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Rechargeable aqueous Zn metal batteries are promising systems for grid storage because of their high
energy density, low cost, and non-flammability. However, Zn metal anodes have major limitations due
to dendrite formation and concurrent water splitting during charge—discharge cycling. Both processes
negatively affect coulombic efficiency (CE) and long-term cycling stability. Water-in-salt (WIS)
electrolytes were previously proposed to address these challenges, yielding improvements in the cycling
stability of Zn metal anodes. While WIS electrolytes help increase CE, they require high amounts of salt
(often toxic) and have dramatically increased viscosity, which in turn limit their transport properties,
charge—discharge rates, and usability in advanced Zn batteries. In this manuscript, we propose a strategy
for simultaneously achieving high CE (>99%), high rate, low cost and reduced environmental footprint.
Specifically, we show that by using coordinating anions like acetate a WIS-like Zn coordination
environment can be achieved even in relatively dilute conditions, enabling prolonged cycling of Zn
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metal anodes. Such electrolytes have an order of magnitude higher conductivity and lower viscosity
than traditional WIS electrolytes, thus enabling lower overpotentials and higher rate of Zn plating/
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Introduction

Increasing the utilization of renewable energy sources such as
wind and solar is necessary to reduce carbon emissions to the
atmosphere."” However, due to the intermittent nature of these
energy sources, it is critical to develop low-cost, safe, and
reliable grid-level energy storage.””® While Li-ion batteries are
a mature technology, concerns over the usage of flammable
electrolytes, their relatively high cost as well as projected supply
shortages for Li® make them suboptimal for grid storage.”
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Rechargeable aqueous batteries offer a promising alternative
for grid energy storage due to their lower cost and improved
safety enabled by the use of non-flammable and environmen-
tally benign electrolytes.*® Among these, Zn metal batteries
are of great interest due to the high theoretical gravimetric
(~820 mA h g ) and volumetric (~5800 mA h cm ) capa-
cities of Zn metal anodes as well as the high abundance,
mature recycling infrastructure and low toxicity of Zn.'*™"?
However, the commercialization of Zn metal anodes faces
several critical challenges. First, concurrent hydrogen evolution
reaction (HER) during Zn plating negatively affects coulombic
efficiency (CE) and leading to continuous electrolyte consump-
tion and pressure-build-up in a battery cell, thereby reducing
cycling stability.">'""*"'> Another major problem for Zn metal
anodes is dendrite formation during plating that can lead to
short-circuiting of the cells."®"”

Several approaches involving electrolyte engineering were
proposed to address these challenges.’®° For example, the
replacement of relatively dilute, salt-in-water electrolytes with
highly concentrated ones (water-in-salt electrolytes, WIS) was
shown effective in suppressing both HER and dendrite for-
mation.”'>* In WIS electrolytes, the fraction of salts is higher
than water by weight and/or volume.>* As a result, at such high

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023
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salt concentrations, there are not enough water molecules to
fully solvate ions of the electrolyte, leading to disruption of
hydrogen bonding and increased ion-ion interactions (ion pair
and ion aggregate formation). This leads to increased partici-
pation of anions in Zn-ion solvation®*>® that together with
disrupted hydrogen bonding is assumed to suppress HER,
yielding improved coulombic efficiencies and cycle life.>**’
For example, the use of 1 m ZnTFSI, + 20 m LiTFSI WIS or
30 m K acetate (KOAc) + 3 m Li acetate (LiOAc) + 3 m Zn acetate
(ZnOAc,) electrolytes leads to an increase in Zn plating-
stripping CE up to 99.9%>> and 99.6%,”® respectively, compared
to single salt dilute electrolytes.

