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Porphyrinic metal–organic frameworks as
molybdenum adsorbents for the 99Mo/99mTc
generator†
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Pablo Serra Crespo *

Two porphyrinic metal–organic frameworks (PCN-222 and PCN-224) were prepared and their potential

as molybdenum adsorbents for the 99Mo/99mTc generator was explored. The molybdenum adsorption

properties of the two adsorbents, including adsorption kinetics and equilibrium isotherms, were evaluated

at different molybdenum concentrations and pH. The maximum adsorption capacity of PCN-222 and

PCN-224 was evaluated to be 525 mg g−1 and 455 mg g−1, respectively. The possible adsorption mecha-

nism was investigated by X-ray Photoelectron Spectra and Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectroscopy. The

results demonstrated that molybdenum species were adsorbed on the two MOFs through electrostatic

attraction and hydrogen bonds. In the case of PCN-222, the Mo–O–Zr coordination interaction also

played an important role. Additionally, the elution performance of two 99Mo/99mTc generators developed

by using PCN-222 and PCN-224 as adsorbents was measured to assess possible clinical applications. The

PCN-222-based 99Mo/99mTc generator exhibited better elution performance and showed that around

56% of 99mTc could be obtained without zirconium breakthrough when relatively high pH solutions were

used (pH = 9.6).

1. Introduction

Technetium-99 m (99mTc) is the most utilized radionuclide in
nuclear medicine, being applied in more than 30 million diag-
nostic procedures annually all over the world.1,2 This huge
demand is attributed to its low gamma energy emission and
short half-life (6 h), which allow for diagnosis without expos-
ing patients to high radiation dose. The rich chemistry of tech-
netium further facilitates the preparation of various diagnostic
radiopharmaceuticals. In addition, 99mTc can be produced by
the β− decay of Molybdenum-99 (99Mo) from the 99Mo/99mTc
generator, which provides a convenient and reliable supply of
this radionuclide in nuclear medicine departments all over the
world.3

Currently, most of the 99Mo is produced by the fission of
enriched uranium-235 in six nuclear reactors worldwide.4

Unfortunately, the reliability of 99Mo production has been
affected in the past few years due to sudden shutdowns and

maintenance of some reactors, leading to a global 99Mo supply
shortage in 2009.5 In addition, this route has a 99Mo yield of
6.1%, producing a huge amount of nuclear waste.6,7 Due to
these main problems, alternative production routes to produce
99Mo have been explored, such as the (n, γ) and (γ, n) reactions
from 98Mo and 100Mo respectively. If those routes became a
reality, more than 75 research reactors and many accelerators
worldwide could be utilized to produce 99Mo.8,9

However, 99Mo produced by (n, γ) and (γ, n) reactions has
low specific activity and the commercial generator material
cannot be used because of the low adsorption capacity of the
alumina column (2–20 mg g−1) currently used.10 There are two
options to overcome this limitation. One of the solutions is
increasing the amount of adsorbents and the other one is
exploring new adsorbents with higher adsorption capacity.
Using more adsorbents is not a desired option, since it will
increase the size of the generator causing more shielding and
costs. Furthermore, large elution volumes will produce 99mTc
with low concentration, which complicates its medical appli-
cation. Therefore, it is necessary to develop adsorbents with a
higher adsorption capacity. Many efforts have been carried out
to implement the use of low specific activity 99Mo by investi-
gating porous materials with good adsorption properties.
Some traditional materials such as mesoporous Al2O3,

11 Al-
TUD-1,12 TiO2,

13 ZrO2 and CeO2
14–16 were researched as adsor-
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bents to develop a 99Mo/99mTc generator. In all cases, improved
molybdenum adsorption capacities (50–230 mg g−1) with
acceptable 99mTc elution efficiency have been achieved.
However, these new adsorbents still have limited surface area
and adsorption sites, which restricts fabricating clinical-grade
99Mo/99mTc generator for widespread application in nuclear
medicine. Hence, the development of new-generation adsor-
bents with higher adsorption capacity is very meaningful and
necessary to realize a generator available for clinical appli-
cation using low specific activity 99Mo.

