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In today’'s economy, lithium is a crucial material, especially for electric vehicles (EVs) and renewable
energy storage systems, which highlights the need for a more efficient and sustainable extraction
method. There are well-established traditional methods such as brine evaporation and mineral
processing, but they are time consuming, resource-intensive, and environmentally damaging. To address
these issues, numerous methods have been proposed, and adsorption has emerged as a promising
alternative. In this study, we report the development of a novel nanocomposite material (HMO-SBA15)
synthesized via a straightforward and scalable route, starting from Santa Barbara amorphous (SBA)
mesoporous silica and hydrogen manganese oxide (HMO), for the selective capture of lithium. HMO-
SBA15 was synthesized by incorporating LisMnsO;5 into SBA15.,., followed by H* exchange to form a
lithium ion-sieve (LIS) to capture lithium from an aqueous solution. The material was characterized by
SEM, TEM, nitrogen adsorption—desorption analysis, FTIR, XRD, and TGA. Adsorption was evaluated
under different conditions, namely pH, initial lithium concentrations, and contact time. The maximum
adsorption capacity of 14.2 mg g~* was achieved after 6 hours at pH ~ 7 and Co = 350 mg L™%. Through
kinetic and isotherm studies it was shown that the adsorption process followed a pseudo-second-order
model, and the Langmuir isotherm best described the adsorption behavior, indicating monolayer adsorp-
tion. We demonstrated that the HMO-SBA15 composite has the potential to recover lithium from an
aqueous solution and, with high surface area, structural stability, and operating at near-neutral pH, may
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rsc.li/materials-advances be a sustainable and environmentally friendly alternative to traditional lithium extraction materials.

energy sources. Beyond energy storage, lithium also finds
applications in the pharmaceutical industry, where it is used
in the treatment of bipolar disorder,>” and in the manufacture
of high-performance alloys and ceramics.®’

1. Introduction

Lithium’s unique properties make it essential for advanced
technologies, especially in renewable energy and electric mobi-

lity. The global demand has surged over the past few decades,
driven by electric vehicles, portable electronics, and energy
storage systems. This highlights the need for efficient, sustain-
able lithium extraction methods to meet future requirements."

The global push towards decarbonization and sustainable
energy solutions has highlighted lithium as a cornerstone
element.® Lithium-ion batteries power devices like smart-
phones, laptops, EVs, and large-scale energy storage devices.
They are vital for renewable energy, efficiently storing solar and
wind power to balance supply and ensure stable output.” This
ability to store and deliver energy on demand makes lithium
essential in mitigating the intermittent nature of renewable
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Traditional methods of lithium extraction include brine
evaporation and mineral processing. Brine evaporation involves
pumping lithium-rich brine from underground reservoirs into
large evaporation ponds. Over a period of 12 to 18 months,
solar energy is used to evaporate the water, concentrating the
lithium. This method is predominantly used in regions like the
Atacama Desert in Chile and the Salar de Uyuni in Bolivia,
where climatic conditions favor rapid evaporation. However,
this method has several drawbacks, including high water con-
sumption, long processing times, and significant environmen-
tal impact due to the large land areas required for evaporation
ponds.’”"" Mineral processing, on the other hand, involves
extracting lithium from hard rock minerals such as spodu-
mene. This method is energy-intensive, requiring extensive
crushing, grinding, and high-temperature roasting to convert
spodumene into a form that can be processed. While this
method can produce high-purity lithium, it is costly and has
a significant carbon footprint.'®**3
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Given the limitations of these traditional methods, there is
growing interest in developing more efficient and sustainable
extraction techniques. There are several methods tested for lithium
recovery, such as solvent extraction,'* sorption and ion-exchange
methods,”  zeolites,'® and membrane-based processes."”
Membrane techniques, such as nanofiltration (NF), electrodialysis
(ED), and forward osmosis (FO), have shown potential for lithium
extraction from high magnesium-lithium ratio (MLR) brines,
offering selective ion separation based on size and charge. How-
ever, large-scale production and maintaining selectivity pose chal-
lenges, and the high costs associated with membrane performance
limit their practicality."””""®* Among these, adsorption methods have
emerged as a promising alternative. Adsorption techniques offer
several advantages over traditional lithium extraction methods.
One of the primary benefits is higher selectivity for lithium ions.
Adsorbent materials, such as lithium ion sieves, are designed to
preferentially capture lithium ions from a mixture of different
cations.” Adsorption methods also have lower energy consump-
tion compared to traditional techniques. They can operate at
ambient temperatures and pressures, significantly reducing the
energy requirements and associated costs.>*>* This makes adsorp-
tion a more environmentally friendly option, aligning with global
sustainability goals by minimizing carbon emissions and reducing
the environmental footprint of lithium extraction.

