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Universitätsstraße 25, 33615 Bielefeld, Germ
eDepartment of Physics and Astronomy, Un

Correa Road, Honolulu, HI 96822, USA

† Electronic supplementary informa
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3ra01301d

Cite this: RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181

Received 25th February 2023
Accepted 3rd May 2023

DOI: 10.1039/d3ra01301d

rsc.li/rsc-advances

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by
rospheres with bimodal size
distribution and hierarchical porosity via
hydrothermal carbonization of trehalose†

Martin Wortmann, *a Waldemar Keil,b Elise Diestelhorst,c Michael Westphal,a
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Hydrothermal carbonization (HTC) is an efficient thermochemical method for the conversion of organic

feedstock to carbonaceous solids. HTC of different saccharides is known to produce microspheres (MS)

with mostly Gaussian size distribution, which are utilized as functional materials in various applications,

both as pristine MS and as a precursor for hard carbon MS. Although the average size of the MS can be

influenced by adjusting the process parameters, there is no reliable mechanism to affect their size

distribution. Our results demonstrate that HTC of trehalose, in contrast to other saccharides, results in

a distinctly bimodal sphere diameter distribution consisting of small spheres with diameters of (2.1 ± 0.2)

mm and of large spheres with diameters of (10.4 ± 2.6) mm. Remarkably, after pyrolytic post-

carbonization at 1000 °C the MS develop a multimodal pore size distribution with abundant macropores

> 100 nm, mesopores > 10 nm and micropores < 2 nm, which were examined by small-angle X-ray

scattering and visualized by charge-compensated helium ion microscopy. The bimodal size distribution

and hierarchical porosity provide an extraordinary set of properties and potential variables for the tailored

synthesis of hierarchical porous carbons, making trehalose-derived hard carbon MS a highly promising

material for applications in catalysis, filtration, and energy storage devices.
1. Introduction

Hydrothermal carbonization (HTC) enables the energy-efficient
conversion of sustainable readily-available carbonaceous feed-
stock into carbon-enriched solids, referred to as hydrochar.1–3

Basically any kind of aqueous solution or dispersion of carbo-
naceous feedstock can be carbonized at low temperatures
(usually less than 300 °C) under autogenous pressure. HTC of
saccharides is known to produce microspherical hydrochar.4

Numerous saccharides, such as glucose,5,6 sucrose,7 cyclodex-
trin,8 fructose,9 xylose,10 cellulose,11 agarose12 and starch,13 have
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been shown to result in microspheres (MS) with mostly
Gaussian size distributions. The underlying chemical mecha-
nisms during HTC of saccharides include dehydration,
condensation, polymerization, and aromatization.14,15 To
improve stability, porosity and electrochemical properties, the
pristine microspheres (pMS) can be converted into hard carbon
microspheres (HCMS), either by high-temperature chemical
activation or by purely pyrolytic post-carbonization in an inert
atmosphere. The latter has been extensively studied for
numerous applications including water treatment,16–18 catalyst
support materials,19 carbon composites,20–22 and electrode
materials for supercapacitors,23,24 fuel cells25,26 or batteries.27–30

HCMS have the advantage over other forms of hard carbon of
high packing density and structural stability with good acces-
sibility of the pores for liquid media such as electrolytes.31

In this work, we demonstrate that HTC of trehalose, in
contrast to the other saccharides, results in microspherical
hydrochar with a distinctly bimodal sphere diameter distribu-
tion. Trehalose is a disaccharide consisting of two glucose units
bonded via a strong a,a-1,1-glycosidic linkage (Fig. 1), making it
one of the most chemically stable saccharides.32 It is found in
numerous organisms, such as bacteria, yeast, fungi, insects,
invertebrates, and lower and higher plants, where it primarily
RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189 | 14181
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Fig. 1 Schematic overview of the synthesis.
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View Article Online
but not exclusively serves as a carbon and energy source.33

Because of its protective effects against freezing and dehydra-
tion, trehalose is already commercially used as ingredient in
food, health, and pharmaceutical products, thus being afford-
able and readily available.34 Moreover, trehalose has been found
to exhibit bioprotective properties, likely due to its interaction
with lipid membranes.35,36 Compared to most disaccharides,
trehalose is essentially nonreducing, highly resistant to hydro-
lysis, and more stable to heat and a wide pH range,32 all of these
strongly affecting the course of chemical reactions involved in
HTC.

This study focuses on the morphology, composition, and
microstructure of trehalose-derived microspheres (Tre-MS). The
composition was examined both in pristine form (Tre-pMS) and
aer pyrolytic carbonization (Tre-HCMS) using 13C solid-state
nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy (NMR), energy-
dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDX), X-ray photoelectron spec-
troscopy (XPS), and Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy
(FTIR). The morphology and crystallinity were studied by
helium ion microscopy (HIM), nitrogen physisorption, X-ray
diffraction (XRD), small-angle X-ray scattering (SAXS) and
Raman spectroscopy. The results have been thoroughly
compared to glucose-derived microspheres (Glu-MS) before
(Glu-pMS) and aer pyrolysis (Glu-HCMS). Glucose, the mono-
mer of trehalose, being amore widely used saccharide feedstock
for HTC,37,38 is particularly suitable for a comparison, as all
differences in the resulting MS can be directly attributed to the
existence of the glycosidic linkage of trehalose.

