv – volumetric permeate flux (m3/m2 s); V – 
permeate volume (m3); F – membrane surface area (m2); and 
t – filtration time (s).

The membrane surface blocking was defined by the 
relative permeability of membrane(αv) (Eq. (3)) as follows:

αv
v

w

J
j

=  (3)

The filtration of deionized water without micropollut-
ants before and after the filtration of tested water matri-
ces described by the relative deionized water flux (αw) 
(Eq. (4)), allowed for the examination of changes in transport 
properties of the membrane (fouling process). 
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where Jwp – volumetric permeate flux for deionized water, 
estimated for the membrane after the filtration of the tested 
water matrices (m3/m2 s).

The surface morphology and roughness changes of the 
membrane before and after the filtration of tested water 
matrices were analyzed using the AFM NTEGRA Prima from 
NT-MDT (Poland). The analyses were carried out using the 
time-lapse mode of AFM imaging. The obtained AFM pic-
tures were analyzed by the NOVA 1.0.26.1644 software from 
NT-MDT (Poland). 

Changes in the charge of the membrane surface were 
defined by the zeta potential (ζ) measured by the electroki-
netic analyzer Surpass by Anton Paar (Switzerland). As an 
electrolyte, 0.01 mol/L KCl was used. pH was adjusted to 
be kept in that range from 2.5 to 8.0 using 0.1 mol/L HCl or 
0.1 mol/L NaOH by Avantor Performance Materials Poland 
S.A. Measurements were carried out at 21°C. 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1. Separation properties of the membrane

The separation properties of the membrane were established 
according to the removal degrees of selected micropollutants. 

Table 2
Characteristics of the used membrane (data from the membrane 
producer)

Membrane type AFC80

Skin layer material Polyamide
Molecular weight cut-off (Da) <200
NaCl retention (%) 80
MgSO4 retention (%) 98
pH range (–) 1.5–10.5
Hydrophilicity 4a

aHydrophilicity scale: 1 – low, 5 – high.

Table 3
Physicochemical characteristics of tested water matrixes

Water matrix Deionized 
water (1)

Synthetic 
effluent (2)

Real 
effluent (3)

pH 7.00 7.05 7.10
Conductivity (μS/cm) 2.00 998 1,058
Absorbance, λ = 254  
nm (nm–1)

0.01 0.26 0.27

COD (mg O2/L) – 48.54 49.87

BOD (mg O2/L) – 5.12 5.01
TOC (mg/L) 5.02 34.98 35.14
IC (mg/L) 1.00 44.45 45.07
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Table 4 presents the obtained average retention coefficients 
of pharmaceutical micropollutants estimated during the 
180 min of ftiltration. The retention of CBZ and DCF during 
the filtration of the deionized water based matrix exceeded 
98%, whereas the concentration of IBU in the collected per-
meate decreased against the feed at about 88%. Retention 
coefficients of CBZ and DCF observed for the filtration of 
and real effluents were lower than ones noted for the deion-
ized water matrix. The retention of CBZ did not exceed 97%. 
Only the retention of IBU increased during the filtration of 
the model and real effluent to over 90%. 

The differences in the micropollutants retention coeffi-
cients observed for the tested water matrices resulted from 
the physicochemical composition of solutions. The presence 
of inorganic compounds in the feed affects the charge of the 
membrane surface [25]. Teixeira et al. [26] indicated that diva-
lent Ca2+ cation adsorption on the membrane surface reduced 
its negative charge. Whereas, if the feed contains both, diva-
lent cations (Mg2+) and anions (SO4

2–), the negative charge 
reducing effect of the cations is blocked by divalent anions 
[27]. The conducted zeta potential measurements confirmed 
the significant influence of the composition of the filtered 
water matrix on the change of the membrane charge (Fig. 1).

The results presented in Fig. 1. are the arithmetic aver-
age of the three replicates of each experiment. For all cases, 
assigned error (estimated based on the standard deviation) 
did not exceed 5%, so the results are presented without mark-
ing of the error range.

The zeta potential of the membrane surface in the tested 
range of pH from 2.5 to 8.0 indicated on a negative charge of 
the membrane. The membrane showed only a positive charge 
during the filtration of deionized water with pH below 4. All 
experiments conducted in this study were focused on water 
solutions, pH of which was adjusted to about 7.0. In this pH 
level the most negative charge of the membrane surface was 
observed for deionized water. The filtration of the synthetic 
effluent (water matrix 2), which was prepared on the basis 
of tap water and dry nutrient broth, casein peptone, NH4Cl, 
NaCl, CaCl2·6H2O, MgSO4·7H2O, K2HPO4 and KH2PO4 
resulted in the smallest change of the membrane charge. 
However, the measured zeta potential for this membrane 
was still about −23 mV. The obtained results confirmed that 
the presence of several ions in the feed had a major impact 
on the charge of the membrane during the filtration process. 

