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The plasmonic effect of Cu on tuning CO2

reduction activity and selectivity†

Jing Xue,ab Zhenlin Chen,ab Kun Dang,ab Lei Wu,ab Hongwei Ji,ab

Chuncheng Chen, ab Yuchao Zhang *ab and Jincai Zhao ab

Copper (Cu) has been widely used for catalyzing the CO2 reduction reaction (CO2RR), but the plasmonic

effect of Cu has rarely been explored for tuning the activity and selectivity of the CO2RR. Herein, we

conducted a quantitative analysis on the plasmon-generated photopotential (Ehv) of a Cu nanowire array

(NA) photocathode and found that Ehv exclusively reduced the apparent activation energy (Ea) of

reducing CO2 to CO without affecting the competitive hydrogen evolution reaction (HER). As a result,

the CO production rate was enhanced by 52.6% under plasmon excitation when compared with that

under dark conditions. On further incorporation with a polycrystalline Si photovoltaic device, the Cu NA

photocathode exhibits good stability in terms of photocurrent and syngas production (CO : H2 = 2 : 1)

within 10 h. This work validates the crucial role of the plasmonic effect of Cu on modulating the activity

and selectivity of the CO2RR.

1. Introduction

Plasmonic catalysis has emerged as a promising field where
solar energy is efficiently harnessed to drive chemical reac-
tions.1,2 Specifically, the localized surface plasmon resonance
(LSPR) phenomenon occurs when a beam of light interacts
with metal nanostructures smaller than the wavelength of the
incident light, inducing collective oscillation of free electrons
on metal surfaces.3,4 After light irradiation, plasmons decay
through non-radiation pathways, enhancing surface electro-
magnetic field, forming hot carriers (electron–hole pairs), and
inducing photothermal effects.5–8 Plasmonic metals, such as
noble metal gold (Au) and silver (Ag), are recognized as efficient
mediators for utilizing solar energy due to their exceptional
capability in harvesting a broad spectrum ranging from the
ultraviolet-visible (UV-vis) to near-infrared (NIR) region, and are
thereby widely researched in water splitting,9–12 ethylene
epoxidation,13,14 NH3 decomposition,15 and so on.16–19 How-
ever, the scarcity of Au and Ag metals hinders their practical
applications. Non-noble metals, particularly copper (Cu), that
also exhibit an excellent LSPR effect from the UV-vis to NIR
region, present promising opportunities for replacing noble
metals in plasmonic catalysis.20,21

The concept of carbon neutrality has been proposed
to mitigate the escalating atmospheric CO2 levels and convert
it into value-added products, thereby achieving the goals of
environmental protection and energy storage.22,23 The plasmon-
assisted CO2 reduction reaction (CO2RR) provide a sustainable and
environmentally friendly approach by harnessing solar energy.24,25

Plasmon-assisted CO2RR systems, such as Au@Ru core–shell
nanoflowers and Ag nanopyramids,26–28 have shown great
potential not only in improving the activity but also in enhancing
the selectivity, as described in several reports. The increase in
activity (including current density and product yield) is commonly
attributed to the presence of hot carriers or photothermal effects.
The selective transfer of hot carriers into antibonding orbitals of
the specific surface adsorbates may regulate the reaction path and
accelerate chemical reactions by weakening certain chemical
bonds.29,30 Plasmon-induced local heating excites the vibrational
transitions of all the reactants and accelerates the overall chemical
reactions.31,32 It is important to distinguish between hot carrier
effects and photothermal effects, as it is crucial for design guide-
lines for the further optimization of plasmonic nanomaterials.29,33

By analyzing the behavior of the plasmon-induced photocurrent,
Tian’s group ascribed the rapid response (in the time scale of
milliseconds) of photocurrent to the hot carrier effect and the slow
response of photocurrent (in the time scale of seconds) to the
photothermal effect.32 The utilization of the plasmon-assisted
CO2RR can further modulate the product selectivity, facilitating
the formation of single/multi-carbon products while suppressing
the hydrogen evolution reaction (HER). Cu has been widely studied
as an electrocatalyst in the CO2RR,34–36 while there is little research
on the plasmonic effect of Cu on the CO2RR. The quantitative
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analysis of the contribution of light and unraveling the mecha-
nism of selectivity changes induced by plasmon excitation remain
elusive.

