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The effect of grafted alkyl side chains on the
properties of poly(terphenyl piperidinium) based
high temperature proton exchange membranes†

Xuefu Che,‡ Lele Wang,‡ Ting Wang, Jianhao Dong and Jingshuai Yang *

High temperature proton exchange membrane fuel cells (HT-PEMFCs) operating at elevated temperatures

above 120 °C take advantage of feasible anode fuels and simplified water/heat management. A high

temperature polymer electrolyte membrane (HT-PEM) is the core material for HT-PEMFCs. In this work, a

series of phosphoric acid (PA) doped HT-PEMs based on poly(terphenyl piperidine) (PTP) tailored with alkyl

groups are synthesized. Five different pendant alkyl groups (including methyl, propyl, pentyl, heptyl and

decyl) are grafted onto the piperidine group through the Menshutkin reaction between PTP and alkyl

halides. Compared with PTP and methyl grafted PTP (PTP-C1) membranes, the PTP-Cx membranes with

long alkyl side chains exhibit improved PA doping contents and conductivities. The optimized pentyl-

substituted PTP membrane (PTP-C5) possessed a reasonable PA doping content (202% after immersing in

85 wt% PA at 60 °C), high proton conductivity (96 mS cm−1 at 180 °C) and good tensile strength (4.6 MPa

at room temperature). A H2–air single cell equipped with PTP-C5/PA consequently achieved a high peak

power density of 676 mW cm−2 at 210 °C without any humidification or backpressure. Thus, this work

provides a simple method for preparing high-performance HT-PEMs.

Keywords: High temperature polymer electrolyte membrane; Fuel cell; Grafted membrane.

1 Introduction

The proton exchange membrane fuel cell (PEMFC) is
considered as one of the most promising energy conversion
systems, and has wide application prospect because of its
high economic–social benefit and excellent green
environmental protection advantage.1 As one of the critical
components of PEMFCs, proton exchange membranes (PEMs)
play an irreplaceable role in transferring protons and
isolating gases. To date, both commercial perfluorosulfonic
acid membranes (i.e. Nafion)2 and other pendant sulfonate
group grafted polymer membranes3,4 have shown excellent
fuel cell performance under full humidification below 80 °C.
However, the relatively low working temperature of PEMFCs
gives rise to technical issues such as low resistance to CO
poisoning, complex hydrothermal management and low
electrode dynamics.1,5 Meanwhile, the Nafion series
membranes also have high production cost due to their
complex synthesis and manufacturing. Consequently, it is of

great significance to develop non-fluorinated high
temperature proton exchange membranes (HT-PEMs) which
enable fuel cells to have an operation temperature between
100 °C and 200 °C to overcome the disadvantages of Nafion
based PEMFCs.6,7

As the core element of high temperature PEMFCs (HT-
PEMFCs), HT-PEMs not only maintain excellent proton
conductivities independent of water, but also possess
suitable mechanical stability at elevated temperatures,6,8

The basic polymer membranes doped with nonvolatile
inorganic acid (i.e. phosphoric acid (PA)) have been
developed for HT-PEMs.8,9 Wainright et al.10 firstly proposed
the PA doped polybenzimidazole (PBI) membrane, which is
now regarded as the most suitable HT-PEM for
commercialization because of its excellent performance
under anhydrous conditions.6,8,11,12 Subsequently, PBI
modifications and derivatives have been developed.9,13,14

However, the carcinogenicity of the 3,3′,4,4′-
tetraaminobiphenyl monomer and limited solubility of PBI
in polar solvents hinder the further development of PBI
membranes. Thus, the design and fabrication of new HT-
PEMs with good thermal stability, modest mechanical
properties and excellent proton conductivity have been
encouraged.5,8,15 Alternatively, a variety of potential
candidate polymer materials with side-chain or main-chain
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basic groups have been designed and realized. For example,
aromatic polymer materials containing pyridine16 and
quinolone17 have been synthesized, and pyrrolidone18,19 and
imine20,21 containing polyolefins have been selected as HT-
PEMs as well. Recently, inspired by the synthesis of wholly
aromatic polymers by Zolotukhin et al.22 and Tröger base
(TB) containing polymers by McKeown et al.,23 we
successfully synthesized ether free polymers containing
pendant pyridine24,25 and a TB (i.e., 1,5-methano-1,5-
diazocine)26 unit through one-step superacid catalyzed
polymerization. Both the above membranes displayed
considerable organic solubility, excellent chemical stability
and remarkable PA doping capability, resulting in high fuel
cell performance.