3.2. Control of the volumetric permeate flux

Fig. 2 presents the volumetric permeate flux of deionized 
water and the tested water matrices for the AFC80 mem-
brane during the filtration. The highest calculated permeate 
flux was observed for the synthetic wastewater. The average 
value of this parameter was 10.65×10–6 m3/m2/s. The lowest 
volumetric permeate flux was estimated during the filtration 
of the real wastewater plant effluent (water matrix 3). During 
the first 45 min of its filtration, a significant decrease of the 
volumetric permeate flux from 9.95×10–6 to 9.64×10–6 m3/m2/s1  

was observed. The continuation of the filtration process 
allowed for the stabilization of the Jv value at the level of 
9.66×10–6 m3/m2/s1. The observed differences in the values 
of the volumetric permeate fluxes between the tested water 
matrices were not significant. The value of the deviation of 
the average permeate flux of individual water matrices with 
respect to the volumetric permeate flux of deionized water 

Table 4
Micropollutant retention coefficient

Water matrix Parameter Value (%)

Water matrix 1 (deionized water) RCBZ 99.44 ± 0.05
RIBU 88.05 ± 0.01
RDCF 98.57 ± 0.25

Water matrix 2 (synthetic effluent) RCBZ 96.59 ± 0.12
RIBU 90.13 ± 0.10
RDCF 96.24 ± 0.32

Water matrix 3 (real effluent) RCBZ 96.94 ± 0.10
RIBU 91.02 ± 0.05
RDCF 96.80 ± 0.30

Fig. 1. Changes in the zeta potential of the membrane surface after the filtration of water matrices.
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determined during the conditioning of the membrane did 
not exceed 10%. The relatively small, but noticeable differ-
ences could be due to the fact, that new membrane samples 
were used for each individual experiment. These membranes 
often have a slightly different characteristics.

The observation of changes in the volumetric permeate 
flux during the filtration of all tested water matrices allowed 
for the calculation of the relative permeability of the mem-
brane (αv). The comparison of the volumetric permeate flux 
for deionized water, estimated for the membrane before and 
after the filtration of the tested water matrices, set the value 
of the relative deionized water flux (αw) (Table 5).

Based on both the deionized water matrix and synthetic 
effluent volumetric permeate flux values and the calculated 
relative permeability of membrane, it can be concluded that 
the phenomenon of membrane blocking did not occur. A 
contrary dependence, related with the increase in membrane 
permeability was observed. The αv calculated during the 
filtration of both water matrices was higher than 1.0, which 
indicated on a favorable change in the hydraulic capacity of 
the used membrane. Only in the case of the real effluent filtra-
tion, the αv was below 1.0. As previously stated, the decrease 
in the volumetric permeate flux of the real effluent could 
be associated with the fouling phenomenon caused by the 
deposition of high-molecular weight organic substances and 
other inorganic compounds on the membrane surface. The 
blocking of the membrane surface by the compounds pres-
ent in the feed was only partially reversible. The recovery of 

deionized water flux (αw) determined after filtration of the 
tested real effluent was 99%. The αw estimated after the fil-
tration of the synthetic wastewater effluent exceeded 100%. It 
indicates a permanent change in the hydraulic permeability 
of the membrane. 

3.3. Analysis of the membrane surface

In order to assess the changes occurred on the surface 
of the membrane, representative membrane fragments were 
subjected to AFM analysis. The results of the membrane 
roughness analysis are summarized in Table 6 and shown 
graphically in Fig. 3.

Based on the root mean square (Rq) and surface kurtosis 
of the membrane (Sku), which is a measure of the flattening 

Fig. 2. Changes in the volumetric permeate flux during the filtration of water matrixes.