The Cu nanowire array (NA) electrode synthesized in situ is
anisotropic, displaying two LSPR absorption peaks corres-
ponding to plasmonic resonance in the longitudinal and trans-
verse directions. Besides, many previous studies show that light
absorption can be tuned by varying the nanowire diameter and
the angle of light incidence.21,37 These advantages of the Cu
NAs allow for more flexibility in the optimization of its photo-
electrochemical (PEC) activity, endowing it with great potential
to be an ideal plasmonic catalyst for the CO2RR. In this work,
Cu NAs were employed as a plasmonic catalyst for the CO2RR,
where Cu NAs simultaneously acted as electrocatalysts and
light absorbers. We observed that visible light excitation of
the Cu NA photocathode enhanced the activity and selectivity of
the CO2RR and inhibited the competitive HER. By combining
PEC techniques, including current differential curve, step
potential, and electrochemical impedance experiments, we
resolved the contribution of hot carrier effects from photother-
mal effects. The accumulation of hot electrons resulted in the
generation of cathodic photopotential (Ehv), about 34.6 mV at
�0.8 VRHE under 3.0 W cm�2 of visible light. The Ehv caused
lower energy barriers for CO generation (reduced from 26.61 to
18.95 kJ mol�1). Furthermore, when combined with a Si-based
solar cell and an Au/TiO2 photoanode, the Cu NA photocathode
exhibited a stable photocurrent density of 8.8 mA cm�2 and
generated syngas with a CO/H2 molar ratio of 2 : 1 within 10 h.
These findings provide insights into the mechanistic role of
plasmon excitation of Cu in catalyzing the CO2RR.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Preparation of Cu nanowire array catalysts

The Cu NAs were prepared by a template-assisted electrodepo-
sition method. The Cu foil was covered with an anodic alumi-
num oxide (AAO) template, then another Cu foil was added on
the AAO template to form a sandwich-like structure. The
electrodeposition process was carried out in a two-electrode
system. One Cu foil substrate was covered with an AAO tem-
plate as a counter electrode and another Cu foil as a working
electrode. Cu was filled into the channels of the AAO template
by applying a constant voltage of 0.35 V for 1200 s in 0.5 M
CuSO4�5H2O and 0.1 M H3BO3 electrolyte. After deposition, the
sample was placed in 1 M NaOH for 2 h to dissolve the AAO
template. The sample was rinsed in deionized water and dried
using Ar. As a result, vertically aligned Cu NAs were obtained on
the Cu foil. Finally, Cu NAs were further annealed at 473 K in an
air atmosphere for 2 h to obtain a stable photocathode.

2.2. PEC reduction process

The CO2RR experiment was performed in a custom-made gas-
tight H-type cell, which was composed of two compartments that
were separated by a proton exchange membrane (Nafion-117).
Each H-cell chamber was equipped with 20 mL of 0.1 M KHCO3.

