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Abstract: Transient compartmentalization and directional motion are key elements of living matter, and milestones 
in the development of complex chemical systems such as protocells. Coacervate droplets have been proposed as 
compartments in this context, as they share properties with biomolecular condensates, which act as transient 
compartments in biology. Previous efforts to develop out-of-equilibrium coacervates use exergonic reactions as an 
energy source, but this leads to the accumulation of the side-products of the driving reaction, preventing operation 
over long periods of time. Here, we present a novel strategy to drive the transient formation and movement of 
coacervate compartments, using an electric potential between two electrodes as an energy source. In this system, 
the electrochemical oxidation of a cysteine-containing peptide increases its multivalency, leading to complexation 
with a polyanion and coacervate formation at the anode. The electrochemically-formed coacervates then move by 
electrophoresis over a distance more than three orders of magnitude larger than their diameter. In the proximity of 
the cathode, an electrocatalytic cycle dissolves the coacervates by reduction, recovering the free peptide and 
polyanion, which can diffuse back to the anode and react again. The system reaches a steady state, in which 
coacervates are simultaneously forming, moving, and disappearing in different regions of the cell. Since no side-
products are generated, the formation-movement-destruction regime can be sustained for more than 16 hours, 
(two orders of magnitude longer than the lifetime of individual droplets), reaching a steady state. This combination 
of transient formation, directional movement and coacervate compartments is unique, and can be used for 
electricity-driven active transport.  

Introduction 

Transient compartmentalization is a fundamental step in the development of complex systems with emergent, life-
like properties.1,2 Spatially segregating some of the components in a chemical reaction network can lead to multiple 
non-equilibrium regimes,3 or to different outcomes in a community of replicators and parasites.4 Transient 
compartmentalization can also be coupled to directional movement to transport chemicals against a chemical 
gradient. Biological examples of this are endo- and exocytosis, forms of active transport in which molecules move 
against a gradient by transient encapsulation into moving vesicles.5,6 

In the cell, compartmentalization often takes place in membraneless organelles (MLOs), liquid droplets that form 
due to the interactions between proteins, nucleotides, and other biomolecules.7–9 MLOs are involved in a variety of 
cellular processes, from RNA metabolism to protein synthesis. A common feature among some MLOs is that they 
are active matter: they consume energy from chemical reactions, resulting in their transient formation, movement, 
aging, or dissolution in response to certain stimuli, or after a period of time.10,11 

Complex coacervates have often been used as synthetic mimics of MLOs.12–14 Coacervates form in an aqueous 
solution of polymers, via spontaneous liquid-liquid phase separation (LLPS). This process is driven by attractive 
interactions (usually electrostatic), as well as counterion dilution.15,16 Complex coacervate droplets have been 
shown to encapsulate molecules,17,18 accelerate chemical reactions,19 or control the aggregation of proteins,20 
similarly to their biological counterparts. 

There has been a significant effort to prepare coacervates in an out-of-equilibrium regime, in order to mimic the 
active nature of MLOs,21,22 or to develop synthetic protocells.23–26 For instance, the groups of Keating,21 Spruijt,27 
and Dhiman28 have shown timed and/or transient coacervate formation by reversible enzymatic phosphorylation. 
Walther et al. have demonstrated transient formation of DNA-based coacervates by strand hybridization and 
dissociation with a cross-linking nucleic acid that controls multivalency of the DNA strand.29 Boekhoven et al. have 
used chemical fueling to achieve transient coacervate formation,22,30 non-equilibrium shell formation,31 and in a 
recent preprint, movement.32  Finally, our group has recently shown a new strategy to trigger delayed coacervate 
formation and changes in coacervate properties over time, based on the decomposition of a volatile salt.33 The 
design of chemically-fueled coacervates is limited by their sensitivity to waste production.27 Over time, the products 
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of the driving reaction build up, reaching a concentration in which they have a non-desirable effect on the reaction 
network. This problem is not exclusive of coacervates: practically all systems that are driven by an exergonic 
reaction tend to be affected from waste accumulation, limiting for how long they can be operated,34 or requiring a 
mechanism that removes the waste-products from the medium.31,33,35  