Santa Barbara amorphous (SBA) materials, like SBA-15,
feature a highly ordered mesoporous structure, large diameter
pores, and high surface areas, ideal for ion exchange and
lithium adsorption from different sources.>* These properties
boost efficiency, making SBA-15 key for ion sieve development.
HMO'’s layered structure and high ion-exchange capacity, com-
bined with SBA-15, allow selective lithium trapping, enhancing
the composite’s performance.>*>®

The combination of SBA-15’s mesoporosity and HMO’s ion
selectivity creates a synergistic effect, boosting lithium adsorption.
While HMO captures lithium via electrostatic interactions, its low
surface area limits capacity. Mounting HMO on SBA-15 enhances
adsorption capacity, selectivity, and kinetics through SBA-15’s
high surface area. This hybrid improves isotherm fitting, stability,
and reusability, making it ideal for lithium capture and recovery.

The objective of this research is to develop a composite
material that combines the advantageous features of both SBA-
15 and HMO, aiming to create an efficient ionic sieve for
lithium ion capture. By embedding HMO within the SBA-15
framework, we aim to leverage the structural integrity and
mesoporosity of SBA-15.>° The composite synthesizing process
involves incorporating the spinel-type crystal structures of LiCl,
and MnO, into SBA-15, followed by calcination and H'
exchange, which promotes the formation of an effective adsor-
bent for lithium ions. Furthermore, this study describes the
lithium capture ability of the developed HMO-SBA-15 compo-
site under varying pH conditions and at initial concentrations
of Li". We assess key parameters such as isotherms and kinetic
models to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
capture mechanism and its efficiency. By defining these objec-
tives and rationale in detail, this work combines materials
science with environmental engineering, to develop an efficient
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nanocomposite-based lithium recoverability method. This work
provides both fundamental contributions and significant
potential for achieving resource sustainability and circular
economy goals.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Materials and reactants

LiCl (lithium chloride, anhydrous, free-flowing, Redi-DriTM,
ReagentPlus® = 99.0% (AT), Mfr. No. 793620-1KG), tetraethy-
lorthosilicate (TEOS), HCI (37%), Pluronic P-123, manganese
chloride tetrahydrate (MnCl,-4H,0), and ethanol were pur-
chased from Sigma Aldrich and deionized water (5.5 uS m ™)
produced by PURELAB (Elga LabWater, UK) was used through-
out the adsorption experiments. All other chemicals and
reagents were used without further purification.

2.2. Nanocomposite

2.2.1 Synthesis of HMO-loaded mesoporous SBA15 (HMO-
SBA15). The preparation of pure silica SBA15 samples and
HMO-SBA15 followed the method from ref. 30 and 31 respec-
tively. First, 4 g of Pluronic P-123 was dissolved in 120 g of
ultrapure water and 24 g of HCl (37%) until completely
dissolved. Next, 8.5 g of TEOS was added dropwise, and the
mixture was stirred at 300 rpm and 313 K for 24 hours before
aging at 353 K for 2 days. The sample was filtered under
vacuum, washed with 50 mL of ethanol three times and dried
at 363 K overnight. The resulting SBA15,s underwent
calcination by heating 8 g of it in a muffle furnace from
30 °C to 550 °C at 100 °C h™" and held at 550 °C for 3 hours
to yield SBA15.,. Five grams of SBA15.,. were mixed with
100 mL of a 1:1 Li/Mn ethanol solution, retaining a Li: Mn: Si
mole ratio of 1:1:10, and heated at 60 °C for 30 hours. The
mixture was then filtered and dried at 80 °C overnight, followed
by calcination at 500 °C for 8 hours to obtain the LMO-SBA15
sample. Finally, LMO-SBA15 was dissolved in 100 mL of 0.3 M
HCI for 24 hours, acidifying and allowing the substitution of
lithium ions in the crystal cage with protons, filtered, and dried
at 80 °C overnight to obtain HMO-SBA15.

2.2.2 Characterization methods. Thermogravimetric analy-
sis (TGA) was carried out using a Netzsch STA 449 system,
covering a temperature range from 293.15 K to 1123.15 K, with
a heating rate of 1 K per minute under an air atmosphere at a
flow rate of 10 mL min~". Scanning electron microscopy (SEM)
images were acquired using an ultra high-resolution SEM
(UHR-SEM) - ZEISS CrossBeam 350 at various magnifications.
Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) images were obtained
with a Jeol 1400 Plus electron microscope, operating at an
acceleration voltage of 80 kV. Fourier transform infrared (FT-IR)
spectroscopy was carried out using an FT/IR-4600 spectrometer
(Jasco, Germany). The specific surface area and average pore
size of all samples were determined using the Brunauer-
Emmett-Teller (BET) method, based on nitrogen adsorption
measurements with a Micromeritics Tristar II Plus system.
Prior to analysis, samples were degassed at 120 °C for

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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150 minutes using a Micromeritics FlowPrep 060 degassing
system. X-ray diffraction (XRD) measurements were performed
using a Rigaku MiniFlex diffractometer. Scans were conducted
over two ranges: 0.3 < 26 < 10° and 10 < 20 < 90°, at a scan
rate of 0.005° per second.