Strong compositional similarities were found between Tre-
MS and Glu-MS, with a cross-linked furan-based polymeric
structure before, and nano-crystalline sp2-dominated hard-
carbon structure aer pyrolysis. However, Tre-MS, in contrast
to other microspherical hydrochars, showed a distinctly
bimodal size distribution, with both sphere types exhibiting
signicantly less aggregation and larger sphere diameters than
Glu-MS. Remarkably, Tre-MS showed a multimodal pore size
distribution at multiple scales with abundant macropores of
>50 nm, mesopores of >10 nm and micropores of <2 nm. Such
hierarchical porous carbons are highly desirable for a variety of
applications as they provide high accessibility of their micro-
pores for a large adsorption capacity both through the voids
between the spheres and through macro- and mesopores at the
14182 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189
surface of the spheres.39 HCMS are widely studied in many
elds of material science due to their simple synthesis and
favorable properties, however, only fewmethods are known that
can substantially affect the morphology. The bimodal size
distribution, large surface area, and hierarchical porosity of Tre-
HCMS provide an extraordinary set of properties and potential
variables for the tailored synthesis of new hierarchical porous
carbons for applications in catalysis, ltration, and especially
energy storage devices like super-capacitors or metal ion
batteries.

2. Materials and methods
Sample preparation

As illustrated in Fig. 1, the pristine samples Tre-pMS and Glu-
pMS were synthesized via HTC at 180 °C for 24 h using
aqueous solutions of trehalose ($98% D-(+)-trehalose dihydrate;
Carl Roth) and glucose ($99.5% D-(+)-glucose monohydrate;
Carl Roth), respectively. Both solutions were prepared from
2.64 g saccharide (unhydrated mass) and 17.36 g (∼17.4 ml)
distilled water. Aer cooling to room temperature, the pMS were
rinsed with distilled water by suction ltration until the water
became clear, followed by drying at 60 °C for 12 h. Subsequent
pyrolysis was carried out in a tube furnace under a constant
nitrogen ow of 150 ml min−1 ($99.999%) at 1000 °C for 1 h
(isothermal phase) approached with a constant heating rate of
10 °C min−1.

Characterization

All samples were imaged with a HIM Orion Plus (Carl Zeiss)
using an acceleration voltage of 33.4–33.8 kV, a beam current of
0.2–0.4 pA and spot control of 6.5–7.0. In contrast to electron
microscopy, scanning with He+ ions generates positive surface
charges on non-conductive samples, allowing the use of an
electron ood gun for charge compensation. The samples could
thus be imaged at nanometer resolution without the need for
a conductive metal coating.40 Experimental parameters were
adjusted for each sampling region to optimize charge
compensation.

The weight loss during pyrolysis was measured by ther-
mogravimetric analysis (TGA) with a SDT 650 thermoanalyzer
(TA Instruments). Differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) was
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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View Article Online
performed with a DSC-3 device (Mettler-Toledo). Both TGA and
DSC were measured at 10 °C min−1. DSC was measured only up
to the device's temperature limit of 500 °C.

The surface area was obtained from nitrogen physisorption
experiments carried out with an Autosorb-6B (Quantachrome
Corporation) instrument at 77 K; Brunauer–Emmett–Teller
(BET) theory was utilized to calculate the BET surface area in
a relative pressure range that was determined by Rouquerol
criteria.41,42

The bulk composition was determined by EDX at 20 kV
acceleration voltage using a FEI Helios Nanolab 600 dual beam
electron microscope (FEI Germany, now Thermo Fisher Scien-
tic) at three different regions with 2 min acquisition time each
(concentration values were averaged).

The surface chemistry was analyzed by XPS in an Omicron
Multiprobe Ultra High Vacuum system (Scienta Omicron) at 7×
10−11 mbar using Al Ka irradiation. An electron ood gun was
used for charge mitigation. Peaks were deconvoluted following
a protocol proposed by Smith et al.43

FTIR spectroscopy in attenuated total reection (ATR) mode
was performed with an FT/IR-4100 spectrometer (JASCO). The
spectra were averaged over 32 scans, corrected for CO2 and H2O
absorption and a background correction was applied.