Metal–organic frameworks (MOFs) have gained consider-
able attention and exhibit excellent prospects in many appli-
cations, including purification,17,18 drug delivery,19 adsorption
and separation20,21 because of their high surface area, easily
functionalized cavities and controlled porosity.22,23 Our pre-
vious work showed that UiO-66 MOF was a great adsorbent for
the preparation of 99Mo/99mTc generator.24,25 Based on the pre-
vious promising results we attempted to further increase the
adsorption capacity using MOFs. We choose two zirconium

MOFs (PCN-222 and PCN-224) due to their higher surface area
and bigger pore sizes, which are expected to result in the high
loading of molybdenum ions while retaining their high chemi-
cal stability.

Although the structures of PCN-222 and PCN-224 are based
on tetra(4-carboxyphenyl) porphyrin (TCPP) linker, they have 8
and 6 linker coordination with Zr6 clusters, respectively.
PCN-222 has two types of pores, i.e. micropores with a dia-
meter of ∼1.2 nm and mesopores with a diameter of ∼3.7 nm,
while PCN-224 has only micropores with a diameter of
∼1.9 nm (as shown in Fig. 1). In this work, we synthesized the
two MOFs and evaluated their Mo adsorption performance
including kinetics, isotherms and capacity at different Mo con-
centrations and pH. Furthermore, the adsorption mechanism
was also investigated by XPS and FT-IR to reveal the interaction
between Mo species and the adsorbents. Finally, adsorption
batch and column experiments using 99Mo were carried out to
determine their potential as adsorbents for 99Mo/99mTc
generator.

Fig. 1 The crystallographic structures of PCN-222 and PCN-224. Color: C, gray; O, red; H, white; N, blue; Zr, pink.
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2. Experimental section
2.1 Materials

All chemical reagents were ordered from the indicated suppli-
ers and used without further purification. Zirconium(IV) chlor-
ide (≥99.5%) was purchased from Alfa Aesar. N,N-
Dimethylformamide (DMF, 99.8%), benzoic acid (≥99.5%),
Tetrakis(4-carboxyphenyl) porphyrin (97%) were purchased
from Sigma Aldrich.

2.2 Synthesis of PCN-222 and PCN-224

PCN-222 was synthesized based on previous literature with a
few modifications using the solvothermal method.26,27 First,
150 mg of ZrOCl2·8H2O (465 μmol) was added to 40 mL of
DMF by magnetic stirring for 30 min and 116 mg of TCPP
(147 μmol) was added afterward. Then, 19 mL of formic acid
solution was introduced and the mixture was further stirred
for 15 min. Finally, the solution was transferred to a Teflon-
lined autoclave and heated at 130 °C for 3 days. After
cooling down to room temperature, the precipitation was col-
lected and washed with DMF and acetone for three times,
respectively. The final product was dried at room
temperature.

The synthesis of PCN-224 was prepared according to pre-
vious research.28 Briefly, 30 mg of ZrCl4, 10 mg of TCPP and
400 mg of benzoic acid were ultrasonically dissolved for
20 min in 2 mL of DMF. Then the solution was heated at
120 °C for 24 h by an electric furnace. After cooling to room
temperature, the precipitation was washed with DMF and
acetone three times, respectively. Finally, the sample was
immersed in acetone for over 12 h and dried at 80 °C for 6 h
under vacuum.

2.3 Characterization

Powder X-ray diffraction was collected with PANalytical X’Pert
Pro pw3040/60 diffractometer equipped with Cu Kα radiation
under the condition of 45 kV and 40 mA. Nitrogen adsorption
at 77 K was performed using a Micromeritics Tristar II and the
samples were pre-treated at 150 °C for 16 h under vacuum
before measurement. Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy
(FT-IR) was carried out by a NICOLET 6700 instrument in a
wavenumber range of 400–4000 cm−1 at room temperature.
The crystal morphology was observed using scanning electron
microscopy (Leo Supra 50, Zeiss). The zeta potential was col-
lected in a pH range of 2–10 to determine the surface charge
of adsorbents by a Malvern ZetaSizer nano-ZS instrument. The
suspension was prepared by dispersing 0.3 ± 0.1 mg of sample
into 1 mL of solutions with different pH values. The concen-
tration of the different molybdenum solutions was determined
by inductively coupled plasma optical emission spectroscopy
(ICP-OES, Optima 4300, Perkin and Elmer). The chemical
states of composing elements of MOFs were analyzed by
K-Alpha X-ray photoelectron spectra (XPS, ThermoFisher
Scientific).

