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Introduction

Localized ionomer degradation analysis of
sulfonated poly(phenylene sulfones) in fuel cell
applications using confocal Raman microscopy
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The development of highly conductive and stable fluorine-free polymer materials is critical for transition-
ing from perfluorosulfonic acid-based membranes to non-fluorinated alternatives for proton exchange
membrane fuel cells and water electrolyzers. Among these, sulfonated poly(phenylene sulfones) (sPPS)
are a promising class of polymers. However, little is known about their stability when used for these appli-
cations. To gain deeper insight into the aging mechanisms of sPPS membranes, confocal Raman
microscopy was employed as a non-destructive, contact-free technique to determine membrane thick-
ness and local equivalent weight. In this study, two sandwiched sPPS membranes were aged in situ using
an accelerated stress test under open-circuit voltage (OCV) conditions in a fuel cell setup. Confocal
Raman microscopy revealed that after the OCV-hold test, the combined thickness of sPPS membranes
decreased from 27 pm to 15 pym, confirming chemical degradation. 60% of this reduction occurs on the
membrane facing the anode side of the cell, indicating localized acceleration of degradation processes
near the anode. Notably, despite the observed degradation, the local EW remained unchanged at the end
of the test. This hints at a mechanism where chain scission is prevalent over desulfonation.
Complementary techniques, nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy and gel permeation chromato-
graphy, were used on aged polymers to further validate these findings. It was found that despite no clear
chemical changes (e.g. the degree of sulfonation or EW), the molecular weight decreased by 50%.
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and accumulation in ecosystems.> These concerns have

driven the search for fluorine-free alternatives,® with sulfo-

Ionomer membranes are critical for electrochemical devices
such as fuel cells and electrolyzers. State-of-the-art membranes
have been based on perfluorosulfonic acid (PFSA), which,
although effective, pose significant drawbacks such as high
hydrogen crossover," loss of mechanical strength at high temp-
eratures,” and environmental concerns due to their persistence
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nated polyphenylene sulfone (sPPS) emerging as a promising
candidate due to the reported high proton conductivity at low
gas permeability and good thermooxidative and hydrolytic
stability’'° while avoiding environmental concerns associated
with perfluorinated materials.® Despite these advantages, the
long-term durability of sPPS membranes, particularly under
operational stress, remains an open question.

For effective fuel cell operation, the membrane must exhibit
three key properties: (1) it must be impermeable to gases, pre-
venting mixing of oxygen and hydrogen from the cathode and
anode compartments; (2) exhibit good proton conduction to
facilitate electrochemical reactions, and (3) maintain mechani-
cal stability during operation as mechanical failure would lead
to loss of its function as a barrier. During fuel cell operation,
the membrane is exposed to harsh environments where fluctu-
ating temperatures, relative humidity, and mechanical stress
challenge its integrity. Additionally, the acidic environment,
high electrochemical potentials, and reactive radicals can
chemically degrade the membrane over time.'*™**
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Chemical degradation of ionomer membranes primarily
occurs during fuel cell operation by the formation of radical
species. These radicals can form in situ from oxygen and hydro-
gen, e.g. catalyzed by Pt to form H,0,,'® which can further
decompose into reactive species such as H', HO", and HOO"."”
There is still no consensus on whether degradation occurs predo-
minantly on the cathode or anode side of the membrane elec-
trode assembly (MEA)."”>* Various studies suggest that mem-
brane degradation is highly influenced by factors such as operat-
ing conditions (e.g. cell voltage), the materials and loading of
MEA components (e.g. platinum catalyst), and the overall cell
design (e.g. flow field material impurities).>"** This is especially
true for non-PFSA-based membrane materials as they might have
different gas transport resistances and degradation behaviors.
Therefore, a reliable experimental approach is needed to charac-
terize the chemical degradation mechanisms of materials inde-
pendent of specific cell designs.