The reference electrode was Ag/AgCl (3 M KCl), and the counter
electrode was a graphite rod electrode. The geometric area of the
working electrode (Cu NAs) exposed to electrolytes was controlled
at 0.5 cm2. Before the CO2RR measurements, CO2 gas was
continuously purged into two compartments for at least 30 min
to reach saturation (pH = 6.8). The stirring magnet rotated at a
speed of 2000 rpm in the cathode chamber during the CO2RR
measurement, and a mass flow controller was used to maintain a
constant flow rate of 10 sccm for CO2. All PEC measurements were
carried out at an electrochemical workstation (CHI 760E). The
electrode potential was converted into the potential of reversible
hydrogen electrode (RHE) following the conversion relationship:
ERHE = EAg/AgCl + 0.059 � pH + 0.197 V � iR drop (R is the solution
resistance of 0.1 M KHCO3, which was obtained by electrochemi-
cal impedance spectroscopy (EIS) measurement). Linear sweep
voltammetry (LSV) curves were obtained at a scan rate of
20 mV s�1 to qualitatively evaluate the catalytic activity under
both dark and light conditions. The potential-step experiment was
carried out by multi-potential steps using an appropriate step
potential (5 mV) for the various potentials with a pulse width of
the step potential of 5 s. The frequency range of EIS was from
5000 to 0.1 Hz with an amplitude of 5 mV at different potentials.
The double layer capacitance (Cdl) was obtained by the cyclic
voltammetry (CV) method. The potential window of the CV curves
ranged from 0.15 to 0.25 VRHE, with scan rates varying from 5 to
30 mV s�1. The effect of light irradiation on the photocurrent was
investigated at a regular interval of 20 s for light on/off. A 300 W
Xenon lamp (Beijing China Education AU-LIGHT Technology Co.,
Ltd) with an AM 1.5G filter was used as the light source. All Cu NA
electrodes were pre-electrochemically reduced at �1.0 VRHE until
the current stabilized before conducting PEC measurements.

2.3. Solar-driven PEC device for the CO2RR

The CO2RR was carried out in a typical H-type solar cell, in
which the Cu NA electrode was placed in the cathode cell filled
with 0.1 M KHCO3, while an Au/TiO2 photoanode was placed in
a 0.5 M potassium borate buffer electrolyte. The light source
was simulated sunlight with a 300 W Xenon lamp coupled with
an AM 1.5G filter. A 53 � 30 mm polycrystalline Si solar cell,
with a maximum open circuit voltage of 3 V, was exposed to
visible light irradiation to generate the required voltage.

2.4. CO2RR product analysis

The exhaust trachea was connected to the gas chromatography
instrument (GC, Fuli GC9790 Plus) for quantitative analysis of
gas products. CO, C2H4 and C2H6 were detected using a flame
ionization detector (FID) and H2 was detected using a thermal
conductivity detector (TCD). The liquid product (HCOOH) was
analyzed quantitatively by ion chromatography (IC). The fara-
daic efficiency (FE) of the gas product was calculated as follows:

FE ð%Þ ¼ quantity of the product� n� F

Q
� 100%

where n is the number of electrons transferred, F is the Faraday
constant (96 485 C mol�1), and Q represents the total coulomb
of electrons passing through the working electrode.
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3. Results and discussion
3.1. Morphology and structure analyses

As shown in Fig. 1a, Cu NAs were synthesized by a template-
assisted electrodeposition method.38 Scanning electron micro-
scopy (SEM) images in Fig. 1b and c show that the diameter of
Cu NA is about 70 nm and the length is 10 mm. Furthermore,
high-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM)
revealed that Cu NAs had a lattice fringe with an interplane
spacing of 0.18 nm, corresponding to the (200) facet of metallic
Cu (Fig. 1d). The UV-vis diffuse reflectance spectrum was tested
as the evidence of the absorbance characteristics of plasmonic
metals. As shown in Fig. 1e, Cu NAs exhibited wide absorption
in the wavelength range of 350–800 nm. The small absorption
peak from 500 to 570 nm with maximum absorption at 540 nm
was ascribed to the transverse resonance absorption of Cu NAs.
As Duan et al. proved,37 plasmonic Cu NAs exhibit two LSPR
absorption peaks corresponding to plasmonic resonance in the
longitudinal and transverse directions. When the wave vector of

