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effect of alumina shaping on the
sorption properties of promising metal–organic
frameworks†

Paul Iacomi, a U-Hwang Lee,bc Anil H. Valekar,bc Jong-San Changbd

and Philip L. Llewellyn *a

Three promising MOF candidates, UiO-66(Zr), MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-127(Fe) are shaped through granulation

with a r-alumina binder. Subsequently, changes in the surface characteristics and adsorption performance

are evaluated through adsorption microcalorimetry at 303 K with several common probes (N2, CO2, CO,

CH4, C2H6, C3H8, C3H6 and C4H10), generating a detailed picture of adsorbate–adsorbent interactions.

Vapour adsorption experiments with water and methanol were further used to gauge changes in

hydrophobicity caused by the addition of the alumina binder. Upon shaping, a decrease in gravimetric

capacity and specific surface area is observed, accompanied by an increased capacity on a volumetric

basis, attributed to densification induced by the shaping process, as well as a surprising lack of pore

environment changes. However, the magnitude of these effects depends on the MOF, suggesting a high

dependence on material structure. Out of the three materials, MIL-127(Fe) shows the least changes in

adsorption performance and is highlighted as a promising candidate for further study.
1 Introduction

Research into the synthesis and application of metal–organic
frameworks (MOFs) has been on the rise ever since their
emergence in the nineties. The diverse range of structures and
properties which can be attained through MOF chemistry has
the potential to revolutionise areas such as separation, catalysis
and gas storage. Moreover, due to their hybrid properties, MOFs
can nd novel uses in other elds such as electronics,
biomedicine and micromechanics.1 Despite the great industrial
interest in these metamaterials, practical applications have
lagged behind academic research, seen as a result of the
complexity of mass manufacturing and integration of MOFs
into current processes and workows.

In order to use an adsorbent in an industrial setting such as
the beds and columns common in PSA (pressure swing
adsorption) and TSA (temperature swing adsorption) processes,
a pelletized form of the material is required. The shaping
process is needed not just for containing the small particles, but
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also to impart the resulting pellet with both a high enough
mechanical resistance to withstand the stresses involved in
high ow, and a hierarchical structure which promotes rapid
mass transfer while preventing large pressure drops.2 In an
ideal setting, this process has limited effects on the properties
of the material. The kinetics of adsorption are generally
improved by the multi-scale pore size distribution afforded
through shaping. Capacity per mass of pellet is expected to
decrease due to the addition of a non-porous component, but
the difference should simply be proportional to the amount of
binder added and should not arise from effects such as pore
blocking by the binder material. Furthermore, the densication
effect is expected to lead to higher capacity on a volume basis of
adsorbent. Finally, binder addition should not inuence the
chemical properties of the adsorbent, and thus preserve the
prototypical interactions with the adsorbate. With a judicious
choice of binding material, the resulting pellet should outper-
form the powder.

The shaping process is therefore a crucial step towards the
large-scale use of an adsorbent material. Even for commonplace
adsorbents such as carbons and zeolites, the optimum binding
material and the shaping process itself are the subject of
extensive research. Oen, the procedure is tailored for indi-
vidual materials and applications. For carbons, binders such as
pitch, polymers (CMC, PVA) or even non-porous carbon black
are commonly used.3 Oen, a combination of binders is used,
each with a different purpose during the pelletization process.4

The process itself consists of extrusion of the particle-binder
slurry and then hardening either through temperature, cross-
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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Fig. 1 The unit cell structures of the investigatedMOFs: (a) UiO-66(Zr),
(b) MIL-100(Fe) and (c) MIL-127(Fe). Zr polyhedra are displayed in
green, Fe octahedra in brown, C in black, O in red, N in blue. Hydrogen
atoms are omitted for clarity.
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linking or chemical treatment. Other methods, such as spray-
drying or granulation can similarly be used.5 For zeolites,
inorganic binders are more prevalent, with silica, alumina and
clay binders commonly used. It has been shown6,7 that the
choice of binder can introduce large property variations,
ranging from loss of porosity and structure to the enhancement
of the desired reactivity and selectivity through changes in the
acid site density or ion migration.