13C magic angle spinning (MAS) NMR was performed at
a resonance frequency of 75.39 MHz and a temperature of 25 °C
using an Apollo spectrometer (Tecmag) equipped with a wide-
bore 300 MHz magnet (Oxford Instruments) and a 4 mm MAS
probe (Bruker). The spinning frequency was set to 7 or 10 kHz.
The spectra were recorded with a spectral width of ±100 kHz,
a pulse duration of 3.5 ms, 8192 time-domain data points, 4096
scans, and 5 s recycling delay. An exponential apodization
Fig. 2 Microsphere morphology of Tre-MS: helium ion microscopy of
colorized and the backgrounds are blackened (unedited images are given
(c) Schematic illustration of the sphere morphology.

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
corresponding to a line width of 100 Hz was used to smoothen
the spectra. The spectra were externally referenced to the
methine carbon signal of adamantane at 29.5 ppm.

SAXS measurements were performed using a Xeuss SAXS/
WAXS system (Xenocs) with a Cu Ka source (l = 1.541 Å) and
a Pilatus 300K hybrid pixel detector (Dectris). The scattering
intensity of the sample was normalized with glassy carbon type
2 as a calibration standard.44 Samples were measured at three
detector distances (2777 cm, 830 cm, 20 cm) to cover a q-range
from 0.01 Å−1 to 2.08 Å−1. Only data with a small standard
deviation are shown in the overlap regions.

XRD patterns were recorded with a powder diffractometer
X'Pert Pro MPD (PANalytical) in Bragg–Brentano conguration
using Cu Ka radiation.

Raman spectroscopy was carried out with a LabRAM Aramis
spectrometer (HORIBA Europe) in backscattering mode with
a CCD detector and a 633 nm helium neon laser. A background
correction was applied to the spectra.
3. Results and discussion

To examine the sphere morphology, all samples were imaged by
HIM before and aer pyrolysis (Fig. 2). For accurate sphere
diameter determination, multiple sample regions have been
imaged;45 the results are shown in the ESI Fig. 1 and 2.† The
images reveal a polydisperse, distinctly bimodal sphere diam-
eter distribution of Tre-MS (Fig. 3A) with small spheres of (2.1 ±

0.2) mm and large spheres of (10.4 ± 2.6) mm. Aer pyrolysis, the
mean sphere diameters shrank by 21% to (1.7 ± 0.2) mm and by
24% to (7.9 ± 2.0) mm, respectively. Both types are signicantly
larger and less aggregated compared to Glu-MS (see ESI Fig. 2†).
(a) Tre-pMS before and (b) Tre-HCMS after pyrolysis. The images are
in ESI Fig. 3†). The white rectangles indicate magnified image sections.

RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189 | 14183

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3ra01301d


Fig. 3 Size and composition of Tre-pMS (blue) and Tre-HCMS (red) compared to Glu-pMS (pale blue) and Glu-HCMS (pale red): (a) sphere
diameter distribution (inset shows average values with standard deviation and shrinkage). 6 micrographs were evaluated per sample in different
regions (see ESI Fig. 1 and 2†). Each Gaussian represents 250 sphere diameters. The area under the curves does not reflect absolute abundance,
as the smaller spheres vastly outnumber the bigger ones. For clarity, the x-axis is divided into two areas with different scaling. (b) TGA and DSC
measurements during pyrolysis of the pMS. (c) Relative oxygen and carbon content (contents of Glu-MS shown in pale colors) as measured by
EDX (bulk: information depth in the micrometer range) and XPS (surface: information depth only few nanometer). The numbers at the bottom
and top of the bars represent the carbon and oxygen concentration, respectively.
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The initially smooth topography of the small and large spheres
changed to one exhibiting homogeneously distributed macro-
pores of ca. 120–180 nm (notably only at the outer surface, not at
breakages) aer pyrolysis. However, only the large spheres ob-
tained mesopores of ca. 10–20 nm, hardly resolved by HIM. The
charge compensation capability of the HIMmakes it possible to
visualize mesopores in the superstructure of HCMS without
conductive coating, which would otherwise be unobservable. As
known from studies of sucrose-derived HCMS,46 pyrolysis leads
to the formation of oxygen-rich nanoclusters between 550 °C
and 700 °C, which fully decompose up to 850 °C leaving behind
equally sized pores. However, for Tre-HCMS, on the surface of
the small spheres (Fig. 2B, top right) such nanoclusters (white
spots) can still be seen aer pyrolysis at 1000 °C, whereas the
clusters on the large spheres have already turned into pores.
From this, it can be concluded that the large and small spheres
undergo different pyrolytic processes, resulting in differences in
composition or density.