Chemical membrane degradation typically manifests in two
effects: (1) loss of functional groups and (2) cleavage of the
polymer backbone.''**?® The loss of functional groups
increases the equivalent weight (EW) of the membrane and
consequently reduces the proton conductivity of the mem-
brane.' Polymer backbone degradation reduces molecular
weight, which results in membrane thinning and eventually
leads to mechanical failure, e.g. pin-hole formation.">*”>° In
the case of sPPS membranes, there is limited understanding
of whether functional group loss or backbone degradation is
the primary degradation pathway. Understanding these mecha-
nisms is crucial for developing strategies to mitigate chemical
degradation in sPPS-based systems.

Various methods can be used to analyze the chemical and
structural changes in ionomers. For EW determination, titra-
tion is the most common technique, though it requires precise
sample drying and large quantities of materials for a reliable
measurement — larger than typically available for end-of-life
evaluation. Additionally, reinforced membranes cannot be
measured as the weight of reinforcement would artificially
increase the measured EW. Other methods include nuclear
magnetic resonance (NMR) spectroscopy and energy-dispersive
X-ray (EDX) spectroscopy, though both have limitations. NMR
provides a global measurement that lacks spatial resolution,
while EDX is surface-sensitive and requires cross-sectioning to
examine material thickness and chemical composition across
the material depth.*® Other X-ray-based methods, such as
X-ray fluorescence (XRF) and X-ray tomography (XRT), can be
used to get 3-dimensional data of samples but have limitations
for membrane research. XRF provides limited resolution with
good confocal XRF setups reaching resolutions of 10 pm. This
is in many cases only slightly lower than the full membrane
thickness, which starts at thicknesses of about 10 pm in
modern electrochemical applications.?® XRT can achieve the
required resolution to locally analyze membranes but lacks the
ability to measure small changes in chemical compositions in
the membrane.*?

Confocal Raman microscopy (CRM) presents a promising
alternative. CRM allows for non-destructive, spatially resolved
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analysis of local chemical changes within the membrane. Its
confocal setup enables the acquisition of information from
within the membrane, providing 3D measurements without
physically sectioning the material.>>**** Thus, CRM offers a
comprehensive view of the entire membrane volume. Previous
studies by Bohm et al.>® demonstrated the effectiveness of
CRM in analyzing degradation in Nafion-based membranes.
Additionally, CRM was shown to be feasible to investigate
water management®® and transport properties of different
chemical compounds through PFSA-based membranes.*®
Nishiyama et al. used a similar method, coherent anti-Stokes
Raman scattering spectroscopy, to characterize the water mole-
cule’s state in a fuel cell during operation.>®

In this study, we apply CRM to examine local chemical
changes in sPPS membranes caused by chemical degradation
during fuel cell operation. We demonstrate the feasibility of
CRM to measure the thickness and equivalent weight of both
pristine and degraded sPPS membranes, providing new
insights into the degradation processes of these membranes
during an open-circuit voltage (OCV) hold accelerated stress
test (AST). Our findings are further supported by nuclear mag-
netic resonance (NMR) spectroscopy and gel permeation
chromatography (GPC), validating the CRM data and confirm-
ing the degradation mechanisms in sPPS-based systems.

Experimental
sPPS ionomers

All sPPS ionomers were provided and synthesized by an opti-
mized synthesis method first published by Schuster et al.®

Reference sPPS film preparation

For Raman EW calibration, sPPS samples with different EWs
are needed, labelled as sPPS-XX with XX being the EW.

Non-reinforced membranes with different EWs were
obtained by solvent casting sPPS-360, -390, -400 and -420 using
the following procedure. The different sSPPS polymers were pre-
pared previously.®?