The shaping of MOFs has been attempted with a wide range
of binders and methods. Methods such as granulation, spray-
drying or extrusion have all been successfully employed to
create MOF pellets.8 Monoliths have also been shown to be an
effective way for shaping purposes, either through impregna-
tion9 or through support on alumina.10 Surprisingly, compres-
sion11 or even simple air drying of MOF slurries12 have also
shown good results. The connection between MOF and binder
is also of crucial importance for membranes. The MOF–polymer
interface has been shown to be subject to a complex interplay of
interactions between the organic chains and the crystal
surfaces.13 These effects can be striking enough to warrant
further research into MOF–polymer hybrids,14 with the aim of
combining the unique attributes of both materials.

In a previous study15 the impact of PVA shaping on a series of
MOFs was analysed. It was shown that the binder introduced
some specic effects, such as a protection effect on the reduc-
tion of Fe3+ to Fe2+ in MIL-127(Fe), as well as a curious gating
effect seen on butane adsorption on MIL-100(Fe), possibly due
to polymer chains covering pore entrances. Otherwise, the
shaping did not impact performance of the MOFs, with almost
no capacity loss on a mass basis. Unfortunately, the use of
a polymer limited the activation temperature of the samples to
a maximum of 150 �C.

In this work we have selected the same series of “topical”
MOFs and have investigated the inuence of a different binding
agent (r-alumina) during granulation. Aer verifying the
thermal stability and specic surface area of the resulting
pellets, several probes are used to observe potential differences
between the two forms. Adsorption manometry combined with
microcalorimetry is used to measure the isotherms of N2, CO2,
CO, CH4, C2H6, C3H8, C3H6 and C4H10, together with the cor-
responding differential enthalpy of adsorption at 303 K. Sepa-
rately, adsorption of water and methanol at 298 K is used to
characterise potential surface changes in the studied MOFs
afforded by the inclusion of the binder.

2 Materials and methods
2.1 Materials

The three MOFs selected for this study have been chosen due to
their stability, as well as good adsorption performance. UiO-
66(Zr) and its derivatives are well known due to their high
thermal and chemical stability.16 It has also shown promise in
use for gas adsorption applications.17 It is composed of Zr6-oxo
clusters connected with benzene dicarboxylate (BDC) linkers to
form a face-centered cubic framework. It contains a three-
dimensional arrangement of micropores with each centric
octahedral cage surrounded by eight corner tetrahedral cages
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
(with diameters of approximately 1.1 nm and 0.8 nm respec-
tively) and connected through narrow triangular windows of
approximately 0.6 nm. MIL-100(Fe) is a MOF which uses the
benzene tricarboxylate (BTC) linker in conjunction with
trimeric iron(III) octahedral clusters.18 The framework assem-
bles in hybrid supertetrahedra which leads to very large pores:
a 2.5 nm cage and a 2.9 nm cage. These pores are accessible
through windows of 0.55 nm and 0.86 nm respectively. The iron
trimers are coordinated with anions and have shown a propen-
sity to partially reduce to a divalent Fe2+ state, exposing an open
metal site in the process.19 The last material, MIL-127(Fe),
originally reported by Liu et al.20 is a MOF built from the
same Fe(III) octahedra trimers as MIL-100(Fe), but using the
3,30,5,50-azobenzenetetracarboxylate (TazBz) linker, to produce
a framework with the soc topology. This material has shown
promise for large-scale synthesis.21 Furthermore, it presents two
types of pores with different surface characteristics: a hydro-
phobic 1D channel system of 0.6 nm and more hydrophilic
cages of 1 nm diameter, accessible through narrow 0.3 nm
windows. This MOF has been shown to be of interest for
multiple applications such as catalysis or CO2 capture.22 The
structures of the three materials can be seen in Fig. 1. The
synthesis pathway of these materials has been previously re-
ported,23 and further details can be found in the ESI.†

2.2 Shaping procedure

The shaping of the samples was performed using a wet granu-
lation method detailed elsewhere.23 In brief, the MOF powder
was mixed with the previously prepared mesoporous r-alumina,
with water added as the dispersing medium. The resulting
mixture was shaped into beads using a hand-made pan granu-
lator. During the process, the spheres were sprayed with water
until the desired size was obtained. The beads were then sieved
and rolled using a roller machine to enhance their spherical
shape. Finally, the prepared samples were dried at 303 K for
12 h to remove all residual solvent. The resulting beads were
near spherical in shape, with a diameter between 2 mm to 2.5
mm. The total amount of binder in the granules is 5% by
weight.23