In this work, we examine whether the WIS regime for
electrolytes is always the most advantageous for cycling Zn
anodes or if equivalent or even more promising performance
can be achieved with non-WIS electrolytes. Prior research
indicates that Zn plating and stripping efficiency is strongly
affected by the Zn-ion coordination environment that is influ-
enced by electrolyte speciation.'**? However, the primary para-
meter considered in much of the literature relates to electrolyte
concentration, where at WIS conditions anions are forced into
coordination sphere of Zn. Meanwhile, it is known that anion-
rich, water-deficient coordination can be achieved for cations
even in salt-in-water solutions if anion coordination ability
is higher than that of water.’*** Herein, we investigate how
electrolyte concentration affects the local coordination of
Zn ions in mixed-cation acetate solutions and how modified
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electrolyte speciation affects the physicochemical characteris-
tics of electrolytes and the Zn plating/stripping efficiency.
Acetate salts were chosen due to the acetate anion’s strong
coordination ability towards transition metal ions (relative to
water), their low cost, and environmental friendliness.**™>
We show that the use of WIS systems per se does not necessarily
increase the efficiency of Zn batteries and that the role of the
anion and supporting cation should be considered in electro-
lyte engineering for Zn batteries. For the examined solution
series (Zng Ko gOAc; , nH,0), we demonstrate that a WIS-like
coordination environment is already observed around Zn for a
water-to-cation ratio of n = 10, allowing us to achieve both high
CE (99.8%), rate performance compared to both more dilute or
concentrated (WIS) regimes. Importantly, we provide compre-
hensive electrolyte characterization linking its structure and
physicochemical properties to electrochemical performance. In
addition to extensive validation of the modeling results, we
uncover and discuss quantitative differences with the previous
reports for WIS bisalt Zn aqueous acetate-based electrolytes.*®

Results and discussion

Zn-ion solvation, electrolyte structure, and physicochemical
properties

Achieving the WIS regime for Zn**-based electrolytes is challen-
ging due to insufficient solubility of most Zn salts and often
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Fig. 1 Physicochemical properties of Zn—-K acetate solutions at room temperature. (a) Measured liquidus line of the Zn,Ky_OAcuy salt—water
mixtures. (b) Conductivity and viscosity as a function of water-to-cation ratio n (c) Differential scanning calorimetry data or various water-to-cation ratio
n. (d)—(f) Molecular dynamics simulation boxes (for visualization) for the electrolytes Zng 2Ko sOAC; > NH,O with n = 50 (d), 10 (e), and 2 (f). Color scheme:

Zn - green, K — purple, O - red, H — white, and C - gray.
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requires the use of a supporting salt. In this work, we study
environmentally friendly zinc and potassium acetate electro-
lytes, where potassium acetate is a supporting salt that enables
WIS conditions.*® First, we evaluated the solubility of Zn and K
acetate (OAc) mixtures Zn,K; ,OAcy., nH,0, where “x” is a
molar fraction of Zn salt and “n” is the number of water
molecules per cation (Zn** and K"). The measured liquidus
line (Fig. 1(a)) shows that the maximum solubility is achieved
when the Zn fraction is 0.1-0.3, which corresponds to a WIS
electrolyte (1.5 water molecules per cation). Because we observe
a dramatic increase in viscosity for x = 0.3 that negatively affects
ion transport (Fig. S1a, ESIt), we select the composition series
with x = 0.2 (Zn, K, gO0Ac, , nH,0, with n varying from 1.5 (WIS)
to 50 (relatively dilute)).

Table S1 (ESIt) summarizes the physicochemical properties
of the Zn,,K30Ac,, nH,O electrolytes. The presence of K*
results in an increased conductivity of the electrolyte compared
to pure Zn(OAc), (Table S1, ESIt). Conductivity of mixed-cation
electrolytes reaches a maximum of 90 mS em™* at n = 10
(Fig. 1(b)). When the electrolyte enters WIS regime (n < 5),
conductivity rapidly decreases while viscosity dramatically
increases, reaching a maximum at n = 1.5 (lowest value tested).
The Walden plot analysis shows that the behavior of studied
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Zn-K acetate electrolyte series can be characterized as ‘“good
ionic” or moderately “associated”?” (Fig. S1b, ESIf). Further,
we analyzed thermal properties of the solution series using
differential scanning calorimetry (DCS). Fig. 1(c) depicts the
corresponding differential scanning thermograms. The most
dilute electrolyte (n = 50) displays normal melting/freezing at
temperatures —4.9 °C. Upon increasing the electrolyte concen-
tration from n = 50 to n = 10, the melting drops to —24 °C at
n =10. Further increases in electrolyte concentration (n < 5) are
characterized by the suppression of the electrolyte melting/
freezing transition and drop in heat capacities (Fig. S2, ESIT).
Similar behavior was observed for Li-KOAc®® and other®*™*' WIS
electrolytes.