2.3 Batch adsorption of lithium

A lithium stock solution of 1000 ppm was prepared by adding
6.1208 g of LiCl to a 1 L volumetric flask. To achieve varying
concentrations, the requisite volume of this solution was diluted
with ultrapure water. The adsorptive batch studies were per-
formed at room temperature (293 + 1 K) in 20 mL glass bottles.
The parameters investigated for the adsorption tests included pH,
contact time, and initial lithium concentration. To determine the
optimum pH, various vials containing a fixed solution and
adsorbent at different pH levels were stirred (MediLab Tech
Magnetic Stirrer, DLAB MS-H380-Pro-China) for 24 hours (pH
adjustments within the adsorption system were achieved by the
addition of either 0.1 M NaOH (VWR Chemicals) or 0.1 M HCI
(Carlo Erba Reagents) to attain the desired values). The samples
were then filtered through a 0.22 pm syringe filter (VWR Interna-
tional), and atomic absorption (Analytik Jena, contrAA 700, Ger-
many) was used to measure the remaining lithium concentration.
The pH with the highest adsorption capacity was selected for
subsequent experiments. For contact time and initial lithium
concentration effects, a known amount of adsorbent was added
to each bottle containing 20 mL of Li" at the desired concen-
tration. The capped bottles were stirred for specific durations at
350 rpm and filtered afterward, and the remaining lithium was
quantified using atomic absorption. Additionally, for the investi-
gation of adsorption kinetics and isotherms, equilibrium adsorp-
tion data from contact time and initial lithium concentration were
utilized. The percentage of lithium removal was calculated follow-
ing the method described by Anantha et al.>* according to eqn (1):
Removal (%) = [M] x 100 (1)
Co
where Cy and C, are the initial and equilibrium lithium concen-
trations (mg Lfl), respectively. The amount of lithium ions
adsorbed at equilibrium by the mass of adsorbent was calculated
using the following equation (eqn (2)):*
0= (Co—Cx yp ©)
w

where Q. is the equilibrium adsorption capacity (mg g~ ), V is the
volume of the solution (L) and W is the adsorbent mass (g). The
distribution coefficient (Kq) and the separation factor («f) are
adopted to evaluate the selectivity of our nanomaterial toward Li"
in comparison to other cations and are calculated using the
following equations:**

Ky = (Co — —
d (CO Ce) X CeW

X, (3)

u— = M= (Li, Na, K, Ca, Mg)
d

To investigate these parameters, we used a semi-real brine
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composition to get a rather realistic view of the performance of
our material. The composition of brine was according to ATA-
CAMA brine composition in ref. 35, in a 20 mL glass vial for 6 h at
neutral pH. The composition is indicated in Table S1 in the ESL¥

2.4 Adsorption isotherms

In this work, two isotherm models, Langmuir and Freundlich,
were employed to identify the optimal model for characterizing
the adsorption process, based on insights from previous
studies.?*® The Freundlich isotherm is as follows:

0. = KiCor (4)

. . _ (/n 1,

where K¢ is the Freundlich constant (L' g~ mg~**~V) and — is
n

the adsorption intensity. The second isotherm law analyzed in

this work is the Langmuir isotherm. It is represented by eqn (5):

_ Qmax KLC.

Qe = 1+ K C,

(5)
where Qmax is the theoretical maximum adsorption capacity of
HMO-SBA15 (mg ¢~ ') and Ky, is the Langmuir constant (L mg ™).

2.5 Adsorption kinetics

Adsorption kinetics is calculated using pseudo-first order and
pseudo-second order kinetics models.*>*® The pseudo-first
order kinetics assumes that the rate of change of the adsorption
capacity is proportional to the concentration of available active

sites per unit mass of the adsorbent material:**
19
dtl =ki(Qec — Q1) (6)

where Q, represents the adsorption capacity (mg g~ ') at time ¢
while K; (min~") is the pseudo-first order constant. In addition,
the pseudo-second order rate equation®” can be written as:

dg,
dr

=k(Qe — 0.)° 7)

where k, is the pseudo-second order rate constant (g mg™ " min™ ).
The most suitable isotherm and kinetic laws will be determined
by means of the least square error (LSE) method.

2.5.1 Reversible kinetics for the evaluation of desorption
processes. A mathematical model describing reversible second
order adsorption kinetics** has been adopted in this study, in
order to analyze batch experiments and investigate the adsorp-
tion-desorption processes of water dissolved lithium onto the
reactive porous material. The implemented model features the
progressive reduction of the recovery capacity of the material
due to the gradual exhaustion of the active sites available for
solute retention.