the incident light is parallel to the Cu NAs, only transverse
modes can be excited. After the PEC reduction process, the
LSPR absorption peak position of Cu NAs did not shift.
However, the absorption intensity slightly decreased, which
is related to the change of the electrode surface color from
black (Cu2+) to reddish brown (Cu0/1+). The Cu NAs were also
monitored with X-ray diffraction (XRD) and X-ray photoelec-
tron spectroscopy (XPS) techniques to study the crystal struc-
ture and valence states of the obtained samples (Fig. 1f and g).
The synthesized Cu NAs had a polycrystalline structure with
Cu+ and Cu2+ presented on the surfaces. After the PEC
reduction process, the Cu NAs were predominantly composed
of the (200) facet and showed metallic valence state. Mean-
while, rough surfaces were formed due to the deoxidation of
Cu1+/2+ during the PEC reduction process (Fig. S1, ESI†). This
phenomenon of surface unevenness is consistent with the
findings reported by Huang et al.39 The uneven surface can
provide more active sites, which is beneficial for the CO2RR
performance.40

Fig. 1 (a) Schematic diagram of Cu NAs synthesized by the template-assisted electrodeposition method, with anodic aluminum oxide (AAO) as the
template. (b) and (c) SEM images and (d) HRTEM images of Cu NAs. (e) UV-Vis diffuse reflectance spectra and (f) XRD patterns of Cu NAs before (green)
and after the PEC reduction process (orange). (g) Cu LMM patterns of Cu NAs before (bottom) and after the PEC reduction process (top).
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3.2. PEC tests for quantitative analysis of plasmonic effects

The photo-response induced by the LSPR effect was first
compared between the Cu NA photocathode and a commercial
Cu foil using linear sweep voltammogram (LSV) measurements
in a CO2-saturated 0.1 M KHCO3 electrolyte (Fig. 2a). The Cu
NAs exhibited a remarkable photo-response, showing an
increase in current density upon LSPR excitation (3.0 W cm�2)
compared to the dark conditions, while the current density of the
Cu foil remained relatively unchanged under light irradiation.
These results were consistent with the measured chronoampero-
metry (CA) curves under chopped light irradiation at �0.7 VRHE

(Fig. 2b), in which DjCu NAs = 0.7 mA cm�2, and DjCu foil =
0 mA cm�2 (Dj = jphoto � jdark). Tafel analysis showed that the
Cu NA photocathode exhibited a slope of 190.1 mV dec�1 in the
dark (Fig. 2c). Upon LSPR excitation, the Tafel slope decreased by
about 10.9 mV dec�1, indicating that light excitation promotes a
faster reaction kinetics.41 In contrast, the Tafel slope of the Cu foil
remained unchanged under light irradiation, confirming the lack
of photo-response on the Cu foil.

The contribution of the hot carrier effect and the photo-
thermal effect was investigated. As shown in Fig. 2d, the
photocurrent of the Cu NA photocathode responded immedi-
ately upon LSPR excitation, reaching its maximum value within
5 ms, and the current differential curve showed a sharp change.
However, the photothermal-induced photocurrent responded
much slower (seconds) due to the slow thermal diffusion in
surroundings.29,32 Therefore, the measured photocurrent is

mainly the contribution of hot carriers. To further eliminate
the contribution of photothermal effects, we conducted CA
measurements at various temperatures under chopped light
irradiation (Fig. S2, ESI†). The control experiment showed that
an increase in temperature led to a corresponding current
increase in the dark. However, it was worth noting that when
the temperature increased from 298 to 313 K, Dj remained around
0.53 mA cm�2 at�0.6 VRHE. This observation suggests that there is
no direct correlation between the increase in temperature and the
enhancement of Dj, implying a minimal contribution of the
photothermal effect to the generation of photocurrent.