Polymers were dissolved in DMSO under constant stirring
at 120 °C overnight (10 wt% for sPPS-360, sPPS-390, and
sPPS-400 and 5 wt% for sPPS-420). The resulting polymer solu-
tions were filtered through a 3.1 um glass microfiber syringe
filter and degassed prior to membrane casting. Membranes
were cast via doctor blading onto a glass plate and dried on
the glass plate in the oven at 80 °C. After drying, the mem-
branes were removed from the glass plate and immersed in 2
M HCI and left in the acid overnight to ensure full protonation.
The membranes were washed in deionized water for 24 hours
to remove residual acid. Finally, the membranes were dried at
room temperature overnight.

Fuel cell testing and chemical membrane degradation AST

The MEA was composed of two layers of sPPS-390 both
reinforced with a 5 um porous polyethylene (PE) layer (Tejin
Limited, MIRAIM®, 5 pm) (cross-section shown in Fig. S1).
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The MEAs were assembled in the dry state with commercial
gas diffusion electrodes (GDEs) (Fuel Cells Etc®). The GDEs
were based on a gas diffusion layer (GDL) from Freudenberg
H23C8 and had a Nafion-based catalyst- layer with a loading of
0.5 mg Pt per cm” (Pt/C: 60 wt%). The GDEs incorporated a
Nafion interlayer to enhance the membrane-to-catalyst contact
interface.

The electrochemical testing was conducted using a PEM
single-cell (Fuel Cell Technologies, Inc., New Mexico), featuring
an active area of 5 x 5 cm®. Graphite flow fields with a triple
serpentine design were utilized within the cell housing. The
MEAs were assembled using a polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE)
gasket and sub-gasket to achieve approximately 15% com-
pression of the GDE on each side. The cell was sealed by apply-
ing a torque of 7 Nm to the eight bolts surrounding the per-
imeter of the assembly. A G40 fuel cell test station (Greenlight
Innovation, Canada) coupled with a potentiostat (BioLogic,
France) was used.

Electrochemical conditioning

Before starting the electrochemical measurements, a pressure
drop test was conducted by sealing the cathode outlet and
introducing nitrogen through the cathode inlet, followed by
sealing the anode outlet and introducing nitrogen through the
anode inlet. This process ensured that there were no leaks
either from the cell housing or through the membrane.
Testing proceeded only when the pressure drop rate was below
1 kPa min~". Following the pressure drop test, MEA condition-
ing was performed at a cell temperature of 80 °C with fully
humidified (100% RH) H, and O, supplied to the anode and
the cathode, respectively. The backpressure was set to 150
kPa,, with gas flow rates of H,/O, at 0.2/0.2 nlpm. The current
density was maintained at 0.5 A cm™> for 105 minutes to com-
plete the conditioning process.

Polarization (I-V) measurement

After conditioning, the cell was kept at 80 °C, 100% RH and
150 kPag. Reactant flows were fixed to a stoichiometry of 1.5/
1.5 (H,/O,) with a minimum flow of 0.2/0.2 nlpm. Once the
open-circuit voltage stabilised, the current density was stepped
from 0 to 3.50 A cm™2. Between 0 and 0.25 A cm ™2 the step size
was 0.012 A cm™> with a 60 s hold; above 0.25 A cm™? it was
0.25 A cm™* with a 180 s hold. Voltage was recorded every 2 s.
For each current, the polarization curve was constructed from
the mean of the final ten data points, corresponding to the
last 20 s of data.

OCYV hold test

Subsequently, a long-term stability test was carried out by
maintaining the fuel cell at OCV under the same conditions
(80 °C, 100% RH, 150 kPa, backpressure, and gas flow rates of
H,/O, at 0.2/0.2 nlpm). Cell voltage was logged every 2 s, and
the high-frequency resistance (HFR) check was triggered every
5 min; the HFR reported is 1 kHz. The termination criterion of
the test is a voltage drop of 20% from the initial OCV value.
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Hydrogen crossover (LSV)

Linear-sweep voltammograms were recorded at 80 °C and
100% RH. The anode and cathode were supplied with 0.2
nlpm H, and 0.2 nlpm N,, respectively. The cell voltage was
swept from 0.20 to 0.50 Vat 2 mV s~