The mass decrease during pyrolysis was monitored by TGA
(Fig. 3B). Up to about 100 °C, Tre-MS lose about 7.5% moisture
by endothermic evaporation, which is substantially more than
in the case of Glu-MS, losing only 4.8%. Glu-MS show a small
peak in the 1st derivative at 200 °C due to decomposition of
residual glucose. No such feature is seen for Tre-MS, indicating
precursor-free char formation. Both samples undergo a fast
pyrolytic carbonization phase in the same temperature range
from ca. 300 °C to 500 °C. However, Tre-MS decompose at
a lower rate and generate less reaction heat, as measured by
DSC. Above 500 °C Tre-MS show a delayed decomposition
associated with a higher decomposition rate up to 1000 °C.
During the isothermal phase (inset of Fig. 3B), both Tre-MS and
Glu-MS show an almost linear mass loss over time, implying
that their oxygen content can be precisely controlled. Overall,
Tre-MS lost 51.1% and Glu-MS lost 56.3% of their dry mass
during pyrolysis. Notably, with 24 at% Tre-pMS had a substan-
tially higher oxygen content compared to Glu-pMS having only
15 at% (Fig. 3C), suggesting that both trehalose and its hydro-
char exhibit greater resistance to thermal decomposition.
14184 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189
In Tre-MS no signicant difference was observed between
surface and bulk oxygen content (Fig. 3C), as measured by XPS
and EDX, respectively. The bulk oxygen content was about twice
as high in Tre-MS as in Glu-MS, both before and aer pyrolysis,
which is consistent with the TGA results. Glu-MS showed almost
twice as much oxygen at the surface as in the bulk. It should be
noted that the accuracy of quantitative EDX measurements on
light elements such as carbon and oxygen is controversial,
which is why the results should be read with caution.

The chemical structure of saccharide-derived pMS typically
consists of a complex network of cross-linked furan rings with
some amount of embedded formic and levulinic acid resulting
from various reaction routes during HTC involving hydrox-
ymethylfurfural, the dehydrogenation product of glucose.15

Chemical information concerning the samples of this study has
been obtained by IR, NMR and XPS.

The FTIR spectra of both Tre-pMS and Glu-pMS (Fig. 4A)
show the characteristic peaks of saccharide-derived pMS. The
presence of aromatic rings is indicated by C]C ring stretch
vibrations (1600 cm−1; 1510 cm−1) and the C–H out-of-plane
ring bending vibration (780 cm−1). Aliphatic CH2 groups
cause symmetric and asymmetric stretching and deformation
vibrations (2930 cm−1; 2860 cm−1; 1360 cm−1, respectively). The
peak at 1690 cm−1 is caused by C]O stretching vibrations. The
presence of residual water and acids is indicated by the O–H
stretching vibration (3000 cm−1), O–H deformation vibrations
(1400 cm−1; 1290 cm−1) as well as the C–O stretching vibration
(1160 cm−1; 1020 cm−1). The strong C–O–C stretching vibration
band (1160 cm−1) is characteristic for furanic ring structures.
The spectra of the HCMS exhibit no signicant features due to
the absence of functional groups in of the oxygen decient hard
carbon structure.

The 13C NMR spectra (Fig. 4B) were obtained using cross
polarization (CP) for the pMS samples and direct excitation (DE)
for the HCMS samples. No 13C signals polarized via 1H spins
could be acquired for the HCMS conrming scarcity of protons
in the samples. In good agreement with reported spectra, the
following peak assignments were made based the work by
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 4 Chemical composition of Tre-pMS (blue) and Tre-HCMS (red) compared to Glu-pMS (pale blue) and Glu-HCMS (pale red): (a) FTIR
spectra, (b) 13C CP-NMR spectra, (c) deconvoluted XPS core-level spectra (see ESI Fig. 4† for spectra of Glu-MS).
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Bacille et al.15 (the chemical shis given below correspond to the
dotted lines in Fig. 4B): (i) the region above 160 ppm results
from carbonyl signals in ketones and aldehydes (a: 200–220
ppm) and carboxylic acid moieties (b: 175 ppm). (ii) The region
from 100–160 ppm contains signals from sp2–carbon sites,
including those from carbon in graphene-like sheets (e: 130
ppm) and carbon in furan ring structures with signals from the
2nd and 5th (c: 151 ppm, d: 140) as well as 3rd and 4th ring
position (f: 114 ppm). (iii) The region below 70 ppm (g) corre-
sponds to sp3–carbon sites containing signals from mobile and
rigid CHx (x= 1–3) groups. Mind that the assignments shown in
Fig. 4B illustrate only the most abundant structures and ignore
a broad range of possible structural variations. As Tre-pMS and
Glu-pMS are synthesized from very similar precursors, their
overall structure, which can be deduced from FTIR and NMR,
differs only quantitatively. The aliphatic region below 70 ppm is
much less pronounced in Tre-pMS, indicating a lower degree of
furan ring openings during HTC, which can be attributed to the
high hydrolysis resistance of trehalose. Graphene-like struc-
tures are only a minor component of pMS, but dominate the
spectra of HCMS. The 3 peak of Tre-HCMS is narrower and
shied up-eld compared to Glu-HCMS, which is consistent
with a lower degree of carbonization (in agreement with TGA
Fig. 5 Microstructure of Tre-pMS (blue) and Tre-HCMS (red) compared t
data, (b) XRD pattern, and (c) Raman spectra.