The value of jphoto is determined by the applied light
intensity (I), and a simple quantitative model has been reported
as shown in the Formula derivation section of the ESI†
(eqn (S1)–(S5)). We obtained CA curves for the Cu NA photo-
cathode with different light intensities at �0.7 VRHE under
chopped light irradiation (Fig. S3, ESI†), and drew a curve of
jphoto as a function of light intensity (Fig. 3a). The results
showed super-linear relationship between light intensity and
jphoto, which served as a distinctive feature of the hot-carrier-
driven redox reaction of plasmonic nanomaterials. Accordingly,
the photochemical conversion coefficient F (s cm2 mol�1) was
determined by plotting RT ln( jphoto) against light intensity.16,42

The slope of the plot gave a F of approximately 258.7 s cm2 mol�1,
indicating that LSPR excitation of an incident intensity of
1.0 W cm�2 contributed about 0.26 kJ mol�1 to the free energy
of the reaction (Fig. S4, ESI†).

Fig. 2 (a) LSV curves of the Cu foil (black) and Cu NA (red) photocathodes from 0.0 to �1.2 VRHE with (solid lines) and without (dashed lines) light
irradiation in CO2-saturated 0.1 M KHCO3. (b) CA measurements of the Cu foil (black) and Cu NA (red) photocathodes at �0.7 VRHE under chopped light
irradiation. (c) Tafel plots for the Cu NA and Cu foil photocathodes (inset) with and without light irradiation. (d) The CA measurement of the Cu NA
photocathode under chopped light irradiation (red) and its differential (blue) at �0.7 VRHE.
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Plasmonic Cu generates hot electrons and holes under light
excitation. Hot holes are transferred to the counter electrode
through an external circuit assisted by the applied bias, while
hot electrons accumulate on the surface of Cu NAs. After that, a
stable electron distribution with Fermi levels higher than those
under the dark conditions was obtained, generating a cathode
photopotential (Ehv).32 The potential step method enables the
simulation of photocurrent behaviour and determination of the
value of Ehv, in which changes in current (DI) was obtained by
adjusting the step potential (DP) in the dark (Fig. S5a, ESI†).
Accordingly, Ehv could be calculated based on the observed
changes of photocurrent under light conditions. The linear
relationship between DI and DP in the dark is shown in Fig. S5b
(ESI†), and the increase in current caused by illumination is
shown in Fig. S5c (ESI†). As summarized in Fig. 3b, the Ehv

increased from 25.5 mV at �0.6 VRHE to 34.6 mV at �0.8 VRHE,
indicating that the applied potential caused the increase of Ehv.
Furthermore, a large difference was observed between the
values of Ehv under Ar (12.2 mV) and CO2 (34.6 mV) atmo-
spheres at �0.8 VRHE, suggesting that the presence of a CO2

atmosphere plays a crucial role in enhancing the separation of
hot carriers.

To further illustrate the effect of CO2 atmosphere on the
separation of hot carriers, transient photovoltage (TPV) and
transient photocurrent experiments were conducted in Ar and
CO2 atmospheres (Fig. S6, ESI†).43 The fitted time attenuation
constant was enhanced to 362.7 ns compared to that for the
CO2-free condition (312.2 ns), and the calculated value of Dj was
greater in CO2 atmosphere (DjCO2

= 0.83 mA cm�2) than in Ar
atmosphere (DjAr = 0.53 mA cm�2) at �0.7 VRHE. These results

confirmed that the CO2 atmosphere promoted hot carrier
separation.

The generation of Ehv is reported to supply electrons either
for the charging of the electrode/electrolyte double layer or
driving faradaic reactions.9 To determine whether the hot
electrons were involved in the charging process of the double
layer, we tested the CV curves of the non-faradaic region at
different scan rates with and without light irradiation (Fig. S7,
ESI†). The double layer capacitance (Cdl) was obtained from the
slope of current density corresponding to different scan rates.44

The Cdl values of Cu NAs under both dark and light conditions
were both 11.2 mF cm�2, as shown in Fig. 3c. The result
suggested that the Ehv generated by light irradiation did not
contribute to the Cdl component, but was solely utilized for
faradaic reactions.