MEA preparation for ex situ analysis

Removing all traces of the electrode material before conducting
Raman microscopy is essential, as carbon black at the electrodes
is highly sensitive to thermal degradation induced by laser
irradiation. This decomposition can also damage the surround-
ing ionomer. Therefore, for ex situ characterization of the mem-
brane, the MEA was disassembled. First, the GDEs were carefully
removed from the membrane. Secondly, in order to remove the
remaining catalyst layer on the membrane, the membrane was
cleaned with an adapted wet process proposed by Bas et al.*’
Specifically, the sample was immersed in an isopropyl alcohol
(IPA) and water mixture (1 : 1 weight ratio) at 60 °C and sonicated
for ten seconds. This step removed the majority of the catalyst
layers and allowed the two halves of the CCM to be separated,
facilitating a better understanding of degradation mechanisms
on the anode and cathode sides. To track membrane orientation,
each half of the membrane had the side facing the catalyst layer
marked and the orientation was carefully tracked throughout all
future preparation and analysis. The remaining catalyst on the
two half-CCMs was removed by two additional IPA-water baths,
each conducted at 60 °C in an ultrasonic bath for ten seconds
with 5 minutes of drying in between each step.

Raman microscopy

For quantitative Raman analysis, it is important to keep the
measurement conditions as constant as possible. For Nafion, it
was shown in the literature that the intensity of the SO;~ Raman
peak is sensitive to the hydration state of the system.*®*° To keep
the hydration constant through all measurements, all samples
were measured submerged in water. To ensure equal hydration,
the samples were placed in DI water at least 18 h before the
measurement. Raman measurements of the submerged samples
were performed using a custom sample holder (shown in SI
Fig. S2) with a water immersion objective (Zeiss W Achroplan/W
N-Achroplan 63x/0.9).

Raman measurements were conducted using a WITec alpha
300 RA (WITec, Germany) confocal Raman microscope. The
microscope featured a 785 nm laser operating at 70 mW power.
Spectra were obtained using a WITec UHTS 300 VIS-NIR spectro-
meter equipped with a Peltier-cooled, back-illuminated CCD
camera (1024 pixels) and a 300 grooves per mm optical grating,
providing a spectral resolution of approximately 2.1 cm™". For
depth scans, individual spectra were acquired for five seconds
with six accumulations at 0.5 pm intervals through fully hydrated
membranes to avoid changes in hydration. For calibration, five
depth scans per reference sample were measured. For the begin-
ning of life (BOL) membrane, 16 depth scans at different
locations were performed and for the aged membranes, depth
scans at ten different locations per sample were conducted.

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Data processing

First, cosmic ray removal (CRR) and background subtraction
were performed using WITec Project 5+ software. Filter set-
tings were kept the same for all spectra. For the CCR algor-
ithm, a filter size of 4 and a dynamic factor of 5 were used.
Background subtraction was done using the shape-based
algorithm with a shape size of 100.

For all further evaluations, custom Python scripts were
used. Avisual guide for data processing is given in Fig. S3. And
all used scripts can be found in the SI.

In the first script, the raw data were transferred to a 3D dataset
(Fig. S3a). To achieve this, an average spectrum is calculated from
all spectra recorded for a sample at the same z-height.
Subsequently, for every wavenumber of interest, a 2D dataset
(intensity vs. z-height) is generated by first fitting a Gaussian®® at
the specified wavenumber and then calculating the area of the
Gaussian between +3o for every z-height (Fig. S3b).

In the second script, the intensity vs. z-height data is
smoothed, and the EW is calculated (Fig. S3c). First, two filters
are applied to the data sequentially: a wavenumber filter and
an intensity outlier filter. The wavenumber filter removes all
data points where the wavenumber of the Gaussian peak
center deviates by more than +3 cm ' from the reference
value. This filtration step is crucial for eliminating incorrectly
fitted peaks, which may result from cosmic rays or other arti-
facts that were not sufficiently removed by previous filters.