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
and EDX), as the growth of graphitic domains increases the
anisotropy of the magnetic susceptibility.47

The surface chemistry of the Tre-MS was analyzed and
compared to Glu-MS using XPS (Fig. 4C). The C 1s and O 1s
spectra of Tre-pMS indicate a typical hydrophilic oxygen-rich
char composition with mostly double-bonded oxygen (O]C)
and single-bonded oxygen moieties at aliphatic carbon sites (O–
C2), and a carbon sp2 to sp3 ratio of about 1.6. Aer pyrolysis,
the oxygen content of Tre-HCMS has strongly reduced and the
majority of the remaining oxygenmoieties is now single-bonded
to aromatic carbon sites (O–C1). The carbon sp2 : sp3 ratio
increased to about 6.3. The aromatization gives rise to the p–p*
shake-up peak, indicating electrical conductivity.48 The absolute
oxygen content of the sphere surface is 25.2% before and 8.2%
aer pyrolysis (Fig. 3C), only marginally higher than that of Glu-
MS with 23.2% before and 7.8% aer pyrolysis.

The sphere microstructure has been examined by nitrogen
adsorption, SAXS, XRD and Raman spectroscopy (Fig. 5). The
pore formation results in a strong increase of the BET surface
area from less than 20 m2 g−1 before pyrolysis to 620 m2 g−1 for
Tre-HCMS and 590 m2 g−1 for Glu-HCMS (isotherms are shown
in ESI Fig. 5†), which is comparable with reported values.46 Such
values are expected, as the BET surface area is primarily
o Glu-pMS (pale blue) and Glu-HCMS (pale red): (a) deconvoluted SAXS

RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189 | 14185
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attributable to microporosity. Both carbonizes samples exhibit
a type I isotherm shape typical for microporous materials. The
uptake of N2 above a relative pressure of 0.2, suggests a meso-
porous component with a very broad distribution, which cannot
be denitively deduced from the isotherms. Here we used SAXS
measurements (Fig. 5A) analyzed by the Porod method as
described by Stevens and Dahn49 (further description in the
ESI†) to conrm the microscopic observations: the underlying
linear function (red line) corresponds to Porod's law and can be
attributed to scattering by inter-spherical voids, which is not
substantially affected by pyrolysis and causes the data of pMS
and HCMS to overlap at low values of the scattering vector q.
The Porod exponent p in q−p, dening the slope of the double
logarithmic plot, was equal to 4 for all samples (the slopes of the
pMS and HCMS are congruent), which is consistent with
a macroscopically smooth surface. The contribution of different
pore sizes extends to different q values, with smaller pores
contributing at higher q values.50 Both HCMS samples devel-
oped pronounced microporosity aer pyrolysis with identical
average pore diameters of 1.45 nm, which is characteristic for
the hard carbon structure of saccharide-derived HCMS.
However, only Tre-HCMS showed signicant signal contribu-
tions towards lower q values attributed to aggregated meso- and
macropores with average diameters of 15.2 and 142 nm,
respectively, which is in excellent agreement with the HIM
images. These results conrm a complete pore hierarchy
including inter-spherical porosity as well as macro-, meso- and
microporosity in Tre-HCMS.

At higher q values, the diffraction peak near q = 8 nm−1 is
attributed to the (002) plane of the graphitic carbon lattice and
marks the transition to the XRD data (Fig. 5B). The XRD data
show 3 main peaks: those at 43.5° and 80.4° are assigned to the
(100) and (110) planes of the graphitic lattice, respectively, and
show substantial narrowing due to pyrolysis. The peak at 22.8°
assigned to the (002) plane, however, does not change, indi-
cating purely lateral growth of the graphitic domains, typical for
a turbostratic hard carbon structure.46 The Raman spectra
(Fig. 5C) show the D band, which is attributed to disorder in the
graphitic lattice and at domain boundaries, and the G band,
which is attributed to in-plane sp2 ring stretching vibrations.
The spectra display the expected increase in the ID/IG height-
ratio (from 0.54 to 1.03) and downshi of the D band (from
1370 to 1330 cm−1) associated with increasing crystallinity
during pyrolysis.51,52 Both XRD and Raman spectra indicate
a slightly reduced crystallinity of Tre-pMS compared to Glu-pMS
and of Tre-HCMS compared to Glu-HCMS, which can be
attributed to its higher oxygen content.