2.4 Molybdenum adsorption

Molybdenum adsorption isotherms of PCN-222 and PCN-224
were carried out at different pH (2–9) and initial molybdenum
concentrations (0.1–20 mg mL−1) by batch experiments. The
stock solution was prepared by dissolving 3 g of MoO3 into
1.8 g of NaOH (1M) solution and the pH of the solution was
adjusted to predetermined values. Then, the stock solution
was diluted to prepare molybdenum solutions with different
concentrations. Typically, 6 ± 0.5 mg of adsorbent was added
into Eppendorf tubes containing 1 mL Mo solution with
different initial concentrations. The mixture was shaken at
25 °C for 24 h by a temperature-controlled shaker with 1400
rpm. Then all Eppendorf tubes were centrifuged and the con-
centration in the supernatant was analyzed by ICP-OES. The
molybdenum uptake of the adsorbents in batch was deter-
mined by the following equation:

qe ¼ ðC0 � CeÞ � V
m

ð1Þ

where qe and Ce (mg mL−1) are the molybdenum uptake and
concentration at equilibrium, respectively. C0 represents the
initial Mo concentration. V (mL) denotes the volume of solu-
tion and m (mg) is the mass of the adsorbent. The molyb-
denum adsorption kinetics and the effect of pH on adsorption
were also carried out and more details can be found in the
ESI.†

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Molybdenum adsorption studies

3.1.1 Effects of pH. The effects of pH on the Mo adsorption
on PCN-222 and PCN-224 were conducted in a pH range of
2–10 and initial molybdenum concentration of 5 mg mL−1.
The results are shown in Fig. 2(a). It can be observed that the
molybdenum uptake of PCN-222 decreased continuously from
457 mg g−1 (pH = 2) to 140 mg g−1 (pH = 10) with increasing
pH value. The uptake on PCN-224 decreased slightly from pH
2 (332 mg g−1) to 3 (321 mg g−1) and then decreased to 145 mg
g−1 at pH 8.7. The zeta potential, which reflects the surface
charge of the adsorbents, is shown in Fig. 2(b). The isoelectric
points (IEPs) of PCN-222 and PCN-224 are between 6.5 and 7.
Meanwhile, the molybdenum species present in the solution
vary with the molybdenum concentration and the pH of the
solution. According to previously reported literature,29,30 when
molybdenum solution of 0.01 M is used, the major molyb-
denum chemical species is Mo7O24

6− at a pH range between 2
and 5; at pH > 5 the dominant species is MoO4

2− (see in
Fig. S1†). When the pH value is less than IEPs, the adsorbents
have positive charges that can interact with the negatively
charged molybdenum species by electrostatic attraction.
However, when the pH value is higher than IEPs, the adsorp-
tion of two adsorbents was found to be still around 140 mg
g−1, which suggests that chemisorption plays a role.

3.1.2 Adsorption kinetics. The molybdenum adsorption
kinetics of PCN-222 and PCN-224 were measured with starting
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concentrations from 1.5 mg mL−1 to 20 mg mL−1 and the
results are shown in Fig. 3(a) and (b). The molybdenum
adsorption uptake of PCN-222 reached equilibrium after 1 h
with an uptake of ∼220 mg g−1 when the initial molybdenum
concentration was 1.5 mg mL−1. The adsorption processes
reached equilibrium within 3 h when the initial molybdenum
concentrations were 5 mg mL−1 and 10 mg mL−1. With
increasing molybdenum concentration (15 mg mL−1 and
20 mg mL−1), the adsorption approached equilibrium after
5 h. This adsorption phenomenon could be attributed to the
dimensions of the molybdenum species and the pore size of
the adsorbent. At the initial adsorption stage, the molyb-
denum species would occupy the preferential adsorption sites
of PCN-222. Subsequently, the large concentration gradient
promotes the diffusion of molybdenum ions to the remaining
adsorption sites. When the molybdenum concentration is
1 mM (ca. 0.1 mg mL−1) at pH = 3, MoO4