An alternative approach to create waste-less active systems is to use an electric potential as a driving force.36 In a 
recent example, Guan and coworkers37 have used this strategy to drive supramolecular polymerization through two 
redox reaction cycles. Their system is based on a thiol building block, which is soluble as a monomer but self-
assembles into fibers when oxidized to a disulfide. By introducing two electrodes in the solution, the oxidation and 
reduction of the building block can take place at the same time but spatially separated from each other, causing 
assembly in the proximity of one electrode and disassembly next to the other. Since the two redox cycles only 
involve the transfer of electrons, and no net products are generated or consumed in the overall reaction, the system 
can maintain a steady state of self-assembly/disassembly for at least 4 hours with the electric potential as the only 
energy input.  

We hypothesized that a similar strategy could be used to drive the formation of coacervates in an out-of-equilibrium 
regime. Two recent reports have shown that complex coacervates can be reversibly formed upon chemical 
oxidation or reduction.38,39 In both cases coacervation was driven by an increase in the multivalency of one or both 
oligoelectrolytes. Particularly, Li et al. have shown that the oxidation of a cysteine-containing charged peptide can 
trigger the formation of a complex coacervate,39 as the corresponding disulfide-linked dimer contains twice as many 
charges as the monomer. Even without redox-sensitive functional groups, the coacervate phase is susceptible to 
electric potentials due to its high charge density. Strong electric fields (> 10 V/cm) have been shown to disrupt the 
internal structure of coacervates,40 or trigger an exchange between polyelectrolytes.41 Weaker electric fields (1-10 
V/cm) do not have such an effect, but they can instead cause electrophoretic movement, which magnitude and 
direction depend on the surface charge of the coacervates.42–44 

Here, we report the first example of an electricity-driven system, in which the formation, movement, and destruction 
of complex coacervates are driven only by the difference in electric potential between two electrodes (Figure 1). 
Our system continuously produces coacervate droplets thanks to the anodic oxidation of a cysteine-containing 
peptide. These droplets then migrate over several millimeters to the cathode, where they are dissolved after an 
electrocatalyst-mediated reduction. The system is completely waste-free, and a continuous formation-movement-
destruction regime can be maintained for longer than 16 hours. 

Results and Discussion 

Electrochemical Oxidation and Coacervate Formation  

We designed our system around a tetrapeptide (KKKC), containing three positively charged lysines and a cysteine 
(Figure 1). Cysteine acts as the redox-responsive functionality: when oxidized to a disulfide, the peptide will be 
dimerized to (KKKC)2, a molecule with twice as many charges, and in principle, a higher propensity to form 
coacervates (Figure 2a).  

First, we explored the oxidation of KKKC and its effect on coacervate formation. Mixing KKKC with either pAA or 
ATP did not lead to coacervate formation in our experimental conditions. When KKKC was oxidized by the addition 
of NaBO3, the solution containing pAA became turbid, and we could observe the formation of coacervates by optical 
microscopy (Figure 2b). On the other hand, the sample containing ATP did not form coacervates even after 
oxidation, indicating that complexation is less favorable in this case due to the lower multivalency of ATP. Having 
confirmed that coacervation can be triggered by the chemical oxidation of KKKC, we studied if the same could be 
achieved electrochemically. For this, we  prepared an undivided cell by introducing flat silver electrodes in a solution 
containing KKKC and pAA, and applied an external potential with a commercial power supply.45 As soon as the 
potential was applied, we observed the formation of coacervate droplets close to the surface of the anode (Figure 
2c). No droplets were observed in absence of either pAA or KKKC, confirming that these droplets were indeed the 
result of complex coacervation (Figure S1). We used Ellman’s test (Figure S2) and 1H-NMR spectroscopy (Figure 
S3) to characterize their chemical composition, revealing that electrochemical oxidation also results in thiol 
oxidation and the formation of a disulfide dimer. Previous reports have shown that cysteine derivatives are difficult 
to oxidize on the surface of solid electrodes.46–48 Particularly, Guan and coworkers did not observe the formation 
of disulfides on a glassy carbon electrode (GCE), only detecting irreversible oxidation at high potentials.49 This was 
also the case for KKKC, for which we could not detect any electrochemical response by cyclic voltammetry (CV)  
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when using a GCE as a working electrode (Figure S4). On the other hand, when the working electrode was changed 
to silver, we detected a broad anodic peak corresponding to the oxidation of thiols to disulfides at 160 mV (Figure 
S5), consistent with our observations in the undivided cell. The reverse reaction could also be observed, as a broad 
reduction peak between -0.3 and -0.1 V. We ascribe the difference between the two electrodes to the high affinity 
of thiols for silver.50–52  