The second order reversible model describing the time
variation of the solute concentration during a batch test is
given by the following equation:

Sy — Syeld-Kit(s2-51)]
C(r) = 1 — eld—Ki1($1=S1)] (®)
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where:

(81— Cy)
(S2 — Cy)

s B+ -4
= 2

A=—1In

g =PV -4
2

[; = Co — (ZF() —_
1
K>
y = _ECO

and C, (mg L") is the batch initial concentration. It can be used to
estimate the adsorption/desorption kinetic constants of the reactive
material K; (L mg ' min~') and K, (min~') and the initial
concentration F, (mg g~ ') of active sites (the maximum absorbable
amount of pollutant per unit of adsorbent mass or maximum
adsorption capacity), by fitting the experimental data. The conver-
sion factor a (g L") is the ratio of the mass of the porous adsorbent
material to the solution volume used for the batch preparation.

3. Results and discussion

3.1 Development strategy of the nanocomposite HMO-SBA-15

The LMO-SBA15 sample has been obtained by adding lithium
(LiClI'-H,0) and manganese (MnCl,-4H,0) salts to silica nano-
particle dispersion to induce the formation of the spinel-type
crystal structure LiMn,O,. Successively, the Li" ions are
replaced with H ions.** Spinel-type crystal structures represent
a significant class of crystalline materials commonly found in
both natural minerals and synthetic compounds. They present a
cubic crystal system, with a characteristic unit cell arranged in a
dense, compact configuration,”> and are known for their high
stability, attributed to their symmetrical and compact arrange-
ment. This stability, along with other unique properties, makes
spinel-type materials valuable in various applications, including
catalysis and lithium adsorption.***® The nanomaterial SBA15
serves as a stable, chemical and thermally resistant support,
enabling the formation of spinel-type structures on its surface.
These spinel structures are the active agents responsible for
lithium adsorption. When the nanomaterial is subsequently used
for Li adsorption, the reverse ion-exchange reaction takes place,
reintegrating the Li" ions back into the crystal structure. This
process also allows for the recycling of adsorbent nanomaterials.
This system, developed using SBA15 as a support, introduces
aspects that differentiate it from previously described approaches.
The highly ordered, uniform pore structure of SBA15 enables
precise control over porosity and pore size, which could enhance
lithium-ion diffusion and retention efficiency. Moreover, its linear
structure contributes to an extensive surface area, which may
enhance adsorption efficiency. SBA15 also demonstrates notable
chemical resilience in challenging environments, such as acidic
or basic conditions. Additionally, the synthesis process for SBA15
tends to be straightforward and scalable, potentially offering a
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more cost-effective pathway for applications on a larger scale.
Importantly, the material synthesized using SBA15 is environmen-
tally friendly because the synthesis process avoids the use of
dangerous reactants or harsh conditions. Furthermore, the tem-
plate used in its production could potentially be extracted and
recycled. This contributes to an economically sustainable
approach, as the synthesis is not only simple and cost-effective
but also enables the recycling of the material. Finally, the process
is highly scalable, as the same synthesis protocol can be used to
obtain larger quantities of nanomaterials, which reinforces its
potential for broader industrial applications. In Scheme 1 the
development process of the material HMO-SBAL15 is reported.

3.2 SBA15,g and SBA15,,. characterization

Both the as-synthesized and calcined SBA15 samples (Fig. 1a
and b) exhibit a well-defined arrangement of longitudinal
porous structures. The channels within these structures appear
as parallel stripes, a hallmark of this family of silica
nanomaterials.>® The pores are likely cylindrical in shape and
are organized in a 2-D hexagonal pattern.’ The morphology
observed in the synthesized SBA15 can likely be attributed to
the specific synthesis parameters employed, consistent with
findings reported in previous studies.>>>*

3.2.1 TG-DSC and the XRD graph. The SBA15.,. sample
(Fig. S1, ESIt) exhibits two prominent peaks at approximately
0.62 and 0.88 degrees 2-theta, corresponding to the (100) and
(110) planes, respectively. This indicates a hexagonal symmetry
with the P6mm space group, a characteristic observed exclu-
sively in the thermally treated sample.>>* In contrast, because
of the presence of the surfactant, the AS sample (Fig. S1, ESIY)
shows only a single peak (100). Fig. S2 (ESIt) shows the
thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) of the nanomaterials at a
heating rate of 1 K min~". The SBA15,5 samples (Fig. S2a, ESIt)
exhibit a 35% mass loss from 25 to 950 °C, mainly due to
organic template decomposition. The differential scanning
calorimetry (DSC) graph for SBA15,5 indicates an exothermic
peak around 150 °C (Fig. S2a, ESIf), which corresponds to
surfactant removal. The organic/SiO, mass ratio is 30.34%. In
the calcined samples (Fig. S2b, ESIt), mass loss drops to about
2.13% from 100 to 948 °C, attributed to the condensation of
surface hydroxyl groups.