Next, we studied the changes in electrolyte structure and
speciation (MD generated electrolyte visualization, Fig. 1(d)—(f)).
From pair distribution function (PDF) measurements (Fig. 2(a))
we observe that a concentration increase leads to an increase in
ion pair formation between Zn** and OAc™ as signified by
increased intensity of the peak at ~3.6 A (Zn-C). This is also
in agreement with molecular dynamics (MD) simulations
results (see the radial distribution function (RDF) analysis,
Fig. S3, ESIt). Similarly, *C NMR data shows upfield shift of the
carbon of carboxylate group (acetate anion) with concentration
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Fig. 2 Solution structure and speciation of the Zng Ko gOAcy 2 NH,O electrolyte series. (a) X-ray total scattering-derived total molecular pair distribution
function (PDF). (b) *C NMR of the carboxylic carbon in acetate anion. (c) MD predicted coordination environment of Zn (within 2.5 A) and K (within 3.6 A)
cations as a function of electrolyte concentration. (d) X-Ray scattering structure factor S(q). (e) O NMR spectra of the water “region”. (f) MD simulation
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(Fig. 2(b)) as a result of ion shielding due to increased number of
OAc™ coordinating to the same cation.**

MD simulations show that K" has stronger affinity to water
vs acetate while the reverse is true for Zn®". Even in dilute
conditions (n = 50), simulations suggest Zn>" is already partially
coordinated by acetate while K' is fully coordinated by water
(Fig. 2(c)). Starting from intermediate concentrations (n = 10),
Zn** becomes mainly coordinated by acetate while K* remains
coordinated mostly by water molecules (Fig. 2(c) and Fig. S4,
ESIT). Upon further increase in concentration (n < 5) the
electrolyte enters the WIS regime and K' starts to be partially
coordinated by acetate (Fig. 2(c)). Changes in electrolyte struc-
ture at the nanoscale are reflected in the X-ray scattering data
S(g). As concentration increases, a progressive increase in the
intensity of the low-q peak (0.3 A~ < ¢ < 1.5 A™"), as well as its
shift towards larger g values, is observed (Fig. 2(d)).** This peak
can be attributed to the nanoscale compositional segregation.**
It is important to note that experimental and MD-calculated
structure factors, S(g), are in good agreement with each other
(Fig. S5-S7, ESIY), indicating sufficient accuracy of the MD
predictions.

We also observe that the increase in concentration results in
a disruption of the hydrogen bonding network and decreases
the prevalence of “free” water.'”O NMR shows increased inter-
action of the water molecules with cations in WIS regime (n = 2)
as can be seen from the peak shift by 4 ppm compared to
pure water (Fig. 2(e)).>*> Moreover, MD simulations indicate
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formation of the water-rich and water-deficient domain at n <
10 (Fig. 2(f) and Fig. S8a-c, ESI¥).

Zn>* solvation environment

The coordination environment of Zn>* was studied using
XAS (Fig. 3(a)). X-ray absorption near-edge structure (XANES)
of Zn®>" shows a gradual decrease in the edge energy with
increasing concentration (Fig. 3(b)). We speculate that this
can be explained by the increased electron density on Zn**
when water molecules are displaced by acetate anions in the
solvation shell (acetate anion has a higher Lewis basicity than
water’>***%), This explanation also agrees with the ">*C NMR
results (discussed above, Fig. 2(b)) and MD-generated RDF
(Fig. 2(c) and Fig. S4, ESIT) where the acetate interactions with
cations and RDF peak for Zn-Ogp,, relative to Zn-Oy increase
with concentration.

Next, evolution of the Zn*" coordination environment in
electrolytes as a function of concentration was examined using
extended X-ray absorption fine structure (EXAFS). All studied
electrolytes display a prominent peak at ~1.5 A that can be
attributed to Zn-O (Fig. 3(c)). Increasing concentration leads to
an increasing intensity in the peak shoulder at ~2.5 A and the
peak at 3-4 A indicative of a change in the Zn®" coordination
environment. As NMR, PDF, and XANES data suggest, the
displacement of water from the coordination sphere of Zn>*
takes place when concentration is increased. The presence of
isosbestic points in the EXAFS spectra indicates co-existence of
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two coordination environments of Zn>" in each electrolyte of
the series, from dilute (n = 50) to the most concentrated (n = 2)
(Fig. S9a, ESIY). As a result, for each electrolyte in the series, we
can generate high quality fitting of the EXAFS spectra using a
linear combination of the experimental spectra of most diluted
(n = 50) and most concentrated electrolytes (n = 2) (Fig. S9b-f,
ESIY).