Following this, the intensity outlier filter is applied. Here, a
moving average with a window size of three is computed. Any
data points deviating by more than 30% from this average are
considered outliers and subsequently removed from the dataset.

The cleaned data were then fitted using a cubic B-spline. The
beginning and end of the membrane within this fitted dataset
are identified by locating the points where the intensity is equal
to or greater than 50% of the maximum intensity (Fig. S3d). This
allows for the calculation of the membrane thickness. The posi-
tion data are then normalized relative to the calculated mem-
brane thickness, resulting in a dataset of intensity vs. relative
membrane depth (ranging from 0 to 1) (Fig. S3e).

With these datasets, EW can be calculated for each
measurement point from the peak ratios using eqn (1):*!

EW =Mgp + Mgg-m=81+139-m
:81+1391BB/IFG -a

(1)

With m being the number ratio of backbone units per sulfo-
nic acid group, IBB being the intensity of the backbone signal,
IFG being the intensity of the functional group (sulfonic acid
signal at 1022 cm™') and a being the slope of the linear corre-
lation obtained by Raman calibration data. This calculation is
repeated for all relevant wavenumbers across all samples.
Subsequently, the median EW and the standard deviation
across samples are computed (Fig. S3f). Finally, the positional
data are converted back to an absolute scale by multiplying
them by the mean membrane thickness.

For the calibration samples, the same evaluation was used.
But instead of calculating EW, only the peak ratio is calculated

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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followed by calculating the mean peak ratio over the whole
membrane thickness as well as the sample-to-sample standard
deviation.

We want to mention that Maier et al. recently published an
improved method to determine the thickness of a membrane
in Raman z-scans by fitting a sigmoidal curve to the beginning
and end of the spectra to account for changes in refractive
index between the sample and the surrounding medium as
well as the absorption of the material.*> We did not apply this
method as the intensity did not change strongly over the scan
depth, only introducing a small error in the thickness evalu-
ation, and the refractive indices of the membrane and water
are very close so that the mismatch can be neglected.
Additionally, the computational effort would be significantly
higher as we work with a three-layer setup with a mixed area
since we analyzed PE reinforced membranes.

NMR measurements

After Raman analysis, parts of the samples were dried at
125 °C in a vacuum for four hours and then placed in DMSO-
de and heated to 100 °C for 24 hours in a sealed glass vial to
dissolve all the ionomer in the membrane. The solution was
then transferred to an NMR tube using a syringe. Since in the
case of reinforced samples, the reinforcement was not soluble
in DMSO-d¢, the NMR sample remained unaffected by the
reinforcement, which remained in the vial. "H spectra with
128 scans were acquired on a Bruker Avance IV Neo 400 MHz
NMR-spectrometer.

For evaluation, MestreNova 14.2.1 was used. Before analyz-
ing the spectra, all spectra were auto-phase corrected and auto-
background corrected. The chemical shift was referenced to
the DMSO peak at 2.50 ppm.

EW-analysis by NMR

EW can be determined by NMR by calculating the number
ratio of sulfonated monomer units to total monomer units,
denoted as m™', using eqn (1).*" An exemplary spectrum of
sPPS-390 is shown in Fig. 1c. For the evaluation of m™", the
“peak” integration method in MestReNova was used. All rele-
vant peaks were first assigned ("H NMR (400 MHz, DMSO-dg):
8 8.59 (d, H1), 8.54 (d, H2), 8.26 (d, H3), 8.20 (m, H4), 8.06 (d,
H5), 7.98 (d, H6)). Peaks 1, 2, and 3, corresponding to three
protons total per phenyl group, were used as proxies for the
functional group. Peaks 4, 5, and 6, representing four protons
total per phenyl group, were used for the unsulfonated repeat
units.

The ratio m™" is calculated using eqn (2), where I is the inte-
gral of proton peaks 1 to 6 according to Fig. 1.