 

Figure 1. General scheme showing the electricity-driven formation, movement and destruction of (KKKC)2-based coacervates. The thiol group 

of the KKKC is oxidized at the anode to form a disulfide-bearing dimer (KKKC)2. The increase in the multivalency of the oligocation leads to its 
complexation with pAA or ATP, and to the formation of complex coacervates in the proximity of the anode. These coacervate droplets then 
move by electrophoresis towards the cathode. There, an electrocatalytic cycle mediated by MV leads to the reduction of (KKKC)2, dissolving 

the coacervates and recovering KKKC and the polyanion, which then diffuse back to the anode and participate again in coacervate formation.  

Surprisingly, the KKKC/ATP system also formed coacervates upon electrochemical oxidation (Figure 2c), even if it 
did not when oxidized with NaBO3. This difference is probably due to the side-products of the chemical oxidation: 
the reaction between NaBO3 and cysteine produces borate salts, which increase the ionic strength of the solution, 
weakening electrostatic interactions. In the (KKKC)2/ATP system, the electrostatic interactions between oligocation 
and oligoanion are already weak since both components are oligomeric, so this increase in ionic strength is enough 
to prevent coacervate formation. On the other hand, when KKKC is oxidized at the anode, the ionic strength of the 
solution does not change, and coacervate formation can take place. This is an example of the difference between 
electricity- and chemically-driven systems: waste-products are accumulated in the latter, leading to unwanted 
effects. This is particularly important for the current system: since practically all complex coacervates dissolve at 
high ionic strengths, continuous coacervate formation could not be sustained in a system driven by oxidation with 
NaBO3.  

Coacervate Movement Driven by Electrophoresis  

Coacervate droplets can move in electric fields by electrophoresis.42,43 Both the direction and the velocity of this 
movement depend on the ζ-potential of the droplets, and thus on the ratio between positive and negative charges 
in the coacervates. To determine the relative charge of (KKKC)2-containing coacervates and optimize their speed 
in this system, we tracked the movement of the electrochemically-formed coacervates in the electric field created 
between the two electrodes (Figure 3, Supplementary Video 1). When KKKC and pAA were mixed in a 
stochiometric charge ratio (1:1) and an electric field of 0.95 V/cm was applied (0.7 V, 0.74 cm), the coacervates 
moved towards the cathode with a constant speed of ~1 µm/s, indicating that their overall charge was slightly 
positive but close to neutral. When KKKC was added in excess (2.5:1 charge ratio), their speed increased to 12.5 
µm/s, and the droplets reached the cathode in ca. 10 minutes. This confirmed that the movement of the coacervates 
was mainly driven by electrophoresis, and that the non-stochiometric mixing ratio between precursors was 
translated to a charge imbalance in the composition of the coacervates. For the systems containing ATP as the 
oligoanion, a 1:1 mixing ratio resulted in negatively-charged droplets (Figure S6), consistent with other ATP-
containing coacervates.42 These droplets initially moved away from the anode due to droplet-droplet repulsion, but 
after an initial displacement they started moving back towards it. This resulted in a fixed front of coacervates that 
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remained ~30 µm away from the electrode surface. Increasing the amount of KKKC in this system resulted in 
positively-charged coacervates that moved towards the cathode, but still at a slower speed than in the system 
containing pAA. In general, these results show that there is a direct relationship between the composition of 
coacervates and their movement speed. Therefore, the mixing ratio between polycation and polyanion can be used  