2.3 Characterisation of powders and pellets

The primary interest of the study is to observe the changes in
adsorption properties between the powder and the shaped
materials which would be relevant in an industrial setting. First,
RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 7128–7135 | 7129
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Table 1 Properties of the studied powders and pellets

MOF Form
Bulk density
(kg m�3)

BET surface
area (m2 g�1)

Pore volume
(cm3 g�1)

UiO-66(Zr) Powder 0.319 903 0.38
Pellet 0.472 619 0.24

MIL-100(Fe) Powder 0.216 1928 0.78
Pellet 0.351 1451 0.59

MIL-127(Fe) Powder 0.412 1413 0.76
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the bulk density of the powder and pellets was measured to
evaluate the level of densication afforded through the shaping
process. Thermogravimetric analysis was then used to verify
that the binder did not change the thermal stability of the
materials. Specic surface area and pore volume were deter-
mined through nitrogen adsorption at 77 K.

To observe any changes in adsorption energetics, isotherms
and differential enthalpy curves were directly recorded through
combined adsorption manometry and microcalorimetry. Even
though the different contributions to the overall enthalpy curve
cannot be decoupled from the individual sources, such as gas–
adsorbent interactions, gas–gas interactions or connement
effects, this technique is well suited for observing the effect of
a process or treatment such as shaping on the properties of an
adsorbent material. The isotherms of nine probe gases have
been measured at 303 K: N2, CO, CO2, CH4, C2H6, C3H6, C3H8

and n-C4H10. The range of adsorbates chosen allows different
effects to be investigated. The adsorption of saturated hydro-
carbons with an increasing carbon number (C1–C4) is likely
driven by non-specic interactions. Differences in the uptakes
of these gases will point to loss of porosity or amorphisation. An
asymmetric capacity loss with the larger molecules may suggest
binder-induced size exclusion effects, such as particle coating,
pore lling or pore obstruction. The other probes can be used to
verify changes in specic interactions during adsorption.
Carbon monoxide is a dipolar molecule which may highlight
coordinatively unsaturated sites (CUS) generated through
defects, reduction or open metal sites, due to its propensity for
p backbonding coordination. This type of electron transfer also
can result in interactions with other systems with p bonds such
as alkenes and alkynes. Propylene is used as a probe gas for this
purpose. Carbon dioxide is a quadrupolar molecule which will
be strongly adsorbed in polar pore environments. Changes in
the adsorption behaviour of CO2 will shed light on such surface
changes and can even be used as a predictor of hydropho-
bicity.22 Finally, N2 is a staple adsorbent for material charac-
terisation when used at 77 K. The molecule is a slight
quadrupole and has also been shown to chelate to some tran-
sitional metals in an analogue fashion to CO. It is important to
note that, at 303 K, adsorption of N2, CO and CH4 occurs in
a supercritical regime.

To eliminate the inuence of kinetic and diffusion effects on
the results, care has been taken to allow time for complete
equilibration of both pressure and calorimeter signal. Aer
collecting the combined isotherm enthalpy data, three indica-
tors have been chosen to best observe the effects of shaping:
initial enthalpy of adsorption (Dadsh0), initial Henry constant at
zero loading (KH,0) and plateau molar adsorption capacity
(nmax). The initial enthalpy of adsorption extrapolated at zero
coverage is a measure of the interaction with highest energetic
sites on the MOF surface. It has been calculated through a least
square tting of a logistic function on the differential enthalpy
curve. Conversely, Henry's constant at zero loading is also an
indication of adsorption before any lateral guest–guest inter-
actions come into effect. KH,0 was calculated by tting a four
coefficient virial adsorption model (eqn 1) to the isotherm.
7130 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 7128–7135
ln
n

p
¼ ln KH;0 þ Anþ Bn2 þ Cn3 (1)

The last indicator, total molar capacity, was taken as the
loading attained when the isotherm reached a plateau. In the
case of probes where the plateau was outside the pressure range
of the instrumentation (>50 bar), the loading at the highest
available pressure was considered as a suitable approximation.
It is calculated on a mass basis and volume basis of adsorbent.
The three key performance indicators (KPI) can then been
compared for both the powder and shaped samples.