The interfacial hot-electron transfer kinetics was analyzed
by using EIS,9 and the Nyquist plots were obtained in the dark
and under light conditions at various potentials. The arc
radius of the Nyquist plot in the presence of light was smaller
than that under the dark conditions (Fig. 3d), suggesting that
the charge-transfer process was facilitated by the participation
of hot electrons. Further equivalent circuit fitting also proved
that the charge-transfer resistance (Rct) could be reduced
under light irradiation (Fig. 3e and Table S1, ESI†). The
capacitance value is another critical parameter that closely
correlates with variations in the amount of surface adsorbed
species (such as *CO, Fig. S8, ESI†).45,46 It is reported that
the effective capacitance (Ceff) value is related to ‘‘surface
cleanliness’’, in other words, an increase in the number
of adsorbed species on the surface will lead to a decrease in

Fig. 3 (a) The photocurrent density plotted as a function of the incident light intensity. (b) Step potential required to achieve consistent changes in
plasmon-assisted photocurrent with Ar and CO2 atmosphere at different applied potentials. (c) Double layer capacitance of Cu NAs with and without light
irradiation. (d) Nyquist plots of EIS measurements (points) and fitted (lines) with the equivalent circuit (inset) curve for Cu NAs at different applied
potentials in the dark (light colors) and under light irradiation (deep colors). Fitted parameters of Rct (e) and Ceff (f) from the Nyquist plots.
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the Ceff value.26 Due to the larger aspect ratio of Cu NAs, the
electrochemical active surface area is significantly enlarged,
resulting in a higher Ceff (on the order of mF) compared to
spherical nanomaterials reported in the literature (on the
order of mF).47 The Ceff values increased significantly with
the increase of potentials after �0.65 VRHE under both dark
and light conditions, as depicted in Fig. 3f, indicating
a surface with reduced adsorbed species. More importantly,
Ceff decreased from 11.3 to 8.4 mF at �0.7 VRHE under light
irradiation, indicating an increase in the amount of surface
adsorption species of *CO.

3.3. Plasmon-assisted CO2RR performance

The CO2 reduction products on the Cu NA photocathode were
analyzed by using online gas chromatography (GC) and ion

chromatography (IC) at various potentials ranging from �0.6 to
�1.4 VRHE (Fig. S9–S11, ESI†). Carbon monoxide (CO) and
formate (HCOO�) were the main reduction products, with a
small amount of C2 (C2H4, C2H6) yield. It is worth noting that
light excitation of the plasmonic Cu NAs with 420 nm r l r
800 nm (3.0 W cm�2) induced a marked change in the FE of
products (especially for H2 and CO) compared to that observed
during dark electrocatalysis (Fig. S12 and Table S2, ESI†).
Specifically, we observed a decrease in the FE for H2 evolution
concomitantly with an increase in the FE for CO at all applied
potentials. The lowest FE of H2 was observed at �0.8 VRHE, and
the FE of H2 decreased from 24.2% in the dark to 20.6% under
light irradiation (Fig. 4a). The decrease in HER activity was
accompanied by an enhancement in the selectivity for CO2RR.
The FE of CO increased by 11.4% compared to that observed

Fig. 4 The FE (a) and (b), partial current density (c) and (d), and production rate (e) and (f) of H2 and CO in the dark and under light irradiation at different
applied potentials.
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without light and accounted for 54.7% of the total products
(Fig. 4b). The partial current densities associated with H2 ( jH2