To obtain a more quantitative understanding of the Zn
coordination environment at different concentrations, we com-
pared the quality of fits of the EXAFS spectra for the electrolytes
with density functional theory (DFT) generated Zn** coordina-
tion models (Table S2, ESIt). In dilute conditions, the best fit
was obtained using a linear combination of the two DFT
models, [Zn(H,0)e]** and [Zn(OAc),]*>~ with respective fractions
of 0.66 and 0.34 (Fig. S10a-c, ESIt), which improved the good-
ness of fit (Tables S2 and S3, ESIt). These results are also in
agreement with MD simulations that suggest co-presence of
acetate and water molecules in the coordination sphere of Zn**
in dilute conditions (n = 50) (Fig. 2(c)). For the most concen-
trated electrolyte (n = 2), the best fit was generated using solely
the [Zn(OAc),]>~ DFT model (Fig. S10e-f, ESIt). Since the
intermediate concentrations (n = 5, 10, 20, and 30) can be fitted
well using linear combination of the spectra for most concen-
trated (n = 2) and most diluted (n = 50) electrolytes (Fig. S9b-f,
ESIt) good fits were obtained using a linear combination of the
[Zn(H,0)s]*" and [Zn(OAc),]*~ DFT models (Table S3, ESI+ and
Fig. 3(e)). The resulting averaged coordination numbers are in
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good agreement with the predicted values from MD (Fig. 3(f)).
It is important to note, that our experimental and MD simula-
tions data, revealing [Zn(OAc),]*” as the main Zn coordination
environment for electrolytes with n < 10, are in contrast to
the previous reports®® that predicted formation of multiple
6-coordinated complexes including [Zn(OAc)s]*~ as well as the
partially hydrated [Zn(OAc); (H,0),]” for 30 m KOAc + 3 m
LiOAc + 3 m ZnOAc, in water and a Zn** coordination number
>5.1 oxygens.*®

Electrochemical characterization

Electrolyte speciation strongly affects reversibility and mor-
phology of Zn plating/stripping as well as parasitic currents
associated with processes such as hydrogen evolution. Using
cyclic voltammetry (CV), we evaluated effects of electrolyte
composition on Zn plating/stripping efficiency at different
cut-off plating potentials (—0.1, —0.15 and —0.2 V vs. Zn/Zn*",
see Fig. 4). The CE can be seen following a bell shape with
electrolyte concentration for all cut-offs, reaching a maximum
of 99.8% (Fig. 4(a)) at intermediate water-to-cation ratios
(n = 10). This improvement in CE can be attributed to favorable
Zn plating kinetics over HER as a result of the change in the
Zn*" coordination environment from water-containing to
acetate-rich (Fig. 2(C) and Table S3, ESIt).*® Further increase
in concentration leads to the decrease in CE, which can be
ascribed to the high stripping overpotentials due to more
sluggish ion transport and low conductivities (Table S1 and
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function of water-to-cation ratio “n” for the electrolyte series Zng Ko gOAc1 2 NnH>O. CV profiles of Zn plating/stripping at two different cut-off plating
voltages (—0.1 and —0.15 V vs. Zn/Zn?Y), Insert: Charge vs. time with Coulombic efficiencies per cycle collected in (b) Zng Ko gOAci,» 2H,0, (c)
Zng 2Ko.gOAC1 > 5H,0, (d) Zng 2K gOAcy 2 10H,0, (e) Zng Ko gOAcs » 20H,0, (f) Zng 2K 8OAcy 2 50 H,O.
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Fig. 5 Electrochemical characterization as function of water-to-cation ratio

“n" for the electrolyte series Zng Ko gOAcy » NH,O. (a) Tafel plots collected

in Zn—K acetate electrolytes. (b) Exchange current density estimated from the Tafel plots. (c) and (d) Galvanostatic cycling of a Zn°~Zn° symmetric cell at

1 mA cm~2 and zoom-in of the charging profiles (d). Zoom-ins of GCPL

profiles for: (1) t = 0 h: first 2 cycles, (2) t = 454 h: failure of cell with

Zno.2Ko.8OAc1» 50H,0 electrolyte, (3) t = 624 h: failure of cell with Zng »KggOAc; > 20H,0 electrolyte, (4) t = 1289 h: failure of cell with Zng »Kg gOAC; »

10H,0 electrolyte, (5) t = 1998 h: last 2 cycles.