Finally, the inuence of the binder on the hydrophobic
character of the material may be of interest. Water is oen
found in small amounts in process conditions in the inlet
stream, and has been shown to act as a competing adsorbate
and be preferentially selected over the desired gas.24–26

Furthermore, as MOFs can sometimes be sensitive to hydro-
lysis,27,28 if the binder chosen can have an effect on the hydro-
philicity of the adsorbent material it may allow for further
control over this parameter. Due to its surface charges, alumina
can be considered a hydrophilic substance, with a contact angle
of 10�. It is expected that its addition may therefore increase the
affinity of the resulting pellet towards hydrogen bonding. Here,
water and methanol can serve as probes for small changes in
surface properties. Therefore, adsorption isotherms with these
vapours were recorded at 298 K.

Details of the experimental procedure for each method can
be found in the ESI.†
3 Results and discussion
3.1 Thermal stability and densication

The process of shaping did not have any impact on the thermal
stability of the investigated MOFs, as evidenced by the ther-
mogravimetric curves (Fig. S1†). The primary mass loss occurs
in a 10 K range for all powder–pellet pairs. The curves diverge
aer MOF degradation, owing to the addition of inert alumina.
This is expected as the adsorbent makes up a lower percentage
of total pellet mass. It is possible that degradation of surface
alumina OH functionalizations may also contribute to a small
mass loss throughout the entire temperature range in the
granules. The measured bulk densities are shown in Table 1. A
clear densication can be observed in all pellets, 48% for UiO-
66(Zr), 38% for MIL-100(Fe) and 27% for MIL-127(Fe).
Pellet 0.526 1266 0.56

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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3.2 Characterisation through nitrogen sorption

Nitrogen sorption isotherms measured at 77 K have been
measured on both powder and r-alumina pellets (Fig. S2†). The
shapes of all isotherms are similar, with lower uptakes observed
on the shaped materials. In both powders and pellets, the
increased uptake aer 0.9 p/p0 is a sign of condensation in very
large pores or voids, which can be attributed to intra-pellet
spaces and crystal agglomeration. In the MIL-127(Fe) pellets,
a narrow hysteresis curve is seen, which closes at a p/p0 of 0.5.
This curve corresponds to capillary condensation in a pore size
of around 4 nm, identical to the average pore size of the
alumina binder.23 However, as this feature is present in both the
pellet and powder isotherms, it cannot correspond to the binder
and is therefore a likely consequence of particle agglomeration.

As predicted, the nitrogen accessible surface area of the
shaped samples (Table 1) decreases compared to the corre-
sponding powder. While in the case of MIL-127(Fe) the BET area
is only 10% lower, for the MIL-100(Fe) and UiO-66(Zr) materials
a larger drop is seen, of 25% and 31%, respectively. A similar
decrease can be seen in total pore volume (Table 1), with a 36%,
23% and 26% loss seen in UiO-66(Zr), MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-
127(Fe) respectively. The decrease in both surface area and
micropore volume is unexpected for the amount of alumina
binder added. The trends in surface area and pore volume also
appear correlated with the increase in pellet density. It may
therefore be possible that some structural degradation to have
occurred during the pelletisation process, affecting MIL-127(Fe)
the least and UiO-66(Zr) the most.
Fig. 2 KPI extracted from the UiO-66(Zr) adsorption dataset with (a)
logarithmic initial Henry constant (b) initial enthalpy of adsorption and
(c) change in adsorption maximum capacity from the powder to the
alumina shaped version on a mass and volume basis.
3.3 Room temperature gas adsorption and microcalorimetry

The complete calorimetry dataset measured, presented on
amass and volume basis, can be found in the ESI (Fig. S4–S27).†
Results of note will be further discussed for each material.