3.3 LMO and HMO-SBA15 characterization

Spinels, a class of crystalline materials with a general formula
AB,0O,4, where A and B represent different metal cations and O
represents oxygen, crystallize in a cubic structure, with a closely
packed oxygen framework and cations occupying specific inter-
stitial sites. A highly stable and symmetrical arrangement is
created with A cations typically occupying tetrahedral sites,
while B cations residing in octahedral sites. This unique
structure is responsible for the spinels’ remarkable stability,
making them attractive for various applications in catalysis,
magnetic materials, and energy storage systems.”>>® In the
context of lithium adsorption, spinel-type structures, such as
lithium manganese oxide (LiMn,0,), are particularly important
due to their ion-exchange capabilities®” that allow lithium ions

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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LMO-SBA15

Scheme 1 Schematic representation of the development process of HMO-SBA. (1) Addition of lithium (LiCl-H,O) and manganese (MnCl,-4H,0) salts to calcined
mesoporous silica nanoparticles (SBA15.,0).* (2) High-temperature calcination to form silica nanoparticles functionalized with spinel crystalline structures, with
lithium in tetrahedral and manganese in octahedral coordination respectively. (3) Acidification to facilitate ion exchange between H* and Li*, activating the surface
for lithium adsorption. (4) Lithium adsorption through further ion exchange between H* and Li*, resulting in lithium capture on the nanoparticle surface.

to be reversibly intercalated into and extracted from the spinel
lattice without significantly disrupting the crystal structure.®"**
This makes spinels highly effective as ion-sieves for lithium
recovery. Selective capture of lithium ions from aqueous solu-
tions occurs by exchanging lithium ions with hydrogen ions in
the spinel framework. Moreover, the high surface area and
porosity of mesoporous supports, like SBA15, enhance the
accessibility of lithium ions to the active spinel sites, further
improving the efficiency of adsorption. In this study, the spinel
formation on the SBA15 surface enabled the selective and
efficient adsorption of lithium ions. We conducted a thorough
characterization to examine the structural integration of
lithium manganese oxide (LMO) and, after acidification,
HMO into the SBA15 framework.

3.3.1 SEM-EDX and TEM analyses. Fig. 2 presents the SEM
(Fig. 2a) and TEM (Fig. 2b and c) images of the LMO-SBA15
sample along with EDX analysis, indicating that post-synthesis
grafting does not alter the nanomaterial’s morphology, which
tends to aggregate. EDX (Fig. S3, ESIt) confirms Mn’s presence,

a)

200 nm

Fig. 1 TEM images of (a) SBA1555 and (b) SBA15.,c.

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

while lithium remains undetected due to the method’s limita-
tions. The nanoparticle in Fig. 2¢ exhibits dense areas, suggesting
an intact crystalline structure with clear lattice fringes, indicative
of a well-ordered phase, as shown by atomic adsorption analysis.
Fig. 2c displays the HMO sample post-acid treatment, reflecting
reduced density in some regions due to lithium-ion extraction.
3.3.2 XRD and atomic adsorption. Fig. S4 (ESIt) shows the
XRD plot of the LMO-SBA15 sample at high and low angles. It
shows that all diffraction peaks observed can be attributed to
the spinel phase of the LiMn,0, compound, as confirmed by

100 nm

Fig. 2 (a) SEM image of LMO-SBA15, mag 50kx, size bar 400 nm and
TEM images of (b) LMO-SBA15, bar length 200 nm and (c) HMO-SBA15,
bar length 100 nm.
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comparison with the standard JCPDS card no. 35-0782.>"°® The
broad peak around 23 2-theta degrees is attributable to the
amorphous part of the silica nanoparticle. The LMO spinel-type
is successfully loaded on the SBA15.,. sample. The atomic
adsorption analysis conducted on LMO-SBA15 confirms that
the atomic ratio of Li:Mn is nearly 1:2. The spinel crystals
present a quasi-stoichiometric ratio of LiMn,0, as confirmed
by the XRD graph. Even after acidification, the XRD pattern of
the HMO material shown in Fig. S5 (ESIt) reveals characteristic
peaks at approximately 18, 44, and 55 degrees 26, although the
signal-to-noise ratio remains high.

3.4 N, adsorption porosimetry

Fig. 3 shows the nitrogen adsorption-desorption isotherms of
the samples SBA15.,,., HMO-SBA15 and LMO-SBA15 that can
be classified according to the IUPAC as type IV not-reversible
ones. This is a hallmark of mesoporous materials with a well-
organized 3D pore network, such as SBA15.%°

The porous structure of LMO-SBA15 and HMO-SBA remains
unchanged by spinel formation or acidification. LMO-SBA15
shows a smaller average pore size than SBA15.,. (Table 1 and
Fig. S6a—c, ESIt). A slope drop in the higher-pressure region of
LMO-SBA15 and HMO-SBA15 suggests partial pore blockage by
spinel crystals, widening the mesopore size distribution and redu-
cing nitrogen adsorption (Fig. S6, ESIT). In HMO-SBA15, acid
treatment likely removes loosely bound crystals, increasing surface
area. Starting from porosimetric and thermogravimetric considera-
tions, and taking into account that the specific surface area of LMO
spinels is on average around 10 m® g™, as reported in ref. 60 and in
ref. 61, an SBA/LMO ratio of approximately 70:30 was calculated.
BET surface area, pore volume, and width are shown in Table 1.

