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Effects of heating on 
hydrophobicity, viscosity, 
and gelling properties of 
soy products

Robert S Walnofer*, Navam S. Hettiarachchy†, Ronny Horax§

ABSTRACT

The co-product of soybean after oil extraction is the meal, which is rich in protein. From this
meal, protein concentrate and protein isolate are prepared and are commercially available as
functional ingredients. Thermal treatment is the most common step applied to foods during pro-
cessing. Changes in structural and functional properties can be affected by thermal or chemical
treatments. The objective of this study was to evaluate the effect of heat on surface hydrophobic-
ity, gelling properties, and viscosity of soy meal (SM), soy protein concentrate (SPC), and soy
protein isolate (SPI). The soy products were subjected to heat at varying temperatures and heat-
ing times. Viscosity of soy protein products treated with heat increased for SM when temperature
and heating times increased, but decreased for SPC and SPI. This may be due to the polysaccha-
rides present in SM that could form starch gelation and increase meal viscosity. The surface
hydrophobicity of the soy products increased when the proteins were treated with heat, possibly
due to heat exposing the hydrophobic amino acids buried within the protein molecule making
them become more hydrophobic on the surface of the molecule. When 8% suspensions (protein
basis) were heated at 100°C, all soy products formed firm gels, indicating that protein plays an
important role in gel network formation. Precaution must be taken to maintain functionality
when heat processing is applied to food systems that contain soy protein products as functional
ingredients.

* Scott Walnofer is a senior majoring in food science.
† Navam S. Hettiarachchy, faculty sponsor, is a professor in the Department of Food Science.
§ Ronny Horax is a research specialist and Ph.D. student in the Department of Food Science.
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INTRODUCTION

Soybeans (Glycene max) are an excellent source of
protein. The use of soybean in the United States is
expected to grow more than 10 % annually. Soy protein
use is expected to reach nearly 50 million bushels by
2010 (USDA, 2004). Additionally, soybean is an impor-
tant export product for U.S. processors. Soybean pro-
duction has traditionally been one of the largest agricul-
tural enterprises in Arkansas. Arkansas ranks eighth
nationally in soybean production (ASPB, 2003). Due to
its abundance and use as an inexpensive ingredient, soy-
bean is also an important product in the food industry
(Añón et al., 2001).

Soy products are commercially available to the food
industry in the form of flours, concentrates, and isolates.
Soy protein has received substantial publicity because of
the U. S. Food and Drug Administration’s claim that 25
g per day of soy protein can reduce the incidence of heart
disease. This is important because heart disease is the
number one cause of premature death in the U.S.

Numerous products in the grocery store contain soy
protein as a functional ingredient. A functional ingredi-
ent is that property of a substance that exhibits any
property other than nutrition. The use of these products
in a wide variety of foods has been increasing due to
their desirable nutritional, nutraceutical, and functional
properties, such as high essential amino-acid contents,
and good emulsifying, foaming, fat absorption, and
gelling properties. Soy protein as a functional ingredient
has been studied extensively (Kalapathy et al., 1996;
Kalapathy et al., 1997; Qi et al., 1997; Wu et al., 1998; Wu
et al., 1999; Xie et al., 1998a; Xie et al., 1998b). Soy pro-
tein products can be used in food as water-binding
agents, to increase viscosity, and to form protein gel
(Kinsella et al., 1985). Soy flours or soy meals are pre-
pared from defatted ground seed and usually contain
about 40-50% protein. These are mostly used in food
products such as bakery products and cereals. Protein
content of soy protein concentrates usually varies from
60% to near 90%. These protein concentrates are pre-
pared from defatted soy flour by removing the oligosac-
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charides, fiber, and part of the minerals. Protein isolates
contain more than 90% protein. Protein isolates are pre-
pared from defatted flour by separating protein from
polysaccharides, fiber components, and other low
molecular-weight compounds.