Table 5
Characteristic of the permeate fluxes 

Water matrix Parameter Value

Water matrix 1 αv 1.03
αw (%) 100

Water matrix 2 αv 1.06
αw (%) 106

Water matrix 3 αv 0.97
αw (%) 99

Table 6
Results of the membrane roughness analysis

Type of membrane Root mean square Rq (nm) Maximum peak (nm) Surface skewness Ssk Surface kurtosis Sku

New membrane 13 164 0.67 2.30
After filtration of water matrix 1 19 260 1.70 10.01
After filtration of water matrix 2 43 593 1,87 6.73
After filtration of water matrix 3 150 940 2.23 4.71
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of the surface compared with the Gaussian normal distri-
bution, the surface of the AFC80 membrane was considered 
as homogeneous. Sku values below 3.0 are characteristic for 
smooth surfaces. During the filtration of deionized water 
based matrix, no clear changes in the surface roughness were 
observed. However, the value of membrane surface skew-
ness (Ssk) assumed during the filtration of all tested water 
matrices values exceeded 1.0 that is typical for areas with 
many hills. The increase of the Ssk was related to the deposi-
tion of micropollutants and other contaminants present espe-
cially in the synthetic and real effluent, in the valleys of the 
new membrane. The topography of the postprocessed mem-
branes changed its type to heterogeneous ones. This was also 
confirmed by the surface kurtosis increase.

Most significant changes in the morphology of the NF 
membranes were observed during the filtration of the syn-
thetic and real wastewater treatment plant effluent. The 
root mean square increased from 13 nm for a new mem-
brane to 43 nm for the membrane after the synthetic efflu-
ent filtration and 150 nm for the membrane after the real 
effluent filtration, respectively. Histograms of the rough-
ness analysis (Fig. 2) show that the height of most peaks 
distributed on the membrane skin layer ranged from 60 
to 180 nm. The highest identified peak after the filtration 
of the real effluent reached 940 nm. Whereas the surface 
of a new membrane or a membrane after the filtration of 
the deionized water based matrix was covered with peaks 
ranged mainly to 100 nm.

According to Hirose et al. [28], the surface unevenness of 
membranes increases their effective membrane area. Rough 
surfaces made from the same material present more adsorp-
tion area than smooth surfaces [29]. Thus, rough membranes 
should characterize with a higher retention of removed 
compounds. This relationship was observed only in the 
case of IBU retention, which increased with the membrane 
roughness. 

The accumulation of compounds occurring in the feed 
in the “valleys” of the membrane surface resulted in “val-
ley clogging.” It can be assumed that this phenomenon was 
responsible for the irreversible fouling process during the 
filtration of the real wastewater treatment plant effluent. On 
the other hand, high roughness of NF membranes can also 
reduce the fouling process by creating micro- or nanoturbu-
lences on the membrane surface that lead to the increase of 
the mass transfer coefficient [30].

In Fig. 4, images of the membrane skin layer obtained 
before and after filtration of tested water matrices are 
compared. They show representative membrane areas of 
10 × 10 μm2.

The AFM images are a good visualization of changes 
in the membrane surface topography. They confirmed 
the occurrence of the fouling process during the filtration 
of the real wastewater treatment plant effluent. It should 
be emphasized that during the filtration of this complex 
matrix, the low- and high-molecular-weight compounds 
formed bunch structures that covered the entire surface of 
the membrane (Fig. 3(d)). These bunch structures created 
a so-called “secondary membrane” on the membrane sur-
face. The formed new layer contributes to the change in 
the retention properties of the membrane against organic 
micropollutants [31]. 
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Fig. 3. Roughness analysis histograms of (a) a new membrane 
and membranes after the filtration of (b) deionized water, 
(c) synthetic effluent, and (d) real effluent.
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Fig. 4. AFM images of the surface of (a) a new membrane and membranes after the filtration of (b) deionized water, (c) synthetic 
effluent, and (d) real effluent.
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4. Conclusions

The conducted investigations indicated that the physico-
chemical composition of the feed had a major impact on the 
changes in the tested membrane surface charge. The mem-
brane charge is one of the factors determining the retention 
capacity of the membrane. The presence of inorganic and 
organic compounds in the synthetic and real treatment plant 
effluent decreased the retention of CBZ and DCF. An adverse 
relationship was observed in the case of IBU retention coef-
ficient, which reached 91% during the filtration of the real 
effluent. It was also noted that the blocking of the membrane 
surface by compounds present in real wastewater treatment 
plant effluent was only partially reversible. Whereas the fil-
tration of the synthetic effluent had a beneficial impact on the 
volumetric permeate flux. The conducted roughness analy-
sis showed that the membrane surface was changing during 
the filtration processes from a homogeneous to a heteroge-
neous one. The samples of the membrane after the filtration 
of the real effluent were covered by bunch structures, which 
was detected during the AFM imaging. These structures 
were responsible for the fouling process and the change in 
the membrane retention properties.
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