)
and CO ( jCO) are shown in Fig. 4c and d. We only observed very
little change in jH2

between dark and light conditions, but
there was a noticeable increase in jCO. At �1.4 VRHE, the jCO

was increased by 53.1%, from 3.2 mA cm�2 in the dark to
4.9 mA cm�2 under light irradiation. Correspondingly, the produc-
tion rate of CO was increased by 52.6%, from 59.8 mmol cm�2 h�1

in the dark to 91.2 mmol cm�2 h�1 under light irradiation
(Fig. 4e), while the production rate of H2 did not change
significantly (Fig. 4f and Fig. S13, ESI†). These findings demon-
strated that the light irradiation of the Cu NA photocathode
preferentially enhanced the catalytic activity towards the
CO2RR without affecting the HER across all applied potentials.
The CO2 reduction products on the Cu foil were analyzed under
different applied potentials in the dark and under light irradia-
tion. The FE of all products (including H2, CO, HCOOH, CH4,
and C2) under light irradiation was almost unchanged com-
pared with that dark conditions (Fig. S14, ESI†), which also
proved that Cu foil has no photo-response.

Syngas composed of CO/H2 with different molar ratios can
be precisely tailored to match downstream chemical processes
to get value-added chemicals.48–50 For example, a molar ratio of
CO : H2 = 1 : 2 can be used to synthesize olefins and alcohols,
while a molar ratio of CO : H2 = 2 : 1 can produce short-chain
hydrocarbon. The CO/H2 molar ratio in our study could be
adjusted from 0.40 to 1.70 in the dark and from 0.67 to 2.60
under light irradiation (Fig. S15, ESI†). Therefore, the strategy

of plasmon excitation offers a novel approach for both promot-
ing CO2RR and regulating product composition.

3.4. Effect of plasmon excitation on the reaction mechanism

To gain insights into the energetics involved in the plasmon-
assisted hot electron transfer reaction, we measured the appar-
ent activation energy (Ea) for the reaction in the dark and under
light irradiation. The reaction rate was measured as a function
of temperature ranging from 288 to 313 K with an interval of
5 K (Fig. S16, ESI†). The slope obtained by linear fitting of each
Arrhenius plot was used to determine Ea.42,51 It was noted that
the Ea was reduced from 26.61 to 18.95 kJ mol�1 upon LSPR
excitation for the generation of CO (Fig. 5a), confirming that
the LSPR excitation on the Cu NA photocathode efficiently
reduces the energy barrier for CO2RR. However, as shown in
Fig. 5b, the change of Ea for the HER was minimal (varies from
26.42 to 25.66 kJ mol�1 under light irradiation).

To better illustrate the mechanism of the plasmon-assisted
CO2RR, reaction free energy profiles are depicted in Fig. 5c. CO
is the main CO2RR product via a two-electron pathway, and the
process of reducing CO2 to CO goes along CO2 - *CO2 -

*COOH - *CO - CO.43,52 First, the adsorption of CO2 on the
surface of the Cu NA photocathode begins with an electron
transfer, forming *CO2

d�, which is also considered as the rate
determining step (RDS). The transfer of a proton leads to the
formation of *COOH, followed by a second proton-coupled
electron transfer that results in the formation of *CO. Finally,
*CO desorbs to form CO gas. As obtained from Fig. 5a, the

Fig. 5 Arrhenius plots of Ea for CO (a) and H2 (b) under dark and light conditions. (c) Schematic of energetics of elementary reaction steps for the CO2RR
in the dark (black) and under light (red) conditions. (d) FEH2 and FECO at different temperatures under the dark conditions and under light at 298 K.
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plasmon-generated Ehv exclusively reduced the Ea in the first
step under light irradiation. Cu is widely acknowledged to
possess moderate adsorption energy for CO, thereby facilitating
the formation of multi-carbon products through C–C coupling.
However, the FE of the C2 product did not increase under light
irradiation in this work (Fig. S17, ESI†), implying that the
plasmon effect on Cu did not promote the coupling between
*CO species. This phenomenon reminds us of the transient
negative ion (TNI) theory in the study of plasmonic catalysis.53,54

Specifically, the hot electrons generated by LSPR excitation can
transfer to an unpopulated adsorbate state to form a TNI, and then
the adsorbate shifts to the excited state. If the energy deposited in
the adsorbate is insufficient to overcome the activation barrier, the
electron will be released back to the metal and the adsorbate will
return to the ground state with additional vibration energy. During
this process, hot electrons do not participate in the reduction
process and only provide additional energy to promote the
desorption of the adsorbate. In the process of plasmon-assisted
CO2RR, the adsorbed CO was not further reduced by hot electrons
to multi electron products, and an increase in the CO production
rate was observed. Therefore, we hold that hot electrons only
provide the energy to overcome the adsorption energy barrier of
*CO through the TNI process.