Fig. S11, ESIT). Generally, we observed higher CE for higher cut-
off potentials (Fig. 4(a)) in agreement with previous reports.*’
The only exception was the electrolyte Zn, K, sOAc; , 20H,0,
where the CE drops from 99.4% at —0.15 V to 96.1% at —0.2 V
(see Fig. 4(a)), this could be attributed to dendrite formation
(and hence electrochemical area increase) as can be seen from
higher charge associated with plating during the last CV cycle.
Same bell shape CE trend with concentration is observed in a
cell configuration with a limited electrolyte amount where the
highest CE (99.9%) is obtained in Zn, K, gOAc; , 10H,O (see
Fig. S12, ESIY). Additionally, we characterized CE of Zn plating/
stripping using a modified ‘“Aurbach” protocol. The same
CE trend was observed with the highest CE (99.1%) for
Zn, K, g0Ac, , 10H,0 electrolyte (see Fig. S13, ESIt). Further,
since DSC results demonstrate a dramatically suppressed freez-
ing point (Fig. 1(c)), for the optimal electrolyte composition
(Zng ,Ky g0OAc, , 10H,0) we performed CV plating-stripping at
—5 °C and observed similarly high CE of Zn plating/stripping
(99.8%) (see Fig. S12a and d and S14, ESIf).

To gain further insights into the effect of electrolyte specia-
tion on the kinetics of Zn plating/stripping process, Tafel slopes
were analyzed (Fig. 5(a)) and exchange current density, jo,
values were estimated for each electrolyte (Fig. 5(b) and Fig.
S15, ESIt). We observe that the exchange current density
reaches its highest value for the intermediate water-to-cation
ratio (n = 10). Upon further increase in electrolyte concen-
tration, the exchange current drops considerably to its lowest
value at n = 2. It is important to note, that two main factors can
affect the exchange current density values: the changes in the
reaction constant and the activity of the ions in the solution.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023

To decouple individual contribution of both factors, the real
activity would need to be quantified, which is challenging.*®

Finally, we performed long-term galvanostatic cycling at 1
mA cm ™ of Zn-Zn symmetric cells to assess affinity to dendrite
formation as a function of electrolyte speciation. The best
cycling stability coupled with low plating/stripping overpoten-
tials is observed for electrolytes at n = 5 and n = 10, where
>1000 h of continuous cycling without short-circuiting can be
achieved (Fig. 5(c) and (d)). In contrast, cells with electrolytes in
the salt-in-water regime (n = 50, n = 20) fail due to dendrite-
induced short-circuit after ~450 and 620 h of cycling, respec-
tively. The lower cycling stability may be related to co-presence
of Zn** solvated by water that is known to promote dendritic
deposits***° or the formation of stronger concentration gradients
and therefore favorable conditions for dendritic growth.>'~>?
In electrolytes with the lowest water-to-cation ratio of n = 2 high
overpotentials (~200 mV vs. 50 mV for n = 10) were observed due
to dramatically increased viscosities and lower ionic conduc-
tivities (Fig. 1(b)), resulting in sluggish Zn>" transport (Fig. S11,
ESIY). Finally, the cycled Zn electrodes were characterized using
SEM revealing a conformal deposit morphology for n = 10, in
contrast to rough and flakey deposits observed for n =50 and n =2
(Fig. S16, ESI}).

Conclusions

In conclusion, we demonstrate that coordinating anions such
as acetate can create a WIS-like coordination environments
in electrolytes that are relatively dilute. Using XAS and MD

Energy Environ. Sci., 2023, 16, 1982-1991 | 1987
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simulations we show that in a non-concentrated state, the Zn*"
coordination environment is already WIS-like, with Zn>* ions
being predominantly coordinated by acetate rather than water.
These electrolytes can enable Zn plating/stripping with a high
CE > 99% and long-term cyclability without a considerable
increase in viscosity (which is typical of WIS electrolytes). The
best performance is achieved when water-to-cation ratios are
10 and 5 (non-WIS conditions). Overall, we conclude that WIS
electrolytes do not always represent an optimal medium for
efficient Zn plating/stripping and can result in lower CE and
slower kinetics. We suggest that the coordination strength of
anion towards Zn is an important parameter in electrolyte
engineering determining Zn coordination and plating/strip-
ping efficiency.