As shown above, Tre-HCMS, unlike Glu-HCMS, show
a bimodal size distribution and a multimodal pore-size distri-
bution. The origin of the bimodal sphere size distribution has
not yet been conclusively elucidated. However, earlier studies
have shown that char formation in HTC of saccharides is
a discontinuous process that starts abruptly when a critical pH
of the process water is reached.53,54 Compared to other common
saccharide precursors for HTC, trehalose is non-reducing (its
anomeric carbons are linked, so that the rings cannot open to
form aldehyde groups) and has a high thermal and hydrolytic
14186 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189
stability in solution, which could lead to two distinct time-
shied chemical reactions, with an earlier onset of char
formation producing larger spheres and a later onset producing
smaller spheres. The reason could be that a glucose molecule
and a glucose cation are formed upon cleavage of the glycosidic
linkage, with the cation being more reactive than the glucose
molecule. This could be examined, for example, by a time-
dependent investigation of the process water. Reportedly,
trehalose possesses a high propensity to form hydrogen bonds
with water and other trehalose molecules in aqueous solutions,
promoting the concentration-dependent aggregation of treha-
lose clusters of various sizes,55 which might affect its reactivity
during HTC. Different starting times for the hydrolysis reaction
depending on the state of aggregation would be conceivable.
Detailed parameter studies of the HTC process could reveal
opportunities to manipulate the resulting size distribution, e.g.,
by using mixtures of different precursors.

With regard to the porosity, it is yet unclear why different
types of spheres developed different kinds of pores. While all
spheres developed microporosity typical for hard carbons, only
Tre-HCMS, both small and large, showed macropores of
comparable size. However, the small spheres had not yet
undergone the transition from oxygen-rich nanoclusters to
mesopores. The HIM images suggest that meso- and macro-
pores are formed exclusively at the sphere surface of Tre-HCMS,
which might be explained by stronger aggregation of oxygen-
rich species during pyrolysis due to their bigger diameters in
comparison to Glu-HCMS. A similar formation mechanism of
meso- and macroporosity was previously observed in sucrose-
based HCMS with an intermediate size distribution compared
to Tre-HCMS and Glu-HCMS.45 Further temperature-resolved
pyrolysis studies could elucidate the role of sphere size and
composition in the pore formation process and thus shed light
on the formation of hierarchical porosity in hard carbons in
general.

4. Conclusion

It was demonstrated that microspherical hydrochar with
distinctly bimodal sphere diameter distribution and hierar-
chical porosity can be synthesized by single-step HTC of
trehalose. Although physicochemical properties, such as
chemical structure, crystallinity and microporosity, are similar
to glucose-derived MS, a substantially higher oxygen content
was observed both before and aer subsequent pyrolysis at
1000 °C, which can be attributed to the temperature and
hydrolysis resistance of trehalose. HIM imaging has shown that
pore formation in the small spheres is not yet complete at 1000 °
C, suggesting that their porosity can be tuned independently
from the large spheres.

Aer pyrolysis, Tre-HCMS, in contrast to other saccharide-
derived HCMS, provide not only the typical inter-spherical
porosity with microporosity of the hard carbon structure, but
also macro- and mesoporosity at the sphere surface. Hierar-
chical porous carbons, especially those derived from bio-mass,
have attracted considerable interest for the synergistic effect of
macro-, meso-, and microporosity in applications such as
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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catalysts, drug delivery, and especially energy storage, where
such properties have already proven benecial.56–59 Moreover, in
such elds, a bimodal sphere diameter distribution could
facilitate parallel interactions with the surrounding medium
like catalysis of different chemical reactions, time-shied drug
release or optimized energy storage. Tre-HCMS are particularly
promising due to their simple and energy-efficient synthesis as
well as the sustainability and availability of trehalose. Their
performance in practical applications is subject to ongoing
research.
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K. Sattler, Ultralight carbon nanofoam from naphtalene-
mediated hydrothermal sucrose carbonization, Carbon,
2015, 95, 434–441, DOI: 10.1016/j.carbon.2015.08.001.

8 Y. Shin, L. Q. Wang, I. T. Bae, B. W. Arey and G. J. Exarhos,
Hydrothermal syntheses of colloidal carbon spheres from
cyclodextrins, J. Phys. Chem. C, 2008, 112(37), 14236–14240,
DOI: 10.1021/jp801343y.

9 P. Modugno and M. M. Titirici, Inuence of Reaction
Conditions on Hydrothermal Carbonization of Fructose,
ChemSusChem, 2021, 14(23), 5271–5282, DOI: 10.1002/
cssc.202101348.

10 Y. Cheng, M. Yang, C. Fang, J. Chen, M. Bai and J. Su,
Controllable morphologies of carbon microspheres via
green hydrothermal method using fructose and xylose,
Chem. Lett., 2017, 46(9), 1400–1402, DOI: 10.1246/cl.170592.

11 S. Yu, X. Dong, P. Zhao, Z. Luo, Z. Sun, X. Yang and H. Zhou,
Decoupled temperature and pressure hydrothermal
synthesis of carbon sub-micron spheres from cellulose,
Nat. Commun., 2022, 13(1), 1–10, DOI: 10.1038/s41467-022-
31352-x.