In order to increase its use in the food industry, mod-
ification of soy protein is widely used to improve func-
tional properties. Structural and functional property
changes in soy protein can be achieved by thermal, enzy-
matic, or chemical treatments (Kalapathy et al., 1996;
Kalapathy et al., 1997; Qi et al., 1997; Sorgentini et al.,
1995; Wu et al., 1998; Wu et al., 1999; Xie et al., 1998a;
Xie et al., 1998b). Thermal modification is much pre-
ferred due to the use of fewer chemicals in the process.
During food processing, thermal treatment is the most
common step that may affect the properties of soy prod-
ucts in the food system. However, information on
changes in physicochemical properties of soy products
after thermal modifications and treatments is limited.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Protein determination
Protein contents of soy meal (SM), soy protein con-

centrate (SPC), and soy protein isolate (SPI) obtained
from Archer Daniels Midland Company (Decatur, Ill.)
were determined by an Automatic Kjeldahl method
(AACC, 1990). The Kjeldahl 2006 Digestor (Foss
Tecator, Hoganas, Sweden) was used for digesting the soy
products in concentrated sulfuric acid with Kjeldahl
tablet® as catalyst at 420°C for 1 h, and the Kjeltec® 2300
Analyzer Unit (Foss Tecator, Hoganas, Sweden) was used
to determine the protein contents of the digested soy
products. The protein contents were automatically cal-
culated using 6.25 as the protein conversion factor com-
monly used in soybean industries.

Molecular size determination
Molecular sizes of the soy products were determined

by sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel elec-
trophoresis (SDS-PAGE) based on the method of
Laemmli (1970). The SDS-PAGE was carried out on a
slab gel in an SDS-Tris-Glycine discontinuous buffer sys-
tem. Protein solutions were prepared in non-reducing
buffer solutions. Twelve microliters of the solution con-
taining approximately 2 mg/mL of protein were loaded
onto the gel performing at a constant current of 60 mA
per gel for approximately 45 min. The gel was stained
using a 0.1% Coomassie brilliant blue solution in acetic
acid/ethanol/water (10/40/50,v/v/v) and de-stained in
the same solvent in the absence of Coomassie brilliant
blue. The approximate molecular sizes were determined
by comparing the sample bands with Bio-Rad molecular

size standard bands ranging from 6.5 to 200 kDa
(Mysosin 200 kDa, β-galactosidase 116.25 kDa,
Phosphorylase B 97.4 kDa, Serum albumin 66.2 kDa,
Ovalbumin 45 kDa, Carbonic anhydrase 31 kDa, Trypsin
inhibitor 21.5 kDa, Lysozyme 14.4 kDa, and Aprotinin
6.5 kDa) (Bio-Rad Laboratories, Hercules, Calif.).

Preparation of soy solutions 
Soy meal, SPC, and SPI were suspended in deionized

water (6%, based on protein content). Each suspension
was heated in a water bath at 50/70/90°C for 30, 60, 90,
and 120 min and then cooled to room temperature
before viscosity and hydrophobicity determinations.

Viscosity determination
Viscosities of the thermally treated soy products were

determined by a rotational rheometer (Haake VT 550,
Germany) equipped with a MVDIN measuring spindle
(radius = 19.36 mm, height = 58.08 mm) at room tem-
perature (26°C). Samples (30 mL, 6% protein basis)
were loaded into the cylindrical cup (radius = 21.0 mm).
The samples were subjected to a constant shear rate (400
s-1) and the viscosity was determined automatically
using Rheowin Pro Data manager version 2.84 (Haake
Mess Tech, Germany). All experiments were carried out
in triplicates at room temperature.

Hydrophobicity determination
Surface hydrophobicity of the thermally treated soy

products was determined by using an 8-anilino-1-naph-
thalene sulfonate (ANS) method adopted from
Hayakawa and Nakai (1985). Concentrations ranging
from 0.0005 to 0.003% (protein basis) were prepared by
serially diluting the solution in 0.01 M phosphate buffer
(pH 7). Ten microliters of 8 mM ANS (in 0.01 M phos-
phate buffer pH 7) were added to 2.0 mL of soy product
solution. Fluorescence intensity of the ANS-protein con-
jugates was measured with a Shimadzu Model RF-1501
Spectrofluorophotometer (Shimadzu Corporation,
Kyoto, Japan) at excitation and emission wavelengths of
390 nm and 470 nm, respectively. The slope of the fluo-
rescence intensity versus the soy product concentration
was calculated by linear regression and was used as an
index of the soy product hydrophobicity.

Gelling property determination
Gelling properties of the soy product solutions in

water were determined by a slightly modified method of
Coffmann and Garcia (1977) as described by Sathe et al.
(1982). A series of concentrations of soy product sus-
pensions from 2 to 20% w/v with 2% increments were
prepared in 5 mL deionized water to determine the least
or lowest gelation concentration of soy protein products
in water. The test tubes containing these suspensions
were then heated in a boiling water bath for 1 h followed
by rapid cooling under running cold tap water. The test
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tubes were further cooled for 30 min at 4°C, and the
cooled suspension in the tubes was considered to form a
firm gel if the suspension of inverted test tube did not
slip or spill.