Materials and methods
Materials

Zn foil (>99.95%) was purchased from Goodfellow. Zn acetate
dihydrate (>99%), Potassium acetate (>99%), and other che-
micals were purchased from Sigma Aldrich. The salts were
stored and weighed inside the glovebox to avoid water uptake
from the atmosphere.

Liquidus line measurements

To obtain liquidus curve depicted in Fig. 1(a), the mixtures of
ZnOAc, and KOAc salts were prepared inside the Ar-filled
glovebox and sealed in vials with septa to avoid water uptake
from the atmosphere. Water was added to each vial in small
increments using a volumetric glass syringe, and the vials were
sonicated for ~3 hours at 50 °C after each water addition. After
cooling to room temperature, water was added after each
heating/sonication process until the salt mixture was entirely
dissolved. To ensure that the salts stayed dissolved, the vials
were kept at room temperature for at least 7 days.

Conductivity was measured using an Oakton 2700 benchtop
meter.

Electrolyte viscosities were measured using an oscillatory
rheometer (ARES-G2, TA Instruments). The measurements were
performed in the cone-cup and cone-plate (for viscous electro-
lytes) geometries. The shear rate was variated from 10 to
1000 Hz.

Differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) measurements were
carried out using DSC 2500 (TA Instruments). Prior to the
measurements, the samples were cycled once from —80 °C to
80 °C and again to —80 °C at a rate of 10 °C min~'. Data was
then collected from —80 °C to 80 °C at a rate of 1 °C min ™.

Scanning electron microscopy (SEM)

The SEM images of the cycled electrodes were collected using
Hitachi S-4800 microscope.

Nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR)

C and 7O NMR measurements were acquired on a Bruker
ASCEND 400 and 500, respectively. For >’C NMR, 1 mL of each
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solution were prepared using D,O (Sigma Aldrich, 99.9%) to
dissolve the respective salt mixtures. The samples were pre-
pared with the same methodology described for the liquidus
line (i.e. salts were weighted inside Ar filled glovebox, vials were
sealed with septa, D,O was added using syringe). After prepara-
tion, 700 pL of the electrolytes was transferred to NMR tubes
(Duran Wheaton Kimble) and tightly closed with a plastic cap
and parafilm. For 7O NMR measurement, 700 pL of the
respective electrolytes Zn,,K,gOAc,, nH,O were transferred
to NMR tubes, to improve '"O signal, 10 pL of 7.7% 'O
enriched H,O (Sigma Aldrich) was added to each sample. The
samples were measured at 25 £ 0.1 °C. The collected data was
processed using MestReNova X64.

X-Ray absorption spectroscopy (XAS)

XAS was measured in the Swiss Light source at PSI in the Line
X10DA-SuperXAS using a Si (111) monochromator and an
ionization chamber for transmission detection. The XAS collec-
tion was done in Quick EXAFS (QEXAFS) mode®* around the Zn
K-edge (9450-10 800 eV), using Zn metal foil for energy calibra-
tion (Edge at 9659 eV). To avoid beam damage, during measure-
ment the electrolyte was pumped at a rate of 100 puL min~"
through a microfluidic channel from TOPAS (ChipShop,
Germany) with a channel depth of 400 pm. The data was
collected for 5 minutes and processed using the ProXAS
GUI* (averaging of QEXAFS collected data, calibration) and
the Demeter software package® (post processing, and fitting).
The XAS data processing was done in Athena, edge energy was
defined as the energy at which the 2nd derivate is zero. The
EXAFS data were extracted from normalized XAS spectra and by
fitting a spline to the data region between k = 3-12 A~*. The
resulting EXAFS data sets were then plotted using a &* weight-
ing. For the fitting, the amplitude reduction factor S,> was
assumed to be unity based on prior literature.””

Total X-ray scattering

Total X-ray scattering was acquired at the Advanced Photon
Source (APS) at Argonne National Laboratory (ANL) at beamline
11-ID-B with an X-ray Energy of 58.66 keV (1 = 0.213 A).
A PerkinElmer XRD 1621 detector was placed at a distance of
0.296 m from the sample. The data ranged from g = 0.26-17 A",
corresponding to length scales of 24 A and 0.37 A, respectively.
Samples were filled into 2 mm quartz X-ray capillaries with a wall
thickness of 0.01 mm (WJM-Glass) and sealed with Master Bond
EP 30-2 low outgassing epoxy resin. Data were recorded for a total
of 690 s on a total of 3 different positions on the capillary.