In addition, great efforts have been recently made on the
synthesis of poly(arylene piperidine) (PAP) series membranes
for various energy conversion and storage devices. For
example, Jannasch et al. synthesized poly(arylene

piperidinium) based anion exchange membranes (AEMs)
through acid-catalyzed Friedel–Crafts polyhydroxyalkylation
and alkyl side-chain grafting.27 Meanwhile, Yan et al.28 and
Zhuang et al.29 respectively assembled AEMFCs with CH3I
quaternized PAP AEMs, which achieved a significantly high
peak power density above 1.0 W cm−2. The presence of
piperidine groups inspired researchers to prepare HT-PEMs
using PAPs.30 However, the widely used poly(p-terphenyl-N-
methylpiperidine) (PTP) displayed limited solubility in
normal polar solvents and moderate PA doping content.27 In
our recent work, bulky basic side chains (e.g. methylene
benzimidazole)31 and long side-chain ionic liquids (e.g.
trimethylammonium pentyl32,33 and pentyl
methylimidazolium (PMIm)34) were introduced into PTP to
enhance the PA absorption content and conductivity. These
membranes displayed high performance in HT-PEMFCs and
vanadium redox flow batteries. For example, without
backpressure, the fuel cell based on PTP-PMIm/323% PA

Fig. 1 1H NMR spectra of PTP (a) and various PTP-Cx polymers (b–f).
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displayed a high peak power density of 456 mW cm−2 at 200
°C under H2 and air conditions.34

In this study, we extended our work to realizing
membranes of poly(terphenyl piperidinium) tailored with
alkyl groups. Five different pendant alkyl groups (including
methyl, propyl, pentyl, heptyl and decyl) were grafted onto
piperidinium cations through the Menshutkin reaction
between PTP and alkyl halides. Accordingly, the influence of
the alkyl side-chain length on the properties of quaternized
PTP membranes was investigated. The optimized pentyl-
substituted PTP membrane possessed reasonable PA doping
content, high proton conductivity and good tensile strength.
More importantly, a HT-PEMFC based on the above
membrane displayed a remarkable power density.

2 Results and discussion
2.1 Synthesis of the PTP-Cx membranes

Herein, the rigid ether-free aryl polymer of PTP was synthesized
and employed as the matrix of HT-PEMs. It was found that the

pure PTP polymer showed a limited solubility in common polar
solvents (e.g. DMSO, NMP, DMF and DMAc), which possibly
resulted from its rigid molecular chain as previously reported
by Olsson et al.27 In contrast, TFA protonated or alkyl grafted
PTP exhibited good solubility in the abovementioned solvents.
As a result, the viscosity and 1H NMR spectrum of PTP in
protonated form were determined in NMP. The viscosity of PTP
reached 0.86 dL g−1. Fig. 1a shows the 1H NMR results for PTP.
The characteristic peaks from 7.0 to 8.0 ppm (Ha+a′,b) resulted
from the phenyl linkages in PTP, while the characteristic peaks
from 2.0 to 4.0 ppm were due to the piperidine (Hc,d) and
methyl (He) groups.28,30,31 Additionally, the peak at 9.6 ppm
(Hf) belonged to the NH+ group, which was produced by
protonating piperidine with TFA.

In order to optimize the polymer structure and improve
the membrane performance, five different pendant alkyl side
chains were grafted into the piperidinium groups. The
pendant alkyl side chains could adjust the hydrophilicity and
the steric hindrance of the piperidinium cations and the free
volume of the polymer, correspondingly affecting the

Fig. 2 Surface SEM and photographic images of the (a) PTP and (b–f) PTP-Cx membranes.