Statistical analysis
Data were analyzed for variance with multiple mean

comparisons using JMP 5 software package (SAS Inst.,
2002). The significance of means was determined by the
Tukey Honestly Significant Difference (HSD) procedure
at P<0.05.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Protein Content
Before functional protein analysis, protein contents of

soy products had to be determined because protein of
these products plays an important role in food systems
(Table 1). From the Kjeldahl analysis, the protein con-
tents in SM, SPC, and SPI were 51.2%, 65.2%, and
84.7%, respectively. The SM of 51% was above the
expected range of 40-50% and the SPI of 85% was under
the expected range of slightly >90% due to the samples
being commercially produced compared with lab-scale
soy protein isolate. Because protein isolates are prepared
from defatted flour by removing the polysaccharides and
other low molecular-weight compounds, the residual
polysaccharides and fiber could have influenced protein
levels.

Molecular Size
An electrophoretogram obtained using SDS-PAGE

electrophoresis showed the molecular sizes of the pro-
teins in SM, SPC, and SPI (Fig. 1). Soy products consist-
ed of more than one type of protein with varying molec-
ular size. SDS-PAGE was used because it promotes a sep-
aration based on the size of protein molecules. Based on
the molecular size, the protein molecules move in an
electric field and different size of proteins are separated.
The major bands of all soy products ranged from 14.4-
35 kDa as compared by Bio-Rad molecular size standard
(Fig. 1). The SPI, SPC, and SM showed similar bands
located at 35, 22, and 14.4 kDa, even though lighter
bands at 14.4 kDa were observed for SPC and SPI in
comparison to SM. The SM had larger amounts of pro-
teins at 14.4 kDa and < 6.5 kDa than those of SPI and
SPC, while more proteins with the molecular size of >
200.0 kDa were observed in SPC and SPI. This is impor-
tant because the molecular size of a protein plays a role
in gel formation in that disulfide linkages form cross-
links, and the cross-linking of protein molecules forms
gel. The larger the protein, the firmer the gel.

Viscosity
The viscosity of a product is simply its resistance to

flow, which is an important factor in food processing.
The determination of viscosity is important for the type
of product application and to design needed equipment.
Highly viscous products have a thicker solution and can
cause clogging of narrow tubes and piping in a produc-
tion facility. The control was determined by recording
the viscosity of non-treated samples of each protein
type. The viscosities of the SM heated at 50°C for up to
90 min and at 70°C for up to 60 min did not significant-
ly differ in comparison to untreated SM (P > 0.05)
(Table 2). This result indicated that these treatments
were not enough to cause changes in the viscosity of SM.
Yet when SM was heated longer and at higher tempera-
ture (up to 120 min at 50°C, up to 90 min at 70°C, or
only 30 min at 90°C), its viscosity was significantly high-
er (P < 0.0001) than unheated SM. The viscosities of
heat treatments at 90°C were much higher than those of
heat treatments at 50 and 70°C. This result clearly
showed that heating time and temperature affect the vis-
cosity of SM in water. On the other hand, the viscosity of
SPC and SPI treated with heat showed the opposite
results. The results for SPC showed that SPC treated at
50°C and 90°C across all the heating times had signifi-
cantly lower viscosity in comparison to untreated SPC
(P < 0.0001). However, even though the viscosities of
SPC treated at 70°C for up to 60 min were significantly
lower than control (P < 0.0001), there were no signifi-
cant differences between the viscosities of SPC treated
up to 90 and 120 min and that of untreated SPC (P >
0.05). The results for SPI were quite similar to those for
SPC. However, the viscosities of SPI treated with heat
across all the temperatures and for all the heating times
were significantly lower than that of untreated SPI (P <
0.0001). Heating the SPI at 90°C for any time greatly
decreased its viscosity in water suspension. The results
indicated the viscosity of soy products was affected by
the protein-polysaccharide ratio. When the polysaccha-
ride content was high, as occurred in SM, the polysac-
charide affected the viscosity more than the protein by
forming starch gelation that decreased the ability of the
suspension to flow and increased viscosity. When there
was no polysaccharide in the soy product, which hap-
pened in SPI, the protein characteristics considerably
affected the viscosity of its suspension in water. This may
be due to protein denaturation. At high temperature, the
protein is denatured and its structure is opened up to
expose the hydrophobic residues, along with some
hydrophilic residues of protein. This unfolded protein
with more hydrophilic amino acids on the surface of the
molecules probably could interact more with water mol-



ecules by forming hydrogen bonds that in turn could
cause the increase of its viscosity due to the hydration of
the protein molecules.