3.3.1 UiO-66(Zr). The enthalpy curves on as-synthesised
UiO-66(Zr) shows it to be a relatively homogenous material,
with at proles being common. This is typical of this MOF,
which has a pore environment without high energy adsorption
sites.17 No large changes in either isotherm shape or enthalpy
curve are visible whatever the probes used. Furthermore, the
KPI graphs show very similar values for both initial Henry's
constant (Fig. 2a) and initial enthalpy of adsorption (Fig. 2b). It
is therefore apparent that this shaping process did not change
the interaction of the adsorbate with the MOF surface. The
maximum capacity graphs (Fig. 2c) show a more interesting
trend. When using small adsorbates such as N2, CO2 and CH4,
the shaped samples have a similar performance on a mass basis
and, due to the densication process, better capacities on
a volume basis. Starting with ethane, the maximum capacity
difference starts to increase, with lower nmax as molecule size
increases. On hydrocarbons with a carbon number of 3 and 4,
both mass basis and volume basis capacity are decreased
compared to the original powder. This size exclusion effect
could be explained by the coating of crystal surfaces and pore
entrances with the alumina binder. It could also be argued that
instead of size exclusion, the effect is due to the pressure range
at which isotherms are measured, and low molecular weight
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
gases will diverge at higher pressures as the pores are lled. A
counterargument for this hypothesis is that in the case of CO2,
the plateau is reached with no differences between the powder
and the pellet.

Carbon monoxide is an apparent outlier to this trend, with
a decreased maximum capacity and a small molecular size.
However, when observing the isotherms directly (Fig. S6†)
experimental error can not be ignored, considering the low
amount adsorbed and the good overlap in the enthalpy curves.
Overall, the shaping performance of UiO-66(Zr) is reasonable, as
long as only small adsorbates are used.

3.3.2 MIL-100(Fe). The enthalpy proles on the MIL-
100(Fe) powder are less homogenous than the those of UiO-
66(Zr). Some effects can be seen with probes which may
interact with partially reduced Fe(II) sites, such as carbon
monoxide and propylene (Fig. 3). Indeed, when comparing the
initial Henry constants and enthalpy of adsorption for CO and
C3H6, they are higher than the values obtained on UiO-66(Zr).
With an initial enthalpy of adsorption for CO of around
45 kJ mol�1, the value falls into the range of previous results19

for interactions with Fe(II) CUS.
Comparing the KPI for the powder and shaped MIL-100(Fe),

there are no statistically signicant differences between the two.
RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 7128–7135 | 7131
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Fig. 3 Propylene isotherms on MIL-100(Fe) on a (left) mass and (right)
volume adsorbent basis. Results are in red for the powder and blue for
the shaped samples.
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It is likely that on activation at a higher temperature (250 �C),
the percentage of iron trimers which would undergo reduction
will increase and a more pronounced CUS interaction could be
observed. The maximum loading differences (Fig. 4c) of MIL-
100(Fe) show a very similar behaviour. On all probes tested,
a xed capacity loss of between 10–20% can be seen on a mass
basis. However, the increase in density afforded by compression
Fig. 4 KPI extracted from the MIL-100(Fe) adsorption dataset with (a)
logarithmic initial Henry constant (b) initial enthalpy of adsorption and
(c) change in adsorption maximum capacity from the powder to the
alumina shaped version on a mass and volume basis.

7132 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 7128–7135
during pelletisation leads to a compensation in performance as
can be seen directly in the isotherms on mass and volume
material basis in Fig. 3a and b respectively.

3.3.3 MIL-127(Fe). The isotherms on the as-synthesised
MIL-127(Fe) could be expected to show similar initial slopes
as MIL-100(Fe), due to the presence of the same iron trimesate
moieties, although with a sharper uptake as a result of the
smaller pores. Enthalpy proles are also inuenced by the CUS
interactions, leading to higher initial enthalpies of adsorption
on CO and C3H6. An overall increase in the enthalpy of
adsorption at higher loadings is seen throughout the probe
series, for example on butane (Fig. 5a). Due to the bimodal pore
distribution of the MIL-127(Fe) structure, it is likely that
adsorption rst commences in the small (�0.8 nm) channels
and then, at higher pressures, intrusion into the larger cage-
type pores is possible through the �0.3 nm narrow apertures.
The conned cages have an increased interaction with the
molecule which leads to the higher enthalpy values.