Industrial Chemistry & MaterialsPaper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

3 
A

ug
us

t 2
02

3.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 4
/6

/2
02

6 
5:

34
:0

6 
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 
3.

0 
U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3im00064h


Ind. Chem. Mater., 2023, 1, 516–525 | 519© 2023 The Author(s). Co‐published by the Institute of Process Engineering,
Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Royal Society of Chemistry

interaction between the PA molecules and PTP polymer.
Fig. 1b–f depict the 1H NMR spectra of the various PTP-Cx
polymers. After grafting different alkyl side chains into the
PTP backbone, new additional peaks originating from end-
group methyl and methylene linkages were observed in the
1H NMR spectra. As an example, for PTP-C3, the
characteristic peak from the end-group methyl appeared at
0.87 ppm, while the methylene spacers in the side chain
displayed characteristic peaks ranging from 1.0 to 2.5
ppm.27,35 The characteristic peaks of the other PTP-Cx
polymers are assigned in Fig. 1 accordingly. Meanwhile, the
grafting degrees (GD%) of the various PTP-Cx polymers were
determined from the integral area ratio of the characteristic
peak of side-chain end-group –CH3 on piperidinium cations
to the characteristic peaks of aromatic phenyl groups. As the
molar ratio of each alkyl halide to the PTP polymer was 1 : 1
and the quaternization reaction was carried out under the
same conditions, the GD% values of PTP-C1, PTP-C3, PTP-C5,
PTP-C7 and PTP-C10 were 35%, 36%, 43%, 44% and 24%,
respectively. As a result, the NMR spectra prove the successful
synthesis of PTP-Cx polymers with different alkyl side chains.

Fig. 2 presents the surface SEM and photographic images
of the PTP and PTP-Cx membranes. Compared with the
pristine PTP polymer, the alkyl side chain grafted PTP
polymers of PTP-Cx exhibited improved solubility in common
solvents, which was beneficial for the preparation of
membranes by the straightforward solution casting method.
As shown in Fig. 2, both PTP and PTP-Cx membranes were
uniformly transparent. Among them, the PTP-C1 membrane
exhibited a red brown color obviously due to the presence of
iodine ions, while the other membranes PTP-C3 to PTP-C10
had a yellow color due to Br−. Additionally, Fig. 2 also shows
the surface SEM images of each membrane. It can be seen
that all the membranes were uniform and dense without
micropores, which was beneficial for fed gas separation in
HT-PEMFCs.6,8

2.2 Thermal and chemical stabilities

Fig. 3 shows the TGA curves of PTP and PTP-Cx in N2. As
previously reported,27,30 the pure PTP polymer exhibited good
thermal stability below 420 °C, which is also confirmed by
our TGA result. As seen from Fig. 4, alkyl side chain grafting
obviously decreased the thermal decomposition temperatures
of the PTP-Cx membranes. The weight loss below 100 °C was
attributed to the loss of absorbed water.31 As the temperature
increased to 210 °C, the decomposition of alkyl side chains
of the PTP-Cx polymers occurred.27,35,36 Above 420 °C, the
weight loss mainly resulted from the degradation of the PTP
main chain. Taking into account the thermal stability of PA,
HT-PEMFCs are normally operated at temperatures ranging
from 100 °C to 200 °C.6,30 Hence, the PTP-Cx membranes
displayed a good thermal stability below 210 °C, which met
the requirement for HT-PEMFCs.5,8

The chemical stability of a membrane is important for the
long-term operation of fuel cells,2,8 which is normally

determined by Fenton tests in a solution consisting of 3.0%
H2O2 and 4.0 ppm Fe2+ at 68 °C.8,36 Fig. S1 (in the ESI†) shows
the weight retention percentage of the PTP and PTP-Cx
membranes after a 48 h Fenton test. The inserted images show
the appearance of the various membranes before and after the
Fenton test. After treatment in Fenton's reagent for 48 h, the
PTP membrane displayed a mass loss percentage of 9%, and it
broke into pieces. Grafting alkyl side chains into the PTP
membrane decreased the chemical stability of membranes.
The weight loss of PTP-C1, PTP-C3 and PTP-C5 was 20%, 17%
and 11%, respectively. As seen from the inserted images, the
PTP-C1 membrane was broken into powder-like pieces, while
PTP-C3 and PTP-C5 were broken into small pieces. As
previously reported, QA-type group grafted membranes are
normally unstable in Fenton solution.31,36 Thus, the PTP-Cx
membranes displayed a more significant degradation than the
PTP membrane during the Fenton test. The above results reveal
that the chemical stability of either pure PTP or PTP-Cx
membranes needs to be improved in a future study.