2− is the dominant
molybdenum species. When molybdenum concentration is 0.1

M (ca. 10 mg mL−1) at pH = 3, the main molybdenum species
is Mo8O26

4−. Molybdenum species with small sizes at low con-
centrations could rapidly diffuse into the micropores
(∼1.2 nm) and mesopores (∼3.7 nm) in PCN-222. At higher
concentrations, molybdenum species with larger sizes would
have a relatively slow diffusion rate, taking longer to access the
porous structure. In comparison, the adsorption uptake of
PCN-224 can reach 90% of the total adsorption capacity within
1 hour and equilibrium within 2 hours, which appears not to
be influenced much by the molybdenum concentration due to
the larger pore size combined with the smaller crystal size of
PCN-224. In addition, Liu et al. reported that the particle size
of the adsorbent has been shown to have a significant effect
on the adsorption kinetics.31 The morphology and size of two
PCN MOFs were characterized, as shown in Fig. S3.† PCN-222
showed the morphology of hexagonal rod-like crystals and
smooth surface, displaying a width of 2–4 µm and lengths of
dispersed 10–50 µm dimensions, most likely due to breakage

Fig. 2 (a) Effect of pH on the Mo adsorption on PCN-222 and PCN-224 when the initial Mo concentration was 5 mg ml−1; (b) zeta potential of
PCN-222 and PCN-224 as function of pH.

Fig. 3 Molybdenum adsorption kinetics of (a) PCN-222 and (b) PCN-224 at different molybdenum concentration (pH = 3).
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of the crystals. PCN-224 exhibited round rod structure with a
diameter of around 200–400 nm and length from 1 to 10 µm.
Therefore, the bigger particle size and small windows on the
microporous of PCN-222 limit the diffusion of molybdenum
species, leading to slower adsorption and residual surface area
after adsorption (Fig. 5(c)). To further analyze the adsorption
process, the pseudo-first-order and pseudo-second-order
models were employed to fit the experimental data (see ESI†).
The calculated parameters are summarised in Tables S1 and
S2.† The pseudo-second kinetic model of PCN-222 and
PCN-224 has higher correlation coefficient values (R2 > 0.999)
than the pseudo-first-order model, indicating that the Mo
adsorption process can be better described by the pseudo-
second kinetic model. Furthermore, the calculated adsorption
capacities by the pseudo-second kinetic model are consistent
with experimental data for two MOFs, which also indicates the
existence of a chemisorption process.

3.1.3 Molybdenum adsorption isotherms. Molybdenum
adsorption isotherms of PCN-222 and PCN-224 were measured
at pH 3 as function of the equilibrium molybdenum concen-
tration to determine the molybdenum adsorption capacity,
and the results are displayed in Fig. 4(a) and (b). Their molyb-
denum uptake increased to around 350 mg g−1 and can exceed
70% of the adsorption saturation value at low molybdenum
concentration (CMo < 5 mg mL−1). The maximum molybdenum
adsorption capacity of PCN-222 was determined to be around
525 mg g−1, which is higher than that of PCN-224 (455 mg
g−1). To better estimate the adsorption behaviour, the
Freundlich and Langmuir models were applied to fit the
obtained data. The fitted results are depicted in Table S3.† The
R2 values suggested that the Freundlich model could better fit
the molybdenum adsorption isotherms of PCN-222 (96.1%)
and PCN-224 (99.7%), which indicated that the adsorption was
multilayer adsorption on heterogeneous surface.32 The molyb-
denum adsorption capacity of PCN-222 is larger than that of
PCN-224, which may be attributed to its higher surface area
and larger pore size than PCN-224. Moreover, both adsorbents
exhibit excellent Mo adsorption performance compared to the

previously reported adsorbents (Table 1). When compared to
other MOFs, UiO-66 (Zr) has a relatively lower adsorption
capacity (335 mg g−1) because of its smaller pore size, which
restricts the adsorption of large-sized molybdenum species.24

UiO-66 (Ce) has adsorption capacity of 475 mg g−1 due to the
formed defects that generated extra adsorption sites.25

3.2 Molybdenum adsorption mechanism

To observe the structural information after molybdenum
adsorption, the XRD patterns of PCN-222 and PCN-224 were
recorded and are shown in Fig. 5(a) and (b). All diffraction
peaks of PCN-222 and PCN-224 before adsorption match well
with their corresponding calculated patterns,40,41 which
demonstrates that PCN-222 and PCN-224 with good crystalline
structure were synthesized. After molybdenum adsorption, the
intensity of the diffraction pattern of PCN-222 was greatly
decreased and the two peaks at 7.09° and 7.29° disappeared,

Fig. 4 Molybdenum adsorption isotherm of (a) PCN-222 and (b) PCN-224 at pH 3. Adsorption curves were fitted by the Langmuir (blue) and
Freundlich models (red).