Considering that light irradiation may cause an increase
in the electrolyte temperature,55 we investigated whether the

alterations in temperature could cause changes in the FE of CO
without light. The temperature-dependent variations of FE are
shown in Fig. 5d. The FE of H2 tended to increase with rising
temperature, while the FE of CO remained unchanged across
different temperatures. The results disclosed that an increase
in temperature promoted faster kinetics of HER rather than
CO2RR.56 Conversely, it was observed that light irradiation
promoted the CO2RR while suppressing the HER, which also
ruled out the contribution of the photothermal effect to the
CO2RR.

3.5. Solar-driven PEC device for CO2RR

The plasmonic Cu NAs exhibited broad light absorption char-
acteristics, and we investigated the CO2RR performance of the
Cu NA photocathode at various wavelengths (475 nm, 550 nm,
and 700 nm). Compared to the dark condition, the irradiation
of all tested wavelengths led to an enhancement in photocur-
rents (Fig. S18, ESI†). Notably, excitation at different wave-
lengths also significantly improved the selectivity of CO
(Fig. 6a). Inspired by this, we conducted a solar-driven PEC
device that employed the Au/TiO2 photoanode for OER and the
Cu NA photocathode for CO2RR (Fig. 6b). The cell was powered
by a commercial Si solar cell with an output photovoltage of
2.5 V. The plasmonic Au/TiO2 photoanode exhibited higher
photocurrent stability than TiO2 during the OER process due to

Fig. 6 (a) FECO of Cu NAs under different wavelengths with light intensity of 3.0 W cm�2 and under the dark conditions at different applied potentials.
(b) Schematic diagram of solar-driven OER on the photoanode and CO2RR on the photocathode. (c) Stability measurement of solar-driven PEC device
for CO2RR.

Paper PCCP

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
0 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

23
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 8
/1

4/
20

25
 7

:3
5:

09
 P

M
. 

View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/D3CP05450K


This journal is © the Owner Societies 2024 Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2024, 26, 2915–2925 |  2923

the generation of electron-rich surface states at the interfaces
between Au and TiO2, which was investigated in our previous
work (Fig. S19, ESI†). We tested the stability of the Cu NA
photocathode during the CO2RR process. As shown in Fig. 6c,
the FEs of CO (40%) and H2 (20%), as well as the photocurrent
density (8.8 mA cm�2) remained stable during the 10 h of the
test. Consequently, the syngas with a stable CO/H2 molar ratio
of 2 : 1 was obtained (Fig. S20, ESI†).

4. Conclusions

In summary, taking the Cu NA photocathode for the CO2RR as a
model system, the plasmonic effect on tuning CO2 reduction
activity and selectivity was investigated. Under plasmon excita-
tion, the photocurrent density of the Cu NA photocathode was
enhanced and the Tafel slope was reduced, which was attrib-
uted to the contribution of hot carriers. The accumulation of
hot electrons resulted in the generation of Ehv, which selectively
reduced the Ea of CO2 to CO without affecting the HER. The
designed solar-driven PEC device, composed of the plasmonic
Cu NA photocathode and an Au/TiO2 photoanode, exhibited
good photostability and stable syngas composition (CO : H2 =
2 : 1). These findings provide insight into the role of LSPR
excitation in enhancing the electrocatalytic activity of nanos-
tructured plasmonic metals and tuning the selectivity.
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