Fig. 3 TGA curves of (a) PTP and (b–f) PTP-Cx membranes in a N2

atmosphere at a heating rate of 10 °C min−1.

Fig. 4 Proton conductivities of the PTP and PTP-Cx membranes
doped in 85 wt% PA solution at 60 °C.
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2.3 Acid doping and swelling

The acid doping content of one HT-PEM not only illustrates
the interaction between PA molecules and the membrane, but
also directly affects the conductivity and mechanical stability.5,9

Herein, in 85 wt% PA solution at 60 °C, the acid doping
equilibrium of the membranes was determined. Table 1
summarizes the ADC%, ADL, A% and V% results of the PTP
and various PTP-Cx membranes. The presence of
N-methylpiperidine groups in the repeating units of PTP made
the membrane easily absorb PA through acid–base and
hydrogen bonding interactions. Consequently, the ADC% and
ADL of the PTP membrane reached around 120% and 4.0.
Similarly, for the PTP-Cx membranes, the attached alkyl groups
had a great effect on the acid doping of the membranes. PTP-
C1 with the methyl side chains exhibited a decreased ADC% of
around 58% compared with PTP, indicating the poor PA
absorption capacity of PTP-C1. With increasing length of alkyl
side chains, both the ADC% and ADL of the membranes
increased accordingly. The PTP-C5 membrane with pentyl side
chains achieved the highest ADC% and ADL (i.e. 202% and 8.0)
among all the investigated membranes. This may be because
the grafted pentyl side chains provided more free volume for
PA doping.5,9,36,37 However, by further increasing the length of
alkyl side chains, the PTP-C7 and PTP-C10 membranes
displayed decreased ADC% values. This could be due to the
significant steric hindrance of heptyl and decyl groups and
their increased hydrophobic nature. Thus, choosing a suitable
alkyl side chain is a crucial factor for superior PA doping.

In addition, the doped PA molecules would result in
deformation of membranes due to the plasticization of PA
molecules.8,17,24 As depicted in Table 1, the PTP-Cx
membrane with a higher ADC% generally had a larger area
and volume swellings. For example, the PTP-C5 membrane
with the highest ADC% of 202% had the largest volume
swelling of 66.2% among all the PTP-Cx membranes.
Nevertheless, the V% of PTP-C5 was comparable to that of
PTP (i.e. 63.1%), although the former had a one and a half
times higher ADC% than the latter. This results from the
bigger free volume of PTP-C5 than that of PTP as previously
reported.36,38 Compared to HT-PEMs in other studies, the
PTP-C5 membrane exhibited lower or similar volume
swelling. For instance, blend membranes consisting of PEI
and PEK-cardo exhibited an ADC% of 174% and a V% value
of 120%.21 The PTP-41% BeIm membrane with a methylene
benzimidazole side chain displayed a V% of 148% with its

ADC% being around 215%.31 The P-83% APy membrane
composed of 1-(3-aminopropyl)pyrrolidin-2-one (APy) and
PEK-cardo showed an ADC% of 228% and a volume swelling
of 98%.46