Table 1 Summary of the static Mo adsorption capacity of various
adsorbents

Adsorbents
Mo adsorption
capacity (mg g−1)

Surface area
(m2 g−1) Ref.

TUD-1 112 402 12
Hydrous MnO2 50 — 33
Hydrous TiO2 230 — 13
Al-dropped mesoporous
SiO2

16.8 463 34

Mesoporous γ-Al2O3 56.2 251 35
Nanocrystalline γ-Al2O3 200 252 36
Nano Zr(OH)4 gel 292 151 37
Macro/
mesoporousγ-Al2O3

250 542 38

Al99Mo gel 364 — 39
UiO-66 (Zr) 335 1624 24
Form-UiO-66 296 1653 24
UiO-66-NH2 131 295 24
UiO-66-NO2 227 575 24
UiO-66 (Ce) 475 1140 25
PCN-222 525 1882 This work
PCN-224 455 1467 This work
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which can be attributed to the partial occupation of the
pores by Mo ions,42 causing diminishment of X-ray diffraction.
At the same time, all diffraction peaks of PCN-224 disappeared
after adsorption except a tiny peak at 4.6° because the
material was completely saturated with adsorbed Mo, resulting
in a loss of long-range order in the crystal structure of the
framework.

The surface area of PCN-222 and PCN-224 was determined
by the nitrogen adsorption–desorption technique, as displayed

in Fig. 5(c) and (d). The adsorption isotherms of PCN-222 with
a type IV curve have two plateaus at relatively lower pressure
and P/P0 = 0.3, corresponding to 1.2 nm micropores and
3.7 nm mesopores, respectively. While the nitrogen adsorption
isotherms of PCN-224 belong to the type I curve, indicating
microporosity. After molybdenum adsorption, the surface area
and pore volume of PCN-222 decreased from 1882 m2 g−1 and
1.22 cm3 g−1 to 471 m2 g−1 and 0.31 cm3 g−1, respectively
(Table S4†), which demonstrates that the molybdenum species

Fig. 5 XRD patterns of (a) PCN-222 and (b) PCN-224; N2 adsorption isotherms of (c) PCN-222 and (d) PCN-224; FT-IR spectra of (e) PCN-222 and
(f ) PCN-224 before and after molybdenum adsorption using molybdenum concentration of 20 mg ml−1 (pH = 3).

Research Article Inorganic Chemistry Frontiers

2244 | Inorg. Chem. Front., 2023, 10, 2239–2249 This journal is © the Partner Organisations 2023

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

2 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
22

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 6

/1
4/

20
26

 7
:0

3:
57

 P
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

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2qi01919a


enter the pores of PCN-222, indicating favourable molyb-
denum adsorption.

The relatively high residual surface area indicates that the
material is not fully saturated or that there are some pores that
Mo species cannot reach. The surface area and pore volume of
PCN-224 before adsorption are 1467 m2 g−1 and 0.56 cm3 g−1,
respectively, which decreased to 13 m2 g−1 and 0.002 cm3 g−1

after adsorption, respectively. These results suggest that all the
adsorption sites of PCN-224 are accessible and were occupied
by molybdenum species.