3.5 FTIR

Fig. 4 displays the FTIR spectra of SBA15,s, SBA15.,., and
HMO-SBAL15, highlighting SiO, vibrational modes. The band at
1111 cm ™" relates to asymmetric Si-O-Si stretching, while the

7004 — SBA15calc
= —— HMO-SBA15
= 00 ——LMO-SBA15
o
5 500 -
®
2 400
(o]
3
< 300
=
€ 200
>
3

100 —/

0 T T T T
0.0 0.2 0.4 06 08 1.0

Relative Pressure (p/p°)

Fig. 3 Nitrogen adsorption—desorption isotherms of samples SBA15.,c,
HMO-SBA15 and LMO-SBA15.
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Table 1 N, adsorption data

BET surface Pore volume (cm® g~') Average pore

Samples area (m> g~ ") at P/P° = 0.99 width (BJH) (nm)
SBA15,¢ 159.42 0.10 —

SBA15.a1c 927.63 1.01 8.98

LMO-SBA15 486.27 0.50 7.70
HMO-SBA15 638.82 0.65 7.69

band at 819 cm ™' indicates symmetric stretching. Si-OH bonds
produce a peak at 949 cm ™', and water adsorption is shown by
1636 cm ™' (bending) and a broad band around 3300 cm ™'
(stretching). In SBA15,s, the peak at 1353 cm ™" is from methyl
group bending; 1455 cm™" and 1719 em™ ' are assigned to
bending and scissoring of methyl and methylene groups,
respectively. The 2922 cm ™' peak in SBA15AS vanishes in
SBA15.,.. The FT-IR spectra of HMO and LMO overlap with
SBAaic, With the LMO spectrum omitted for clarity. The intense
Si-O-Si bands may mask the weaker Si-O-Mn band due to
similar regions and higher intensity. Incorporating manganese
oxide into the SBA15 framework maintains its porous structure,
essential for efficient ion exchange. Nitrogen adsorption—
desorption analysis indicates that while spinel formation
reduces pore size and volume, overall porosity remains ade-
quate for lithium adsorption.®* %

3.6 Effect of pH on the adsorption capacity

It is well known that the pH is a crucial factor in adsorption
processes.>® This effect was studied using a pH range of 4 to 11.
As shown in Fig. 5a, with the increase of pH from 4 to ~7 the
adsorption capacity rises to a peak of 14.2 mg g, slightly
decreasing to pH 11. At lower pH, H' competes with Li" for the
adsorption sites, reducing the adsorption capacity. However, at
pH ~ 7, more sites are available for Li*. While higher pH
typically enhances adsorption, the graph shows a slight drop at
elevated pH; this might be due to the partial dissolution or
degradation of the spinel phase, where excessive OH ™ leads to
redox reactions causing structural damage.®® Since the

100
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~ //
8 60 1350
c
s \
g mgﬁ 1636 cm
c 40
©
~ {
204 —— SBA15AS
-1
3300 cm SBA15Calc
— HMO-SBA15 111 cm”
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4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500

Wavenumber (cm™)

Fig. 4 FTIR spectral overlap of samples AS, calc and HMO.
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maximum Q. occurs at pH =
conducted at this pH.

7, further experiments were

3.7 Effect of contact time and initial Li* concentration

The effect of contact time and initial Li' concentration was
investigated at 10-1000 mg L™ '. The time to reach the equili-
brium was around 6 hours. Most of the adsorption occurred in
the first 60 minutes but it gradually reached equilibrium in the
next 5 hours. It can be seen from Fig. 5b that the amount of
adsorbed lithium increased with the increase in time and the
initial lithium concentration up to 350 mg L™'. For Co =
1000 mg L™ ", there is a clear decrease in adsorption (compared
to Co = 350 mg L"), despite the higher initial concentration.
The adsorption capacity reaches its maximum limit at Cy =
350 mg L " and a further increase in Li* concentration does not
lead to higher uptake; this can be a cause of saturation of
adsorption sites, in which at lower and moderate concentra-
tions the adsorbent surface has enough active sites to accom-
modate the Li" ions; however, at higher concentrations, the
adsorption sites become saturated, and any additional Li* ions
in the solution may not find available sites for adsorption.