-1
Ii+Is+1g 3
mt = (14T S )
LtL+1, 4

Gel permeation chromatography (GPC)

GPC samples were prepared by drying the NMR samples and
dissolving 2 mg of dry polymer in 4 ml of DMSO-LiBr solution

RSC Appl. Polym., 2026, 4, 408-421 | 411
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Fig. 1 (a) Chemical structure of sPPS with X giving the ratio of the two
dyads. (b) Normalized Raman spectrum of sPPS-360 (black), sPPS-390
(yellow), sPPS-400 (green), and sPPS-420 (blue). Colored areas corres-
pond to the colored chemical groups in (a), gray and red marked peaks
could not be assigned to one specific chemical group (see the Raman
spectrum of sPPS section). (c) NMR spectrum of sPPS-390, where
numbers 1-6 correspond to the assigned protons in the chemical struc-
ture (a).

(Wiisr = 0.5 wt%) at 100 °C for 4 hours and subsequently fil-
tered through a 1.0 um glass fibre filter. The measurement was
performed on a PSS 1200 system equipped with a PSS GRAM
Precolumn 10 pm (8 x 50 mm) and three analytical columns
(1x PSS GRAM 100A and 2x PSS GRAM 30004, each 8 x
300 mm). The system was calibrated before the experiment
using pullulan standards (polymer standard services GmbH)
using an RI-detector (PSS G1362A, 1260-Series) and a differen-
tial viscosity detector (PSS DVD 1260). DMSO with LiBr
(0.5 wt%) was used as a mobile phase at 70 °C. Measurements

412 | RSC Appl. Polym., 2026, 4, 408-421
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were performed with an injection volume of 100 pl and a flow

rate of 0.8 ml min™*.

Results

Raman spectrum of sPPS

To investigate sPPS by CRM, the sPPS-Raman modes of the
aromatic ring (Fig. 1a: blue) and the SO,-bridge (Fig. 1a: green)
of the backbone and the sulfonic acid functional group
(Fig. 1a: yellow) were assigned to the respective Raman peaks
(Fig. 1b; full spectrum: Fig. S4a). For the peak assignment, litera-
ture data of bisphenol-S** and benzenesulfonic acid were used**
as they are good model compounds for the sulfonated phenylene
groups in sPPS. Bisphenol-S resembles the unsulfonated back-
bone, and benzenesulfonic acid serves as the model for the sulfo-
nated phenyl ring. Raman spectra of the sulfonated and unsulfo-
nated monomers (see Fig. S4b) and a series of Raman spectra of
four different types of sPPS (Fig. 1b) were recorded. The sPPS
samples comprised SPPS-360 (EW ~ 360 g mol ™, X = 0), sPPS-390
(EW =~ 390 g mol ™", X = 0.11), sPPS-400 (EW ~ 400 g mol ", X ~
0.14), and sPPS-420 (EW ~ 420 g mol ", X ~ 0.21). The samples
were measured while submerged in water to avoid signal changes
due to changes in hydration.

The Raman peak of sPPS observed at 1581 cm ™" is assigned
to the C-C-stretching vibration in the phenyl ring (blue mark,
Fig. 1a), as supported by the literature studies on bisphenol-S
and benzenesulfonic acid.*>** Due to its high intensity and
clear assignment to the backbone, this peak will be used as a
reference for all spectra.

The peak observed at 1155 cm™ ' is assigned to an S-O
stretching vibration mode arising from the sulfone bridge in
the backbone (green mark, Fig. 1a) since a similar peak is
present in bisphenol-S and the Raman spectra of the unsulfo-
nated monomer (Fig. S4b). Additionally, its intensity remains
unchanged for sPPS ionomers with different EW (Fig. 1b).*?