The FT-IR spectra of PCN-222 and PCN-224 before and after
molybdenum adsorption are shown in Fig. 5(e) and (f),
respectively. Two new peaks at 908 cm−1 and 948 cm−1 for
both MOFs after adsorption can be observed, demonstrating
the presence of the Mo species (MovO).43,44 The peak at
650 cm−1, which is attributed to the vibration of Zr–OH, is
weaken for the two materials after adsorption, indicating that
there is an interaction between the Mo species and the
hydroxyl groups via hydrogen bonds.24 The peak at 966 cm−1

corresponding to the N–H in-plane bending vibration of pyrro-
lic nitrogen disappeared after Mo adsorption,45 suggesting an
interaction between the –NH groups and the Mo species.46

To explore the possible adsorption mechanism, the surface
composition and chemical states of the adsorbents were ana-
lyzed by XPS. Fig. 6(a) shows the full view of the XPS spectra of
PCN-222 before and after molybdenum adsorption. The
primary peaks of C 1s, O 1s, N 1s and Zr 3d can be observed in
PCN-222 before and after Mo adsorption. The appearance of
new peaks after Mo adsorption at 231.7 eV, 234.87 eV and
415.1 eV, which are attributed to Mo 3d5/2, Mo 3d3/2 and Mo
3p, respectively (Fig. 6b), indicates that Mo is successfully
adsorbed by the adsorbents. Fig. 6(c) shows the Zr 3d spectra
PCN-222, which was deconvoluted to two peaks of Zr 3d5/2 at
182.21 eV and Zr 3d3/2 at 184.58 eV.47 After Mo adsorption,
these two peaks shifted to 181.8 eV and 184.17 eV. The
binding energy shifts to lower energy caused by the increased
electron density on the Zr surface, which may be ascribed to
the formation of Mo–O–Zr coordination bonds via donating

Fig. 6 (a) Full view XPS spectrum; (b) Mo 3d; (c) Zr 3d and (d) N 1s of PCN-222 before and after molybdenum adsorption.
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one pair of electrons from the Mo species.24 The N 1s spectrum of
PCN-222 before adsorption, as shown in Fig. 6(d), can be divided
into two peaks at 398.95 eV and 397.16 eV, which are assigned to
pyrrolic N and pyridinic N, respectively.48 Their binding energies
moved to 398.79 eV and 397.02 eV after Mo adsorption. This small
energy shift indicates the weak interaction between Mo species
and N atoms. Due to the relatively larger electronegativity of Mo
oxyanions, the electron cloud density of N would decrease, leading
to the decrease binding energy. Moreover, the C 1s spectra of
PCN-222 (Fig. S4†) before adsorption could be divided into three
peaks at 284.4 eV, 285.4 eV and 288.2 eV, which are attributed to
O–CvO, C–N and C–C/C–H, respectively.49

The XPS survey spectra of PCN-224 before and after Mo
adsorption is displayed in Fig. 7(a) and the strong peaks of Mo
observed for the PCN-224 after adsorption can be observed.
High-resolution XPS spectra of Mo 3d is shown in Fig. 7(b)
and two peaks at 234.78 eV and 231.61 eV are ascribed to Mo
3d3/2 and Mo 3d5/2, respectively. Fig. 7(c) shows the compari-
son between PCN-224 and PCN-224-Mo and no shifts can be
observed, indicating that there is no charge in the redistribu-
tion of the Zr atoms. As shown in Fig. 7(d), the N 1s spectra of
PCN-224 can be fitted with two separate peaks, which are
attributed to pyrrolic N and pyridinic N. After Mo adsorption,

the peak of pyrrolic N shifted from 398.94 eV to 398.18 eV,
suggesting the occurrence of interaction between Mo species
and pyrrolic groups, which is consistent with the analysis of
FT-IR results. In the C 1s spectra of PCN-224 (see in Fig. S5†),
the binding energy of O–CvO moved from 288.2 eV to 288.6
eV and the higher binding energy shift suggests the electron
loss of this chemical bond, leading to structural change,
which is consistent with the XRD and FT-IR results.

Based on the above analysis, the possible molybdenum
adsorption mechanisms seem to be derived by hydrogen
bonds, electrostatic attraction and coordination interaction.
The following is the summary: (1) The molybdenum species
are adsorbed through electrostatic attraction by PCN-222 and
PCN-224, when pH < pHPZC; (2) The adsorption sites on the
metal clusters (hydroxyl groups) and linkers (pyrrolic N) of
PCN-222 serve to interact with molybdenum species through
hydrogen bonds, while the interaction between PCN-224 and
Mo ions mainly occurred with the linkers; (3) Zr–O–Mo coordi-
nation interaction only appears in PCN-222, which is probably
ascribed to its higher number of hydroxyl groups (Zr6(µ3-OH)8)
and lower volumetric density of TCPP linkers (1.9 mmol cm−3)
compared with that of PCN-224 (Zr6(µ3-O)4(µ3-OH)4 and
3.6 mmol cm−3).50