3.8 Adsorption isotherm models

As a crucial parameter, the adsorption isotherm was usually
applied to describe the distribution relationship between
adsorbate molecules on the surface of adsorbents and residual
quantity in the solution after adsorption. The Langmuir model
is an ideal formula assuming that the surface of the adsorbent
is homogenous and can only be covered with a complete
monolayer. Meanwhile, all the activated sites are equivalent,
and adsorbed molecules are independent of each other.
Furthermore, the Freundlich model, as a widely used experi-
ential equation, is based on multilayer adsorption with non-
uniform distribution of adsorption heat and affinities over the
heterogeneous surface.®”®® The results of adsorption isotherms
are presented in Table 2 and Fig. S7 (ESIt).

a)

141

124

10

Q. (mg/g)
=

2 T T T T T T 3
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pH

Fig. 5
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3.9 Adsorption kinetics

The experimental data of kinetic studies of lithium adsorption
with different initial concentrations and at room temperature
were fitted according to pseudo-first order and pseudo-second
order models in Fig. 6. Table 3 shows the parameters for each
model. As can be seen from this table, the theoretical adsorp-
tion capacity, Qcca, Obtained from the pseudo-second order
model, was closer to the experimental value than that obtained
from the pseudo-first order model. This shows that the pseudo-
second order model is more suitable than the pseudo-first
order model to predict the kinetic rate of the adsorption
process.

One important aspect of the adsorption behavior of lithium
ions on the SBA/HMO composite that requires attention is the
influence of solution pH on the adsorption process. While the
optimal pH was identified as ~7, changes in pH affected the
adsorption capacity significantly, indicating that the composi-
te’s ion-exchange sites are sensitive to proton concentration.
This raises questions about how the material will perform
under real-world brine conditions, which often have fluctuating
pH levels and competing ions that could influence adsorption
efficiency.

The Langmuir isotherm model, which best fits the data,
suggests a monolayer adsorption mechanism on a homogenous
surface. This indicates that all adsorption sites on the SBA/
HMO composite exhibit similar affinity for lithium ions, which
is a desirable trait for efficient lithium recovery. However, the
slight deviation from the Langmuir model observed at higher
concentrations could suggest that surface heterogeneity or
multilayer adsorption might occur at elevated ion levels. This
opens the possibility of additional adsorption mechanisms,
which should be explored in future studies to fully understand
the behavior of the adsorbent under varying conditions.

In terms of kinetics, the superior fit of the pseudo-second-
order model suggests that it is the dominant mechanism. This

b)
16
O C,=10 mgiL
O C,=100 mglL
14 4 A c=350mgiL r/,—é
¥ C4=500 mglL _
& €,=1000 mglL 1 %s T
12 1 | b3 1
10- 7
5 :
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g 61
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I I 4
2 I il T
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(a) Effect of pH on the adsorption capacity of HMO-SBA15 and (b) effect of contact time and initial Li* concentration on the adsorption capacity.
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Table 2 Isotherm parameters of the SBA/HMO adsorption

Langmuir model

Qm (mg g™ K, (Lmg™") R
13.77 5.29 0.98560
Freundlich model

1/n K(Lg™ R

0.322 1.69 0.626

implies strong interactions between lithium ions and the active
sites on the SBA/HMO composite, making it suitable for
applications where selective ion adsorption is critical.

3.9.1 Desorption kinetics. Concentration data collected
during batch experiments have been fitted with the reversible
kinetic model described in Section 2.5.1. The maximum
adsorption capacity of 13.77 mg g ', obtained from the
study of the adsorption isotherms (Langmuir model), has been
fixed for the fitting of all the observed data, while the values
of the adsorption and desorption kinetic constants have
been estimated during the procedure. The reversible second
order kinetic model satisfactorily matches the experimental

View Article Online

Materials Advances

Fig. 8 shows the value ranges of both second-order adsorp-
tion and desorption kinetic constants, which move within an
order of magnitude of 107> (L mg~" min~") and 10~* (min ™),
respectively.

We are therefore dealing with a material having a finite
number of active sites and featuring a significant desorption
component. Furthermore, the decreasing trend of the latter
with increasing concentration (Fig. 8) may be due to the greater
competition caused by the higher number of ions that hinder
each other in reaching the available active sites.

3.10 Adsorption selectivity

Under high ionic strength conditions (>110 g L' TDS), our
HMO-SBA15 achieved rather good Li adsorption capacity with
excellent selectivity. The reduced capacity compared to single-
ion systems reflects the challenging multi-ion environment,
where competing cations (particularly Na* at 61.9 ¢ L") and
high ionic strength effects limit Li" accessibility to active sites.
Despite these challenges, the HMO-SBA15 composite achieved
separation factors of 1.8 for Li/Ca, 3.6 for Li/Mg, 5.9 for Li/K,
and 7.4 for Li/Na, indicating progressively better selectivity for
lithium over larger monovalent cations (Table 4). These values
are consistent with the size-exclusion and electrostatic selectiv-