Data with ¢ 2 2 A" originates in inter- and intra-molecular
correlations, which are also represented in the real space
pair distribution (PDF). In contrast, data with ¢ < 2 A™*
corresponds to scattering originating from longer length scales
such as nanoscale phase segregation in the form of ion
clusters.*® The data reduction and analysis were performed
using PyFAI and PDFGetX2°%>° to extract S(g) and PDF in G(r)
space. The background was subtracted and scaled with the
sample transmission. We corrected our data for standard geo-
metric detector corrections, polarization, sample self-absorption,

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023
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oblique incidence, and Compton scattering. A Lorch function
was applied before the Fourier transformation to reduce termi-
nation ripples.

Electrochemical characterization

CV plating/stripping was performed in a 3-electrode cell using a
2 mm Au disk working electrode (CH Instruments) and a Zn foil
as counter, and a separate Zn foil as reference electrodes.
Additional experiments were performed using a Swagelok cell
in a 3-electrode configuration, where 2 mm Au disk served as
working electrode, 6 mm Zn disk as counter electrode, addi-
tional Zn foil was used as reference. Electrolyte volume was
kept at 150 pL and working and counter electrodes were
separated using a 380 um Teflon spacer. To collect CVs at
—5 °C, electrochemical cell was placed into Binder KB 53
environmental chamber with temperature set at —5 °C.

The modified Aurbach protocol was performed using 2
electrode Swagelok cell with Cu disk working electrode
(12.5 mm) and Zn foil disk counter electrode, glass fiber
was used as a separator, 100 pl of electrolyte was added during
assembly. The detailed experimental sequence was the follow-
ing: first, plating, stripping and re-deposition of excess amount
of Zn was performed with a current density of 3 mA cm ™ and
a specific areal capacity of 5 mA h cm ™2, second Zn stripping
and plating sequences were performed for 10 times with a
current density of 0.5 mA cm™ > and a specific areal capacity of
1 mA h cm™2. Finally, Zn stripping was carried out with current
density of 3 mA ecm ™ with a cut off voltage set at 0.5 V.

To reduce effect of mass transfer limitations, exchange
current measurements were performed using rotating disk
electrode (RDE) set-up at 2000 rpm. The working electrode
was a 4 mm Au disk with electrodeposited layer of Zn that
was polished with 300 nm alumina powder (CH instruments)
and cleaned and sonicated in Milli-Q water before the experi-
ment. The counter electrode was a Zn foil placed at ~5 mm
from the working electrode, the reference electrode was
Ag/AgCl in 1M KCI (CH instruments). The linear fitting of the
Tafel slopes was done in the negative overpotential range from
—25 to —50 mV (Fig. S13, ESIY).

Zn-Zn symmetric cells cycling test was performed in
2-electrode Swagelok cell with Zn foil disk electrodes (6 mm
in diameter), a 1 mm thick glass fiber separator (~ 0.5 mm after
compression) and 75 pL of electrolyte. The cells were aged for
1 day and afterwards were cycled in a constant current program
at 1 mA cm 2 for a specific areal capacity of 0.5 mA h cm™>
(30 min). The cut off voltages were fixed at +0.5 V.

Molecular dynamics simulations - density functional theory
calculations

Molecular dynamics simulations using the AMOEBA polariz-
able force field were performed using a locally-modified version
of Tinker HP v1.2 to output the stress tensor at the desired
frequency.®®®! Two parameterizations of the force field were
considered, the first of which (force field 1, FF1) produced
results that compared favorably against experimental conduc-
tivity data (Table S1, ESIt) and a second (force field 2, FF2)

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023
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which lowered the average error in the binding energies
between the force field prediction and density functional theory
with an assortment of solvate species composed of K* or Zn**
with differing amounts of OAc™ and water. Due to FF2 system-
atically overestimating conductivities, the analysis presented
here focuses on results extracted from simulations with FF1.
A detailed discussion of the workflow for the simulation and
analysis methodologies is expanded upon in the ESI.{
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