Fig. 7 (a) XPS survey spectra; (b) Mo 3d; (c) Zr 3d and (d) N 1s of PCN-224 before and after molybdenum adsorption.
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3.3 PCN-222 and PCN-224 as adsorbents for the 99Mo/99mTc
generator

To further support the feasibility of PCN MOFs in practical
application, their adsorption performance in batch and
column mode was examined utilizing 99Mo. The results
showed that the 99Mo batch adsorption capacity of PCN-222
and PCN-224 was 365 mg g−1 and 336 mg g−1, respectively,
when the initial Mo concentration was 5 mg mL−1, which is
consistent with the results obtained using non-active molyb-
denum. The 99mTc elution performance of PCN-222 and
PCN-224 as adsorbents for 99Mo/99mTc generator was sub-
sequently evaluated. The generator was washed using saline
solution (pH = 6.1) after one day of 99mTc ingrowth. The
detailed elution results can be found in Tables S5 and S6.†
The elution yield of 99mTc for PCN-222 and PCN-224 was about
30% and 8%, respectively. The low elution yield was most
likely caused by the inappropriate pH (<IEPs) of the saline
solution. To improve the elution yield, saline solutions with
different pH values were applied to elute the 99Mo/99mTc gen-
erator fabricated with PCN-222 as shown in Table 2. It can be
observed that the elution efficiency of 99mTc increased gradu-
ally with the increasing pH of the saline solution, reaching
about 56% when the pH of the saline solution was 9.6.
Meanwhile, the amount of 99Mo was about 2% in all eluted
fractions, which is higher than the limit of 0.1% based on the
requirements of the International Pharmacopoeia (IP) (World
Health Organization, 2009).51 The zirconium breakthrough
was less than the ICP-OES detection limit (i.e. 10 ppb) and is
not considered to be a problem. At the same time, the pH of
the saline elution had hardly any influence on the 99mTc
elution efficiency for PCN-224 (Table S7†), showing low
efficiencies (∼3%), which indicates that PCN-224 could be con-
sidered as candidates for the immobilization of technetium.
The results show that PCN-222 could be a promising candidate
as molybdenum adsorbent for 99Mo/99mTc generator. However,
higher elution efficiency and lower molybdenum breakthrough
have to be pursued by optimizing the separation conditions
for practical medical application in the future.

4. Conclusions

The metal–organic frameworks PCN-222 and PCN-224 were
synthesized and their molybdenum adsorption performance
was studied at different pH and molybdenum concentrations.
The molybdenum adsorption capacity of PCN-222 and
PCN-224 could reach up to 525 mg g−1 and 455 mg g−1,

respectively. XPS, FT-IR and zeta potential were employed to
understand the interaction between molybdenum ions and
MOFs. It was demonstrated that high surface area MOFs with
big porous structures can improve molybdenum adsorption
capacity by electrostatic attraction, hydrogen bond and coordi-
nation bonds. The 99mTc elution yield of 99Mo/99mTc generator
using PCN-222 and PCN-224 as adsorbents was about 30% and
8%, respectively, when the pH of the saline solution was 6.1. A
higher elution yield (56%) for the PCN-222 based generator
can be obtained by increasing the pH of the saline solution to
9.6, but a relatively high 99Mo breakthrough (∼2%) was
observed. Future studies will be done by improving 99mTc
elution yield and reducing 99Mo breakthrough under different
conditions so that PCN-222 possessing high molybdenum
adsorption capacity can be used as adsorbent for the
99Mo/99mTc generator in eventual clinical application.
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Table 2 Elution parameters of PCN-222 based 99Mo/99mTc generator using eluent having different pH values

Elution no. pH Time of growth (h) Elution yield (%) 99Mo breakthrough (%) Zr breakthrough (ppm)

1 6.1 24 31.3 1.9 <0.01
2 24 52.4 2.0 <0.01
3 7.9 25 45.0 2.4 <0.01
4 24 49.0 2.4 <0.01
5 9.6 23 56.4 2.2 <0.01
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