data, displaying determination coefficients close to 1 ity mechanisms inherent to hydrogen manganese oxide ion-
(Fig. 7). sieves, where the spinel structure preferentially accommodates
a b
O Cy=10mglL 160 O C,=10 mg/L
1.0+ O Cy;=100 mg/L O C,=100 mgiL
5"\« A cuisso mg/L 140 | A C,=350 mgiL
s v com
0.54 Z : 1200 & ¢=1000 mgrt
=2
- E100
S o
o0 £ 30
% E
b Jd 60
054 40
20
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Time (min) Time (min)
Fig. 6 (a) Pseudo-first and (b) second order models of the adsorption kinetics.
Table 3 Kinetic parameters of SBA/HMO in the adsorption process
Initial concentration (mg L")
Model Parameter 10 100 350 500 1000
Pseudo-first order K¢ (min™1) 0.0092 0.0112 0.0069 0.0078 0.0085
Qecal (Mg g™ 1.574 6.096 6.029 6.78 7.41
R* 0.9304 0.9252 0.7396 0.9226 0.9044
Pseudo-second order K, (g mg™" min™") 0.0091 0.004 0.0037 0.0026 0.00181
Qecal (Mg g7 0.266 1.255 1.443 1.256 1.132
R? 0.9967 0.9984 0.9941 0.9974 0.9923
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Fig. 7 Observed vs. calculated concentrations obtained with the rever-
sible second order kinetic model applied to all batch tests.

lithium ions while discriminating against larger cations.®®”°

The moderate to good separation factors, particularly the
excellent Li/Na selectivity of 7.4, demonstrate the material’s
practical potential for lithium recovery from complex brine

systems.
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Fig. 8 Adsorption (K7) and desorption (K») kinetic constant values esti-
mated using the second-order kinetic model.
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Table 4 Selectivity coefficients for the HMO-SBA15 adsorbent in the
presence of competing cations

Cations Co (mg L™ Ce(mgL ™ Kq(Lg™h ot
Li* 3020 ~2580 0.171 —
Na* 61900 ~ 60500 0.023 7.4
K* 28200 ~27400 0.029 5.9
Mg>* 17 600 ~16 800 0.048 3.6
Ca* 410 ~375 0.093 1.8

3.11 Comparison with other adsorbents

In Table 5 Li sources, operating conditions and performances
of different HMO crystals engineered in the form of composite
adsorbents are presented.

It is noteworthy that among the materials reported, only two
demonstrate a significantly higher adsorption efficiency than
the material investigated in this study, specifically those
described in ref. 71 and 73. However, despite the reported cost
advantages of EP/HMO in the related reference, its synthesis
involves multiple steps, such as granulation and porogen
addition, which may limit scalability and increase complexity
compared to simpler approaches, such as the SBA15 system.
Similarly, the synthesis of HMO/PVA requires intricate proce-
dures, including electrospinning and radiation-induced cross-
linking, further contributing to production complexity and
higher costs. Additionally, the performance of these materials
is optimized at elevated pH values (e.g., pH 10.1 for salt-lake
brine), which may not be representative of all lithium-containing
water sources. This necessitates additional chemical adjust-
ments in less alkaline environments, further increasing opera-
tional costs and complicating large-scale implementation.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, a novel SBA/HMO nanocomposite was developed
and characterized for lithium ion capture from aqueous solu-
tions. Li;Mns0;, was incorporated into SBA15.,., followed by
H' ion exchange, creating an effective ion-sieve adsorbent.
Structural stability was confirmed through various analyses,
including SEM and XRD.

The optimum pH for the maximum adsorption capacity of
14.2 mg g " was found to be pH 7, with the major lithium
capture happening within the first 60 minutes, indicating a
rapid ion exchange. The pseudo-second order kinetic model
best fits the data. The selectivity order was Li" » Na" > K >
Mg>* > Ca™. The reversible second-order kinetic model effec-
tively describes the adsorption-desorption behavior of the
material, revealing a finite number of active sites and faster
desorption kinetics that highlight competitive ion effects at
higher concentrations.

This composite shows promise as a sustainable alternative
for lithium recovery, with an eco-friendly synthesis that avoids
hazardous materials and enables recycling of the template. Its
cost-effective and scalable process facilitates the production of
larger quantities. However, the impact of varying pH under real
brine conditions and the potential for additional adsorption
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Table 5 Li sources, operating conditions and performances of different HMO composite adsorbents

Adsorbent Li source Co(mg L) pH Q. (mgg™ Ref.
EP'/HMO Synthetic brine >250 6.5-7 30.2 71
PVDF?*/HMO spinning fiber Geothermal water 200 12 14.95 72
HMO/PVA® Salt lake brine 255.75 10.1 30.1 73
APTES*/HMO-HS Synthetic brine 50 6 11.22 31

HMO Synthetic brine 150 7.85 6.22 69

HMO Geothermal brine 141 6.6 16.8 69
HMO-SBA15 Synthetic brine 350 ~7 14.2 This work

EP: 1-epoxy resin-12; PVDF: 2-polyvinylidene fluoride; PVA: 3-polyvinyl alcohol; APTES: 4-3-aminopropyl-triethoxysilane.

mechanisms at concentrations warrant further

investigation.

higher
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