2.4 Proton conductivity and mechanical properties

Proton conductivities of the various PA doped PTP-Cx
membranes at 100–180 °C are summarized in Fig. 4.
Generally, higher temperature can accelerate proton
migration.7,8 Thus, the conductivity of each membrane was
correspondingly upgraded as the temperature increased. For
instance, the conductivity of the PTP/4.0PA membrane raised
from 21.9 mS cm−1 to 49.1 mS cm−1 when the temperature
increased from 100 °C to 180 °C. Most importantly, Fig. 4
indicates that the proton conductivities of the membranes
had a strong correlation with the pendant alkyl side chains.
As shown in Table 1, the PTP-Cx membranes with different
side chains and grafting degrees exhibited different ADLs.
Based on the widely investigated proton conduction
mechanism of PA doped HT-PEMs,8,9,39 the PA doping level is
the main influencing factor for the proton conductivity.
Compared with the PTP/4.0PA membrane, the PTP-C1/2.2PA
membrane exhibited a lower conductivity at each
temperature, obviously due to the lower ADL of PTP-C1 than
that of PTP. Upon introducing longer alkyl side chains, the
PTP-Cx membranes achieved increased ADLs, resulting in
higher conductivities compared with PTP/4.0PA. Among all
the investigated membranes, the PTP-C5 membrane with the
highest ADL of 8.0 possessed the highest conductivity of 96
mS cm−1 at 180 °C. Apparently, the high ADL of one HT-PEM
benefits the formation of continuous hydrogen-bonding
networks and transmission channels for fast proton
migration.5,16,39

Additionally, PA molecules not only play a role in proton
conduction, but also bring in plasticization and reduce the
interaction between polymer chains.8,26 Therefore, the trade-

Table 1 ADC%, ADL and swellings of the PTP and PTP-Cx membranes
after doping in 85 wt% PA solution at 60 °C

Membrane ADC% ADL S% V%

PTP 120 ± 5 4.0 ± 0.2 36.0 ± 2 63.1 ± 5
PTP-C1 58 ± 3 2.2 ± 0.1 21.8 ± 1 33.5 ± 2
PTP-C3 126 ± 5 4.8 ± 0.2 33.7 ± 2 43.6 ± 3
PTP-C5 202 ± 8 8.0 ± 0.4 45.9 ± 3 66.2 ± 4
PTP-C7 131 ± 5 5.4 ± 0.3 40.1 ± 2 52.6 ± 5
PTP-C10 112 ± 5 4.3 ± 0.3 23.3 ± 1 41.0 ± 3

Fig. 5 Stress–strain curves of the PTP and PTP-Cx membranes doped
in 85 wt% PA solution at 60 °C.

Industrial Chemistry & MaterialsPaper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

3 
A

ug
us

t 2
02

3.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 4
/6

/2
02

6 
5:

34
:0

6 
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 
3.

0 
U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3im00064h


Ind. Chem. Mater., 2023, 1, 516–525 | 521© 2023 The Author(s). Co‐published by the Institute of Process Engineering,
Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Royal Society of Chemistry

off between mechanical stability and conductivity needs to be
considered for the PA doped HT-PEMs. Fig. 5 depicts the
mechanical stress–strain curves of the PTP-Cx/PA
membranes. It can be concluded that the chemical structure
of alkyl side chains had a great effect on the tensile strength
of PA doped membranes. The PA doped PTP-C1/2.2PA
membrane displayed the highest tensile stress at break of
11.6 MPa, obviously resulting from its lowest ADL of 2.2. As
the length of alkyl side chains increased, the PTP-Cx
membranes exhibited enhanced ADL and decreased tensile
strength accordingly. As a result, the PTP-C5/8.0PA
membrane exhibited the lowest tensile strength of 4.6 MPa at
RT. Nevertheless, the PTP-C5/8.0PA membrane possessed
comparable mechanical strength with those from recent
studies. For instance, a grafted PTP membrane with an
imidazolium ionic liquid (PTP-PMIM/323% PA) exhibited a
tensile strength of 4.5 MPa,34 while a blend membrane of PBI
and poly(arylene ether) containing tetrazole biphenyl (PBI-
TzPN25) with an ADC% of 440% exhibited a mechanical
strength of around 5.8 MPa.37 Benicewicz et al. reported that
a PA doped membrane with a tensile strength of above 2 MPa
could be assembled for testing HT-PEMFC performance,40

illustrating that all PTP-Cx/PA membranes in this study are
promising candidates for fuel cell applications.