 

Figure 2. Coacervate formation triggered by the chemical or electrochemical oxidation of KKKC. a) General scheme showing oxidation and 

coacervate formation in presence of a suitable oligo- or polyanion. b) Micrographs of solutions containing KKKC and either pAA or ATP, before 

and after chemical oxidation (with 1.2 eq. of NaBO3). c) Micrographs recorded next to the anode in a solution containing KKKC and either pAA 

or ATP, immediately after the application of an electrical potential (0.7 V) and after 10 seconds. Note that the KKKC/ATP system forms 

coacervates when oxidized electrochemically but not after reaction with NaBO3, due to the ionic side-products formed in the latter. [KKKC] = 

[ATP] = 1.34 mM, [pAA] = 4 mM (in monomer units) [NaCl] = 100 mM in the samples with pAA, 10 mM in the samples with ATP. The size of 

scale bars is 25 µm. 
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to control the lifetime of the droplets: since coacervate destruction only takes place in the proximity of the cathode 
(see below), slower coacervates will have a longer lifetime and vice-versa. 

 

Figure 3. Electrophoretic movement of (KKKC)2-based coacervates in an electric field. a) Scheme showing the movement of positive 

coacervates from the anode to the cathode. b) Micrographs of electrochemically formed (KKKC)2/pAA coacervates with different ratios between 

positive and negative charges. The displacement of different droplets was measured over time: the blue circles represent their initial position, 

and the orange ones their position after 10 s. c) Displacement over time of coacervate droplets with different compositions. Each point represents 

the average displacement of five droplets, and the error bars represent the standard deviation. Positive displacement values indicate movement 

towards the cathode. d) Micrographs of the area next to the cathode for coacervates with different compositions, at specific times after the 

application of the electric potential. The strength of the electric field in all the measurements is 0.95 V/cm (voltage  = 0.7 V). The initial 

concentrations are [ATP] = 1.34 mM, [pAA] = 4 mM (in monomer units) [KKKC] = 1.34 or 3.34 mM (for 1:1 or 2.5:1 charge ratios, respectively). 

[NaCl] = 100 mM in the samples with pAA, 10 mM in the samples with ATP. The size of the scale bars is indicated in the pictures. Times are 

reported as hh:mm. 

Coacervate Destruction 

Keeping a constant electric potential for longer than 10 minutes led to a continuous flow of coacervate droplets 
reaching the cathode. Even though we could not monitor the behavior of these droplets on the surface of the 
electrode (due to the latter blocking the light in our setup), we could detect their coalescence by the formation of a 
continuous coacervate phase in the bottom of the cell (Figure S7). While some droplets sink to the bottom of the 
cell through its entire length, the coalesced phase was distinctly propagating from the cathode, indicating that 
coacervates were accumulating in that area instead of reacting. In other words, the rate at which coacervates were 
dissolved by the electrochemical reduction of (KKKC)2 was significantly slower than the rate at which they formed 
and reached the cathode. We hypothesize that this accumulation is caused by a difference in reaction rates 
between oxidation and reduction: while KKKC is soluble and its thiol group is easily accessible, most of the (KKKC)2 
that reaches the cathode is in the form of coacervates, which potentially shield the disulfides from reaching the 
surface of the electrode. We confirmed this hypothesis by CV (Figure S8): while the peak corresponding to the 
oxidation of KKKC was practically identical in presence or in absence of pAA, the current corresponding to disulfide 
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reduction was significantly smaller when pAA was added. This indicates that a significant fraction of disulfides is 
unavailable for reaction when coacervates are formed.  