When comparing the powder and the pellet variants with
respect to initial Henry's constant, a large difference in KH,0 on
CO is observed. The value of the initial enthalpy of adsorption
does not follow the same pattern. However, visual inspection of
the enthalpy curve in Fig. 5b shows that the energy of adsorp-
tion corresponding to interactions with the more active sites is
maintained for a larger percentage of the total coverage. This
points to the higher preponderance of such sites in the powder
variant. A similar offset can be seen in the propylene enthalpy at
very low pressures, through it is not reected in the shape of the
isotherm. The weaker complexation strength and the larger size
of the molecule likely limits the effect. As for the underlying
explanation behind the isotherm divergence, it may be that the
alumina binder acts as protection against the generation of
iron(II) during thermal activation with this particular structure.
No other differences are seen between the two forms on either
Henry constant and initial enthalpy of adsorption.

The capacity comparison in Fig. 6c paints an interesting
picture. For most probes there is no change in maximum
loading, suggesting no structural degradation or pore lling.
Two outliers are apparent: carbon monoxide and butane. The
decrease in capacity on CO can be explained through the
aforementioned changes in active site prevalence. The drop in
butane cannot be a consequence of the same effect as there is
Fig. 5 Selected isotherms from the MIL-127(Fe) dataset: (left) C4H10

adsorption isotherms and (right) CO enthalpy curves. Results are in red
for the powder and blue for the shaped samples.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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Fig. 6 KPI extracted from the MIL-127(Fe) adsorption dataset with (a)
logarithmic initial Henry constant (b) initial enthalpy of adsorption and
(c) change in adsorption maximum capacity from the powder to the
alumina shaped version on a mass and volume basis.

Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

1 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

9.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 7
/3

1/
20

25
 1

:4
4:

17
 A

M
. 

 T
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A

ttr
ib

ut
io

n-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online
a perfect overlap in the enthalpy curves as seen in Fig. 5a.
Therefore it likely better explained through a size exclusion
effect similar to UiO-66(Zr). Overall, MIL-127(Fe) shows excel-
lent performance aer alumina shaping, with almost no
capacity loss, as long as carbon monoxide or butane adsorption
are not the required probes, where specic effects come into
play.
Fig. 7 Water (left) and methanol (right) adsorption isotherms (a) UiO-
66(Zr), (b) MIL-100(Fe) and (c) MIL-127(Fe). The powder and r-alumina
isotherms are displayed in red and dark blue respectively.
3.4 Vapour adsorption

The effects of shaping with r-alumina as a binder are so far
more subtle than the changes encountered when using other
binders.15 As such the characterisation was extended using
adsorption of vapours at room temperature.

Several isotherm features may highlight changes in material
hydrophilicity: the slope of the isotherm in the low relative
pressure region (p/p0 < 0.3) and lling steps in the isotherm.
Isotherm slope at low pressures is representative of the initial
interactions with the surface, as discussed in the previous
section. The pressure at which condensation occurs in the pores
of the material (underlined by a sharp increase in the isotherm)
depends on the size of the pore but also on pore environment
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
and guest–guest interactions. Finally, hysteresis in the adsorp-
tion isotherm may also be an indication of the nature of pores.
The measured isotherms on water and methanol can be found
in Fig. 7. Initial Henry constants KH,0 have been calculated and
are displayed in Fig. 8.

3.4.1 UiO-66(Zr). On the parent UiO-66(Zr), the water
isotherm shows a slow initial uptake, indicating a hydrophobic
surface, followed by a small step at 0.3 p/p0. While little is
adsorbed on the MOF before this step, its presence at a low
relative humidity is indicative of intrinsic defects in the
framework.29 Complete saturation takes place around 0.9 p/p0. A
wide hysteresis curve can be seen, which does not fully close,
even at low pressures. Both the saturation step and the
condensation may be attributed to agglomeration of crystals
and interparticle voids. The methanol isotherm has the same
features as the water one, with the initial step shied at a much
lower partial pressure (0.1 p/p0). It is likely that themethyl group
interacts with the hydrophobic surface, thus permitting pore
lling at lower pressures, also evidenced through the higher
RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 7128–7135 | 7133
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Fig. 8 Calculated initial Henry constant for the adsorption isotherms
of (left) water and (right) methanol. The powder and r-alumina values
are displayed in red and dark blue respectively.
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Henry constant when as to water. When comparing the powder
and the pellet variants, the general shape of the isotherm
remains the same with both water and methanol. Initial inter-
actions with the surface are also identical, as evidenced by the
overlap in the low pressure region and through the calculated
Henry constants. The isotherms begin to diverge aer the
condensation step, where the plateau attained is lower for the
pellet than the powder for both vapours.