2.5 Fuel cell performance

Comprehensively considering the trade-off between tensile
strength and conductivity, the PTP-C5/202% PA membrane
was selected to assemble a MEA and measure the fuel cell
performance under H2 and air conditions without external
humidification or backpressure. As shown in Fig. 6, the cell
had high open circuit voltages (OCVs) of around 0.9 V at 160–
210 °C, revealing the low gas permeability of PTP-C5/202%
PA.7,8 Meanwhile, the performance of the cell gradually
improved with the increase of temperature, which resulted
from the enhanced proton conductivity and faster electrode
kinetics.6 The cell displayed a peak power density of 316 mW
cm−2 at 160 °C, which increased to 676 mW cm−2 at 210 ° C.

However, the exact reason for this significantly high value at
210 °C is not clear so far, possibly resulting from the much
higher electrode kinetics. Thus, more investigations on the
characteristics of the MEA such as the HFR should be done
to deeply understand this phenomenon in future work.
Additionally, this value is high compared with those reported
in other studies. For instance, a H2–air cell with a crosslinked
CrL-4.6% F6PBI/13.5PA membrane displayed a peak power
density of 360 mW cm−2 at 160 °C without backpressure,11

while the peak power density of the cell based on the PTP/
159.9% PA membrane was 387 mW cm−2 at 180 °C under H2

and air conditions.30 As widely reported, optimizing the
operation conditions, electrode composition and MEA
manufacturing will further increase the fuel cell
performance.5–7 In addition, replacing alkyl side chains with
flexible N-oligo(ethylene glycol) (OEG) groups would further
improve the membrane performance, as demonstrated by a
PTP based AEM with terminal pendant OEG.41 In short, the
fuel cell results show that the PTP-C5/PA membrane has great
potential in HT-PEMFC applications, also providing new
options for other energy devices.42,43

3 Conclusions

In conclusion, a series of PA doped alkyl side chain substituted
poly(terphenyl piperidinium) membranes have been
synthesized for HT-PEMFCs. The presence of piperidinium
cations endowed the membranes with PA doping capability,
while the rigid wholly aromatic polymer chain maintained
good dimensional and mechanical stabilities. The tailored
pendant alkyl groups including methyl, propyl, pentyl, heptyl
and decyl effectively adjusted the properties of the membranes.
1H NMR spectra confirmed the successful synthesis of PTP and
PTP-Cx polymers. SEM images demonstrated that all the
membranes were uniform and dense without micropores.
Compared with PTP and methyl grafted PTP (PTP-C1)
membranes, the other PTP-Cx membranes with long alkyl side
chains exhibited improved PA doping contents and
conductivities. The optimized pentyl-substituted PTP

Fig. 6 Unhumidified H2–air fuel cell performances of the cell assembled with the PTP-C5/202% PA membrane without backpressure at different
temperatures. The Pt catalyst loading in both electrodes was 1.5 mg cm−2.
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membrane (PTP-C5) possessed the best overall performance.
After immersing in 85 wt% PA at 60 °C, the PTP-C5 membrane
achieved the highest PA doping content of 202% and reached
the highest proton conductivity of 96 mS cm−1 at 180 °C.
Meanwhile, this membrane also maintained a moderate tensile
strength of 4.6 MPa at room temperature. A single cell
equipped with the PTP-C5/PA membrane exhibited excellent
fuel cell performances. The peak power density of the H2–air
HT-PEMFC reached 676 mW cm−2 at 210 °C without external
humidification or backpressure. Thus, this work provides a
simple design method for preparing advanced HT-PEMs.

4 Experimental
4.1 Synthesis of the PTP polymer

The PTP polymer was synthesized according to the reports of
Guzman-Gutierrez et al.44 and Jannasch et al.27 The synthetic
details were described in our previous studies.31,33 The
synthesized dark blue viscous mixture was added into 1 M
NaHCO3 aqueous solution to precipitate the polymer. The excess
acid in the polymer was washed away using 1 M KOH solution,
followed by washing with deionized water to neutrality and drying
at 100 °C. A light yellow fiber like polymer was finally obtained.