In order to facilitate the reduction of (KKKC)2 and the dissolution of coacervates, we used methyl viologen (MV) as 
an electrocatalyst. Methyl viologen is an organic divalent cation that can be reduced to the radical cation MV·+, 
which in turn reacts with disulfides, reducing them chemically.37 Since MV·+ is small and relatively stable, it can 
diffuse in and out of the coacervates, reacting with (KKKC)2 and regenerating MV and KKKC (Figure 4a). We tested 
this reaction by CV (Figure 4b, Figure S9 and Figure S10). In presence of coacervates, a new cathodic peak 
appeared for MV at -594 mV, a slightly lower potential than its reduction in water (-682 mV). We attribute this peak 
to the reduction of the MV molecules that are compartmentalized into the coacervates. Since the coacervate phase 
is relatively hydrophobic, the coacervate droplets can sequester MV from the solution, acting as a new solvent and 
changing the ΔG of the reduction.19 The intensity of the peak increases with each cycle of oxidation and reduction, 
consistent with the formation of more coacervates on the surface of the electrode. While the reduction of free MV 
in water is reversible, the cathodic peak at -594 mV appears to be irreversible. This is consistent with a chemical 
reaction consuming MV·+ as soon as it is formed37 – in this case, the reduction of (KKKC)2.  

Next, we confirmed that the MV-mediated reduction of (KKKC)2 led to the dissolution of coacervates. For that, we 
prepared a sample containing KKKC, pAA, and MV, and generated coacervates by using a constant electric 
potential of 0.7 V. This potential already generates enough MV·+ to reduce (KKKC)2 and enable the recirculation of 
material (as shown below), but to clearly visualize the effect, we waited until some coacervate droplets had settled 
on the bottom of the cell next to the cathode and applied a higher potential (1.5 V). As soon as this potential was 
applied, we observed a blue color next to the cathode, characteristic of the MV·+ radical cation (Figure 4c). The 
intensity of the color was significantly stronger within the coacervates than in the surrounding solution, indicating 
that the diffusion of MV·+ into the coacervate phase is a favorable process. Furthermore, the size of the coacervates 
decreased quickly after the application of the potential, confirming the MV-mediated reduction leads to the 
dissolution of the coacervates (Figure 4d). 

Steady state 

When the coacervates are dissolved, free KKKC and pAA can return to the anode (by diffusion or by convective 
flows generated by the movement of coacervates) and participate in oxidation and coacervate formation again. In 
this way, the system can be driven into a sustained formation-movement-destruction regime. We characterized this 
regime in two systems containing KKKC and pAA. Only one of the systems contained MV, enabling the 
regeneration and recirculation of coacervate precursors, while the other one was taken as a control with only the 
“forward” part of the cycle (Figure 5, Supplementary Video 2). For each system, we prepared two samples and 
studied them for a long period of time during the application of an electric potential, in one case monitoring the 
proximity of the anode and in the other one monitoring the proximity of the cathode.  

In an initial stage, both systems were almost identical, and we could observe the formation of coacervates next to 
the anode followed by their migration towards the cathode (Figure 5a, Figure S11). The number of droplets forming 
next to the anode increased for the first hour before starting to decrease as KKKC and pAA were depleted. As 
expected, the same trend was observed on the cathode, albeit with a short delay due to the movement along the 
cell. Additionally, the droplet density was slightly lower at the cathode than at the anode, as some of the coacervates 
sank to the bottom of the cell along the way, leading to a loss of material.  