12 S. Liu, X. Wang, H. Zhao and W. Cai, Micro/nano-scaled
carbon spheres based on hydrothermal carbonization of
agarose, Colloids Surf., A, 2015, 484, 386–393, DOI: 10.1016/
j.colsurfa.2015.08.019.

13 X. Cui, M. Antonietti and S. H. Yu, Structural effects of iron
oxide nanoparticles and iron ions on the hydrothermal
carbonization of starch and rice carbohydrates, Small,
2006, 2(6), 756–759, DOI: 10.1002/smll.200600047.

14 M. Sevilla and A. B. Fuertes, Chemical and structural
properties of carbonaceous products obtained by
hydrothermal carbonization of saccharides, Chem.–Eur. J.,
2009, 15(16), 4195–4203, DOI: 10.1002/chem.200802097.

15 N. Baccile, G. Laurent, F. Babonneau, F. Fayon, M. M. Titirici
and M. Antonietti, Structural characterization of
hydrothermal carbon spheres by advanced solid-state MAS
13C NMR investigations, J. Phys. Chem. C, 2009, 113(22),
9644–9654, DOI: 10.1021/jp901582x.

16 M. Peñas-Garzón, W. H. Abdelraheem, C. Belver,
J. J. Rodriguez, J. Bedia and D. D. Dionysiou, TiO2-carbon
microspheres as photocatalysts for effective remediation of
pharmaceuticals under simulated solar light, Sep. Purif.
Technol., 2021, 119169, DOI: 10.1016/j.seppur.2021.119169.

17 P. Venkataraman, B. Sunkara, J. E. St. Dennis, J. He,
V. T. John and A. Bose, Water-in-trichloroethylene
emulsions stabilized by uniform carbon microspheres,
Langmuir, 2012, 28(2), 1058–1063, DOI: 10.1021/la204215x.

18 H. N. Tran, C. K. Lee, T. V. Nguyen and H. P. Chao,
Saccharide-derived microporous spherical biochar
prepared from hydrothermal carbonization and different
RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189 | 14187

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mtnano.2021.100147
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2015.08.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joei.2018.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.200902812
https://doi.org/10.1002/ange.200352386
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbon.2015.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp801343y
https://doi.org/10.1002/cssc.202101348
https://doi.org/10.1002/cssc.202101348
https://doi.org/10.1246/cl.170592
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31352-x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31352-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.colsurfa.2015.08.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.colsurfa.2015.08.019
https://doi.org/10.1002/smll.200600047
https://doi.org/10.1002/chem.200802097
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp901582x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.seppur.2021.119169
https://doi.org/10.1021/la204215x
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3ra01301d


RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

0 
M

ay
 2

02
3.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 7

/2
3/

20
25

 1
2:

31
:3

8 
PM

. 
 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
pyrolysis temperatures: synthesis, characterization, and
application in water treatment, Environ. Technol., 2018,
39(21), 2747–2760, DOI: 10.1080/09593330.2017.1365941.

19 R. Yang, X. Qiu, H. Zhang, J. Li, W. Zhu, Z. Wang and
L. Chen, Monodispersed hard carbon spherules as
a catalyst support for the electrooxidation of methanol,
Carbon, 2005, 43(1), 11–16, DOI: 10.1016/
j.carbon.2004.08.008.

20 X. Zhu, F. Qian, Y. Liu, D. Matera, G. Wu, S. Zhang and
J. Chen, Controllable synthesis of magnetic carbon
composites with high porosity and strong acid resistance
from hydrochar for efficient removal of organic pollutants:
an overlooked inuence, Carbon, 2016, 99, 338–347, DOI:
10.1016/j.carbon.2015.12.044.

21 X. Zhu, Y. Liu, G. Luo, F. Qian, S. Zhang and J. Chen, Facile
fabrication of magnetic carbon composites from hydrochar
via simultaneous activation and magnetization for
triclosan adsorption, Environ. Sci. Technol., 2014, 48(10),
5840–5848, DOI: 10.1021/es500531c.

22 X. Wang, W. Hao, P. Zhang, A. E. Szego, G. Svensson and
N. Hedin, Macroscopic rods from assembled colloidal
particles of hydrothermally carbonized glucose and their
use as templates for silicon carbide and tricopper silicide,
J. Colloid Interface Sci., 2021, 602, 480–489, DOI: 10.1016/
j.jcis.2021.06.016.

23 P. Guo, Y. Gu, Z. Lei, Y. Cui and X. S. Zhao, Preparation of
sucrose-based microporous carbons and their application
as electrode materials for supercapacitors, Microporous
Mesoporous Mater., 2012, 156, 176–180, DOI: 10.1016/
j.micromeso.2012.02.043.

24 H. Hwang, J. H. Lee, M. A. Ahmed and J. W. Choi, Evaluation
of pyrochar and hydrochar derived activated carbons for
biosorbent and supercapacitor materials, J. Environ.
Manage., 2021, 298, 113436, DOI: 10.1016/
j.jenvman.2021.113436.