4.2 Preparation of the PTP-Cx membranes

Fig. 7 shows that quaternized PTP polymers with alkyl side
chains of different lengths were synthesized through the
Menshutkin reaction between PTP and various haloalkanes,
including iodomethane (C1), 1-bromopropane (C3),

1-bromopentane (C5), 1-bromoheptane (C7) and
1-bromodecane (C10). Firstly, the haloalkane was separately
dripped into a mixed solution of dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO)/
N-methyl-2-pyrrolidinone (NMP) with a volume ratio of 1 : 3.
Then, PTP was added into the above mixture with the molar
ratio of PTP to haloalkane being 1 : 1.5. After reacting at 80
°C for 16 h, the uniform orange solution was cooled to room
temperature (RT) and then slowly poured into anhydrous
ether, followed by washing three times to finally obtain the
flexible side-chain alkyl grafted polymer PTP-Cx, where x
means the number of carbon atoms in the alkyl side chain.

The membranes were manufactured by a simple one-step
solution casting method, as described below. Under the
conditions of heating at 80 °C and magnetic stirring, each PTP-
Cx polymer was dissolved in DMSO to form a 2.5 wt% solution.
The resulting solution was cast on a Petri dish, followed by
evaporation of the solvent at 80 °C for 12 h. The resulting
membrane was peeled off, followed by washing thoroughly in
deionized water and drying in an oven at 80 °C for 12 h.
Finally, a homogeneous membrane with a thicknesses of 40 ± 5
μm was prepared. In order to improve the solubility of PTP in
DMSO, one drop of trifluoroacetic anhydride (TFA) was added
into the PTP and DMSO mixture, and a TFA partially
protonated PTP membrane was prepared accordingly.

4.3 Acid doping and swelling

The PA absorption of various films was determined by
immersing the dry films in 85 wt% PA solution at 60 °C for

Fig. 7 Synthesis of PTP and fabrication of PTP-Cx membranes.
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72 h for the sake of measuring the amount of doped acid
and swelling, as described previously.25,26 After gently wiping
PA off the surface of the membranes, the membranes were
placed in a vacuum oven at 100 °C to remove free water, and
then immediately weighed. The PA absorption capability of
the membrane was expressed as the acid doping level (ADL),
which is defined as the number of adsorbed PA molecules
per polymer repeat unit as depicted in eqn (1). Meanwhile,
the acid doping content (ADC) was also calculated in the
present work and is defined as the mass ratio of PA
molecules to the membrane according to eqn (2). The area
and volume swellings (S% and V%) of each membrane were
determined according to eqn (3) and (4).

ADL ¼ mPA −mdry
� �

mdry
×
Mpolymer

98
(1)

ADC% ¼ mPA −mdry
� �

mdry
×100% (2)

S% ¼ S1 − S0
S0

×100% (3)

V% ¼ V1 − V0

V0
×100% (4)

where mPA and mdry mean the mass of the PA doped
membrane and pure membrane, respectively. Mpolymer

represents the average molecular weight of the polymer
repeat units of PTP and PTP-Cx. S and V represent the area
and volume of each membrane before (0) and after (1) PA
absorption.

4.4 Characterization

The inherent viscosity (η) was measured with an Ubbelohde
viscometer at 25 °C in NMP using a polymer concentration of
100 mg dL−1. Then, η was calculated according to eqn (5),45

where ts is the efflux time of the polymer solution, tb is the
outflow time of pure NMP, and c is the concentration.

η ¼ ln
ts
tb

� �
=c (5)

The chemical structures of various samples were
characterized by 1H NMR. The physicochemical properties
were determined in terms of scanning electron microscopy
(SEM), thermogravimetric analysis (TGA), Fenton tests, tensile
stress–strain curves and conductivity as previously
reported.26,31

The fuel cell performance of the membrane electrode
assembly (MEA) was determined on a home-made fuel cell
setup. The Pt/C catalyst and PBI binder loadings were 1.5 mg
cm−2 and 0.07 mg cm−2 respectively in the electrodes, which
were obtained as previously reported.21,46 H2 was supplied at
a rate of 80 mL min−1, and air was supplied at a rate of 200
mL min−1. The polarization curves of the H2–air fuel cell were
determined from 160 °C to 210 °C without any
humidification and backpressure.
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