After this initial period, the number of coacervates continued to drop quickly in the system without MV, until no more 
droplets could be observed after 5 h at the anode (Figure 5b) or 8.5 h at the cathode (Figure 5c). We took this point 
as the moment in which the concentration of KKKC next to the anode was too low for oxidation, and the reaction 
could not continue without the recirculation of material. In the case of the system containing MV, the number of 
coacervates also decreased initially, but it never stopped completely. On the contrary, the system reached a steady 
state after 6 h, with a constant number of coacervates being produced and destroyed at the two respective 
electrodes. This steady state could be maintained for at least another 10 h without any significant changes, for a 
total of more than 16 h of simultaneous formation, movement and destruction. 

As described above, the transient formation and movement of coacervate droplets are particularly appealing 
because of their ability to compartmentalize and transport solutes. In order to test if the electrochemically-formed 
coacervates described in this work can be used as compartments, we incubated different fluorescent dyes in 
presence of electrochemically-generated (KKKC)2/pAA and (KKKC)2/ATP coacervates, and studied their partition 
by fluorescence microscopy (Figure S12 and Figure S13). Interestingly, the partition of the different dyes between 
solution and coacervate depends strongly on the chemical nature of the polyanion and the dyes, as well as the 
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charge ratio and the salt concentration: depending on these parameters, some dyes were concentrated inside of 
the coacervates while other were excluded almost completely. This result opens the door for using these 
coacervates as selective transporters, with a preference for compartmentalizing and moving some cargo molecules 
over others. 

 

Figure 4. Destruction of (KKKC)2/pAA coacervates using an electrocatalytic cycle. a) Scheme of the electrocatalytic cycle that results in the 

reduction of (KKKC)2, with MV as an electrocatalyst. MV·+ is first generated in the surface of the cathode by electrochemical reduction of MV. 

Then, it diffuses inside of a coacervate droplet, where it can react with (KKKC)2. This reaction regenerates MV and KKKC, and causes the 

dissolution of the coacervate. b) CV scans (Ag working electrode, vs Ag/AgCl) for a mixture containing (KKKC)2/pAA coacervates and MV. Two 

cathodic peaks are observed for MV: -682 mV and -594 mV, corresponding to the reduction of MV in solution and in the coacervate phase, 

respectively. In contrast to the peak at -682 mV, the cathodic current of the peak at -594 mV increases with the number of cycles, due to the 

gradual accumulation of coacervates on the surface of the electrode. [pAA] = 2 mM (in monomer units), [KKKC] = 1.67 mM, [NaCl] = 100 mM, 

[MV] = 3.34 mM c) Dissolution of coacervate droplets by reaction with MV·+. The formation of MV·+ (with a characteristic blue color) can be 

observed immediately after the application of a 1.5 V potential. After 1 minute, the average coacervate size decreases only in the sample 

containing MV (panel d), confirming the MV·+-mediated mechanism. [pAA] = 4 mM (in monomer units), [KKKC] = 3.34 mM, [NaCl] = 100 mM, 

[MV] = 6.68 mM. The size of the scale bars is 25 µm. The violin plot in panel d) shows the median (white dot), Q1-Q3 (black box) and Q0-Q4 

(black line) for the area (in the micrograph) of 20 coacervate droplets per sample.  

Conclusion 

Here, we have designed the first electricity-driven system for the transient formation of complex coacervates. By 
applying a potential between two electrodes in an undivided cell, we were able to drive simultaneous coacervate 
formation and coacervate dissolution (mediated by an electrocatalyst) in different regions of the cell. Furthermore, 
the electrochemically-formed coacervates move by electrophoresis in the direction of the electric field, effectively 
going from the point where they are formed to the point where they are destroyed. Each coacervate moves over a  
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Figure 5. Emergence of a steady state with simultaneous coacervate formation, movement, and destruction. a) Micrographs of (KKKC)2/pAA 

coacervates next to the anode and cathode, in presence and in absence of MV, at different times after application of the electric potential (0.7 