Hydrophobicity
The surface hydrophobicity was determined from a

linear relationship between the protein concentrations
and fluorescence intensity. By plotting the line of regres-
sion, the surface hydrophobicity was expressed as the
slope of fluorescence intensity versus protein concentra-
tion. The surface hydrophobicities of untreated soy pro-
tein products (control) showed that the surface
hydrophobicity of SM was significantly lower than those
of SPC and SPI (P < 0.0001) (Table 3). This could be due
to proteins in SPC and SPI undergoing partial denatura-
tion during preparation that could open up some buried
hydrophobic residues to the surface of the protein mol-
ecules. Overall, surface hydrophobicities of the SM and
SPC treated with heat across all temperatures were sig-
nificantly higher than those of untreated samples with
the exception of SPC at 70°C with up to 120 min heating
(P < 0.0001). For SM, the higher the temperatures
applied, the higher the surface hydrophobicities of the
protein. This was due to the increase in degree of denat-
uration. This result exhibited that when more heat was
applied to the protein, this could cause more protein to
be unfolded and expose more hydrophobic amino acids
of the protein to the surface of the protein molecules. At
lower temperature (50°C and 70°C), longer heating time
was needed by SM to unfold more of its protein mole-
cules, which in turn increased the surface hydrophobici-
ty value of this soy protein product. Similar results were
obtained for SPC, which had a significantly higher sur-
face hydrophobicity value for a heat-treated sample than
that for untreated sample (control) (P < 0.0001).
However, unlike SM, different temperature and heating
time treatments conducted on SPC did not show consid-
erable effects on the surface hydrophobicity, probably
due to maximal hydrophobic residues that had been
exposed to the surface of the proteins even at low tem-
perature (50°C). Unlike SM and SPC, surface hydropho-
bicities of SPI treated at 50°C, particularly for longer
heating time (up to 60 min and longer), were significant-
ly lower than that of untreated sample (P < 0.0001). This
was probably due to hydrophobic interaction between
proteins, which may be thermodynamically favorable at
this temperature, reducing the amount of hydrophobic
residues on the surface of the protein structure.
However, when the sample was heated at higher temper-
ature (90°C), the surface hydrophobicities increased sig-
nificantly, with the exception of heating time up to 60
min (P < 0.0001). When hydrophobicity values of the
soy protein products treated at 90°C were observed, all

types of the soy products showed the same pattern over
the heating times. Even though this result is not clearly
understood, these fluctuation values could be caused by
protein-protein interactions either between hydropho-
bic residues or hydrophilic residues, depending on the
time duration of temperature applied to the protein.

Gelation
The lowest solution concentrations required to form

gels for SM, SPC, and SPI were 14%, 10%, and 10%
(weight basis), respectively. To determine the heating
time needed by the soy protein products to form a firm
gel at the lowest solution concentration, the soy product
suspensions were heated at 70, 80, 90, and 100°C for 10,
20, 30, 40, 50, and 60 min. SM formed a firm gel by heat-
ing 14% (weight basis) of SM at 80°C for 30 min, and at
90°C and 100°C for 10 min, but it did not form gel at
70°C even for 60 min heating. On the other hand, 10%
(weight basis) of SPC and SPI formed gel after heating at
70°C for 20 min and 10 min, respectively, and needed
only 10 min for both to form gel when heated at 80°C
and above. When suspensions were made on the basis of
protein content, 8% (protein basis) for all soy products
could form gel when the suspensions were heated at
100°C for 1 h. This result indicated that even though
polysaccharide is present in a significant amount in SM
for gel formation, the proteins of the soy products play a
more important role in the formation of a gel network
when their suspensions in water are heated.
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Table 1.  Protein contents of soy meal, soy protein concentrate,
and soy protein isolate.z

Protein type Protein content (%)

Soy meal 51.2 ± 0.6c

Soy protein concentrate 65.2 ± 0.7b

Soy protein isolate 84.7 ± 0.9a
zValues are means ± standard deviations of three replications;
mean values with different lower cases in the same column are
significantly different (P < 0.05).

STD SM SPC SPI

45.0

97.4

14.4

21.5

31.0

66.2

200.0

6.5

116.3

Fig 1. Electrophoretogram of soy meal (SM), soy 
protein concentrate (SPC), soy protein isolate (SPI),

and Bio-Rad standard (Std).
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