3.4.2 MIL-100(Fe). The water isotherm on the powder MIL-
100(Fe) material shows a higher initial uptake, and two steps at
0.3 and 0.5 p/p0. At low pressures, adsorption takes place on
metal sites in the large cages, with clusters formed around these
hydrophilic sites. The two steps likely correspond to the
successive lling of the 2.5 nm and the 2.9 nm pores. The
adsorption and desorption branches show a hysteresis loop
formation, associated with the condensation in the largest
mesoporous spherical pore. The methanol isotherm on the
same parent MOF still shows two condensation steps, which
have been shied at a lower pressure. There is no longer any
hysteresis present, an indication that the critical pore radius for
its development is not attained when using methanol. When
comparing the powder isotherms with their shaped counter-
parts, while the general features of the isotherm remain the
same, large shis are seen in the adsorbed amounts. Adsorp-
tion of H2O proceeds in an identical fashion until the conden-
sation step at 0.3 p/p0, where the alumina binder variant
diverges to reach a plateau about 5 mmol g�1 smaller than the
powder isotherm. The shape of the hysteresis loop also changes
slightly, with a sharper slope on the adsorption branch that
closes before 0.5 p/p0. Some changes can also be seen on the
methanol adsorption isotherm, where the condensation steps
are shied towards lower pressures. These capacity drops are
consistent with the values obtained with nitrogen at 77 K and
room temperature calorimetry experiments. However, no
inuence is seen on the initial lling behaviour as the Henry's
constant in this region conrms that low pressure interactions
do not change.

3.4.3 MIL-127(Fe). On this MOF powder, the water
isotherm suggests the most hydrophilic surface, with the
highest initial slope out of the three materials studied. The
isotherm has two condensation steps, one at low relative
humidity 0.15 p/p0, which corresponds to the lling of the
hydrophilic pore, and a condensation step situated at 0.5 p/p0

inside the more hydrophobic micropore. No hysteresis is
observed. As a striking difference from water behaviour,
7134 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 7128–7135
methanol adsorption leads to completely lled pores at below
0.15 relative pressure. By examining the logarithmic form of the
isotherms (Fig. S29†) a steep slope at low pressures is evident. It
is likely that the larger size of the methanol molecule is much
more affected by connement in the hydrophilic pore. The
same effect, combined with the increased affinity for the methyl
group of this probe is likely responsible for shiing the
secondary condensation step at lower pressures. The similari-
ties between both variants of material conrm the previously
observed results. The isotherms overlap almost fully, with
a slight decrease in maximum uptake when shaped. The binder
has not affected the interaction with the guest, as evidenced by
the near-identical initial Henry constant.
3.5 Long term stability of shaped samples

The alumina shaped pellets should retain their properties and
porosity even aer exposure to humidity for an extended time.
To this end, the samples used in the vapour adsorption exper-
iments from the previous section were le exposed to air at
ambient conditions for 12 months on a laboratory countertop. A
new set of nitrogen sorption isotherms were recorded aer this
time (Fig. S3†). There is an almost perfect overlap between the
two isotherms, conrming the long-term stability of the pellets.
4 Conclusions

The process of granulation with r-alumina does not, in general,
have a strong impact on the surface chemistry of the three MOF
materials chosen here. It can, however, lead to possible loss of
usable adsorption capacity in the resulting pellets, corroborated
by the decrease in BET area and pore volume. Interestingly,
each studied material reacts differently to this shaping method:
UiO-66(Zr) has a higher loss in capacity with larger molecular
probes, MIL-100(Fe) has a decrease of 10–20% across all gases
and MIL-127(Fe) matches loading on a mass basis except on CO
and C4H10. The shaping also induces a densication which, in
almost all cases, leads to a better performance on a volumetric
basis. However, the inuence of the alumina binder on mass
and heat transport is not known and should be investigated
further. In particular, the iron-based MIL-127(Fe) is highlighted
as a promising candidate for further use in gas storage or
separation applications, as it exhibits nearly identical adsorp-
tion behaviour aer granulation. Overall, the process of
alumina shaping is a promising method of preparing MOFs for
gas-related applications in separation and storage, but care
should be taken to not generalise the results to all MOF
materials.
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