V). The average number of droplets in a 100 x 100 µm area in the proximity of either anode or cathode was counted and plotted against time 

in panels c) and d). In presence of MV, both the generation of droplets on the anode and the supply of droplets to the cathode can be sustained 

for several hours, indicating that the system reaches a steady state of formation-movement-destruction. The number of droplets were obtained 

from manually counting the coacervates droplets in an area of 0.01 mm2. The data represented corresponds to the average number of three 

different areas at the same distance from the electrode, and the error bars represent the standard deviation. The number of droplets between 

0 and 4 h (n > 60) was too high to count manually, but an estimation based on the grey-value of the image can be seen in Figure S11. The size 

of the scale bar is indicated in the images. Times are reported as hh:mm.  
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distance of 7.4 mm, over three orders of magnitude larger than their size; and while the lifetime of individual droplets 
is ~10 minutes, the regime of coacervate formation, movement and destruction can be maintained for more than 
16 hours. Sustaining this regime for such a long period of time would have been practically impossible in a 
chemically-driven system, as the accumulation of ionic side-products in the solution would destabilize the 
coacervate phase.  

The system described here can be used as a starting point to build artificial systems that exhibit coacervate-based 
active transport. We have shown different molecules to be more soluble inside of the coacervate phase than in the 
surrounding supernatant, spontaneously being sequestered inside of the droplets. By combining this spontaneous 
compartmentalization with an electric potential, one can envision coacervate droplets that form in the anode, 
sequester cargo from their surroundings, and transport it to the cathode, releasing it upon reduction of the 
coacervate. As long as the coacervate-mediated transport is faster than the diffusion of free solute back to the 
starting point, this would lead to electrically-driven transport using coacervates as transient carriers, and to the 
formation of a chemical gradient. Our preliminary data shows that this transport can be selective, and this selectivity 
could be further enhanced by including specific binding motifs in the sequence of the coacervate-forming peptides. 

The system shown here was kept as simple as possible, only including two flat electrodes with a constant electric 
field between them. However, by combining multiple electrodes in different geometries, more complex systems can 
be designed, with multiple sources and sinks of coacervate droplets, and complex flows between them. 

Experimental section 

Materials  

Poly(acrylic acid sodium salt) powder (average Mw ~5,100 by GPC), Methyl viologen dichloride hydrate (98%, 
xH2O form, three molecules of H2O per molecule of MV were assumed for the calculations) and Tris hydrochloride 
(> 99%, pH 7.0-9.0), Rhodamine B, Fluoresceine, Nile Red, Ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (> 99%) and Ellman’s 
reagent (5,5-dithio-bis-(2-nitrobenzoic acid), > 99%) were purchased from Sigma Aldrich. ATP (Adenosine-5’-
triphoshpate disodium salt hydrate, 98%) and Sodium perborate tetrahydrate (97%) were purchased from Alfa 
Aesar. Sodium chloride (≥ 99.5 %) was purchased from Fisher Chemical. KKKC (trifluoroacetic acid salt, ≥ 95%) 
was purchased from GenScript Biotech (Rijswijk, The Netherlands). Brooker’s merocyanine (1-(6-
(Dimethylamino)naphthalen-2-yl)propan-1-one, 95%) was purchased from abcr GmbH (Karlsruhe, Germany). 

All samples were prepared using water deionized by reverse osmosis (~ 14 µS/cm).  

Optical microscopy was performed on a Nikon Eclipse Ts2 microscope Type 120c in the bright field with 10x, 20x 
and 40x objectives. All microscope images and videos were analyzed using ImageJ 1.54f. 

Preparation of KKKC/pAA and KKKC/ATP solutions 

Stock solutions of NaCl (500 mM), KKKC (10 mM), pAA (20 mM in monomer concentration), ATP (10 mM) and MV 
(400 mM) were prepared in deionized water. To avoid oxidation of KKKC by oxygen in the air, the stock solution of 
KKKC was bubbled with nitrogen after every use, kept at -20°C and frequently replaced.  