25 Z. Wen, Q. Wang, Q. Zhang and J. Li, Hollow carbon spheres
with wide size distribution as anode catalyst support for
direct methanol fuel cells, Electrochem. Commun., 2007,
9(8), 1867–1872, DOI: 10.1016/j.elecom.2007.04.016.

26 J. Feng, R. Cai, E. Magliocca, H. Luo, L. Higgins,
G. L. F. Romario and M. M. Titirici, Iron, Nitrogen
Co-Doped Carbon Spheres as Low Cost, Scalable
Electrocatalysts for the Oxygen Reduction Reaction, Adv.
Funct. Mater., 2021, 31(46), 2102974, DOI: 10.1002/
adfm.202102974.

27 F. Xie, Z. Xu, Z. Guo and M. M. Titirici, Hard carbons for
sodium-ion batteries and beyond, Prog. Energy, 2020, 2(4),
042002, DOI: 10.1088/2516-1083/aba5f5.

28 J. M. Stratford, A. K. Kleppe, D. S. Keeble, P. A. Chater,
S. S. Meysami, C. J. Wright and C. P. Grey, Correlating
local structure and sodium storage in hard carbon anodes:
insights from pair distribution function analysis and solid-
state NMR, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2021, 143(35), 14274–14286,
DOI: 10.1021/jacs.1c06058.

29 Z. Jian, Z. Xing, C. Bommier, Z. Li and X. Ji, Hard carbon
microspheres: potassium-ion anode versus sodium-ion
14188 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 14181–14189
anode, Adv. Energy Mater., 2016, 6(3), 1501874, DOI:
10.1002/aenm.201501874.

30 K. Tang, R. J. White, X. Mu, M. M. Titirici, P. A. van Aken and
J. Maier, Hollow carbon nanospheres with a high rate
capability for lithium-based batteries, ChemSusChem, 2012,
5(2), 400–403, DOI: 10.1002/cssc.201100609.

31 Nagmani, A. Tyagi and S. Puravankara, Insights into the
diverse precursor-based micro-spherical hard carbons as
anode materials for sodium-ion and potassium-ion
batteries, Mater. Adv., 2022, 3, 810–836, DOI: 10.1039/
D1MA00731A.

32 A. B. Richards, S. Krakowka, L. B. Dexter, H. Schmid,
A. P. M. Wolterbeek, D. H. Waalkens-Berendsen and
M. Kurimoto, Trehalose: a review of properties, history of
use and human tolerance, and results of multiple safety
studies, Food Chem. Toxicol., 2002, 40(7), 871–898, DOI:
10.1016/S0278-6915(02)00011-X.

33 A. D. Elbein, Y. T. Pan, I. Pastuszak and D. Carroll, New
insights on trehalose: a multifunctional molecule,
Glycobiology, 2003, 13(4), 17R–27R, DOI: 10.1093/glycob/
cwg047.

34 C. Schiraldi, I. Di Lernia and M. De Rosa, Trehalose
production: exploiting novel approaches, Trends
Biotechnol., 2002, 20(10), 420–425, DOI: 10.1016/S0167-
7799(02)02041-3.

35 C. S. Pereira, R. D. Lins, I. Chandrasekhar, L. C. G. Freitas
and P. H. Hünenberger, Interaction of the disaccharide
trehalose with a phospholipid bilayer: a molecular
dynamics study, Biophys. J., 2004, 86(4), 2273–2285, DOI:
10.1016/S0006-3495(04)74285-X.

36 B. A. Brüning, S. Prévost, R. Stehle, R. Steitz, P. Falus,
B. Farago and T. Hellweg, Bilayer undulation dynamics in
unilamellar phospholipid vesicles: effect of temperature,
cholesterol and trehalose, Biochim. Biophys. Acta,
Biomembr., 2014, 1838(10), 2412–2419, DOI: 10.1016/
j.bbamem.2014.06.006.

37 Y. Shi, G. Liu, L. Wang and H. Zhang, Activated carbons
derived from hydrothermal impregnation of sucrose with
phosphoric acid: remarkable adsorbents for
sulfamethoxazole removal, RSC Adv., 2019, 9(31), 17841–
17851.

38 O. Haibo, L. Cuiyan, H. JianFeng and F. Jie, Synthesis of
carbon/carbon composites by hydrothermal carbonization
using starch as carbon source, RSC Adv., 2014, 4(24),
12586–12589.

39 M. Sevilla, G. A. Ferrero and A. B. Fuertes, One-pot synthesis
of biomass-based hierarchical porous carbons with a large
porosity development, Chem. Mater., 2017, 29(16), 6900–
6907, DOI: 10.1021/acs.chemmater.7b02218.

40 N. Frese, P. Schmerer, M. Wortmann, M. Schürmann,
M. König, M. Westphal and A. Gölzhäuser, Imaging of
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