The stock solutions were mixed to the desired concentration of each polyelectrolyte and used immediately after 
preparation. All samples contained Tris buffer (pH = 7.4, 50 mM). The composition of samples was as follows: 

- 1:1 KKKC:pAA - 1.34 mM KKKC, 4 mM PAA (monomer concentration), 100 mM NaCl 

- 2.5:1 KKKC:pAA - 3.34 mM KKKC, 4 mM PAA (monomer concentration), 100 mM NaCl 

- 1:1 KKKC:ATP - 1.34 mM KKKC, 1.34 mM ATP (concentration of charged units), 10 mM NaCl 

- 2.5:1 KKKC:ATP - 3.34 mM KKKC, 1.34 mM ATP (concentration of charged units), 10 mM NaCl  

In the samples to which MV was added, its concentration was 6.68 mM.  

The pH of the samples decreased upon mixing to ~6.5 – 7, due to the TFA in the peptide. The ratios between 
positive and negative charges were calculated assuming that the ATP bears three negative charges at this pH. 

Chemical oxidation of KKKC 
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The oxidation of KKKC in 1:1 KKKC:pAA and 1:1 KKKC:ATP was performed by the addition of 2.5 eq. of NaBO3 
(20 mM solution) to the freshly prepared polyelectrolyte solutions, followed by incubation at room temperature for 
45 min. 

Electrochemical set-up 

For each experiment, a singular well on a 96 well plate with 7.4x7.4 mm square wells (Ibidi) was equipped with flat 
silver electrodes (2.5 mm width, 0.3 mm thickness). The electric potential was applied by a direct current Laboratory 
Power Supply EA-PS 3016-10 B (EA Elektro-automatik GmbH & Co. KG). Unless otherwise specified, the applied 
voltage was 0.7 V. 

For the experiments with long measuring times, the well with the electrodes was carefully covered by a piece of a 
transparent film to prevent water evaporation.  

Electrophoretic movement 

The displacement of individual droplets was measured by tracking the change of the x coordinate of the center of 
mass of a circular area corresponding to a coacervate droplet every second for 10 seconds. Typically, tracking an 
individual droplet for a longer period of time was not feasible, due to the droplet moving out of focus.  

Coacervate destruction using an electrocatalytic cycle 

Two solutions containing 2.5:1 KKKC:pAA were prepared with and without MV (6.68 mM).  In both cases, an electric 
potential of 0.7 V was applied to the mixture for 15 minutes, until enough coacervate droplets were accumulated in 
the bottom of the cell next to the cathode. Immediately afterwards, the potential was increased to 1.5 V and the 
microscope images were recorded within the first 30 seconds and after 1 minute.  

The size distribution of the droplets before and after application of the 1.5 V electric potential were obtained from 
measuring the area of the droplets next to the cathode. For each image, 20 droplets were measured and the dataset 
was used to generate the grouped violin graph shown in Figure 4. 

Steady state experiments 

Two different methods were used to estimate the number of coacervate droplets over the course of long 
experiments. For the “droplet density” estimation (See Figure S8), the images were converted to grayscale, and 
the mean gray values in an area of 0.01 mm2 next to the corresponding electrode were measured. The data was 
normalized by the initial value before the coacervates had started forming. The relative droplet density was 
estimated by inversion of the relative mean gray value, setting the initial value as 0. For the direct counting, a 
square area of 100x100 μm was selected close to the electrode, and the droplets inside it were manually counted 
for frames separated by 25.2 min.  

In both cases, the count was repeated three times in different areas at the same distance from to the electrode in 
the upper, middle and lower part of the image. 

Supporting Information  

The following files are available as Supporting information: 

Controls of electrochemical coacervate formation, additional characterization by cyclic voltammetry, NMR, UV and 
fluorescent microscopy (PDF);  

Supplementary Video 1, showing the real-time electrophoretic movement of coacervates with different 
compositions (MP4); 

Supplementary Video 2, showing the time-lapses recorded next to the anode and cathode for samples with and 
without MV (MP4). 
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