The two peaks at 1172 cm™ " and 1022 cm™" are assigned to
the S-O stretching vibration mode arising from the sulfonic
acid group (yellow mark, Fig. 1a) since both peaks varied with
the EW of the sPPS ionomer (inset Fig. 1b). The assumption is
supported by the occurrence of both peaks in the Raman spec-
trum of the functionalized monomer (Fig. S4b) and benzene-
sulfonic acid.** As the peak at 1172 cm™" overlaps the peak at
1155 em™ " it is only observable as a shoulder.****

The peak at 1090 cm ™" is attributed to the backbone (grey
mark, Fig. 1b), as it does not appear in any other spectra used
for peak assignment and shows no dependency on EW.

The 1070 cm™" peak (red mark, Fig. 1b) is observed at a
similar intensity for all measured sPPS samples, was also
observed in bisphenol-S and was assigned by Ullah et al.*’ to
either a CC stretching vibration mode or an SO stretch
vibration. Since this peak is only present in the unsulfonated
monomer and does not vary with EW, it is likely attributed to
the backbone.

Other peaks were not assigned due to their low intensities,
making them unsuitable for evaluation because of higher error

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Table 1 Assignment of important Raman peaks in sPPS
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Table 2 EW and m™ obtained by NMR for the reference samples

Raman General Assignment of Target EW EW by NMR

frequency [em™] assignment vibrational mode  Sample [g molsou "] [g molso '] m~" by NMR
1581 BB Y(CCH),” 1(CC)*"  sPPS-360 360 360.4 0.498

1155 BB 1(S0)*H*? sPPS-390 390 394.9 0.443

1090 BB — SPPS-400 400 407.6 0.426

1072 BB 1(CC),** y(so)*! sPPS-420 420 421.7 0.408

1022 FG Y(SO;3)***

General assignment denotes whether the vibration can be assigned to
the ionomer backbone (BB) or the functional group (FG).

margins. A summary of the assigned peaks is provided in
Table 1.

Raman EW calibration curve

Raman spectra are mostly used for qualitative analysis as the
absolute intensity of a measurement not only depends on the
sample but also on the laser wavelength and intensity used,
the detector, and the optics. Additionally, quantitative analysis
is further complicated as each Raman-active group has its own
Raman activity. To circumvent most of these issues, normaliza-
tion is necessary. For Nafion, Bohm et al. used the relative
peak ratio of a backbone peak and the sidechain peak to deter-
mine the EW of Nafion-based membranes.”>"> The same
approach is used in this study. In short, the Raman peak
intensity of a chemical group is proportional to its number of
groups in the measured volume*® and its Raman activity and
laser intensity.*® With this approach, one can use the following
equation to calculate the ratios of backbone units per sulfonic
acid group m™".

1 _K-n-ags-Iyg _ arc Ire _

I
= = q 1. XS (3)
K-n-agg-Igg aps I

I BB

m

With the Raman measurement constant K (laser wave-
length, intensity, sensor, etc.), the number of sample mole-
cules n, the specific Raman activity of the molecule fragment
vibration mode of the sulfonic acid group arg and the back-
bone agg and the respective intensities Irg and Igg. As n and K
are identical for both peaks, they cancel each other out. The
activities apg and agg can be simplified to an effective activity
a, which can be experimentally measured by a concentration
study (¢f. section: Data processing). For further details, we
refer to Bohm et al.>®

In the following, we relate to m™"' to refer to the ratio of
functional groups to backbone units instead of the EW, which
refers to the backbone mass. To establish a calibration curve
for m™" of sPPS ionomers, four non-reinforced sPPS sample
membranes with different but known m " were measured. m ™"
for sPPS-360, sPPS-390, sPPS-400, and sPPS-420 has been
determined by NMR to be m™" = 0.498, m™" = 0.443, m™" =
0.426, and m ™" = 0.408, respectively (Table 2).

To counteract any influence of chromatic aberration, we
performed full depth scans and calculated the peak ratio with
the normalized datasets. Afterward, the peak ratio was aver-
aged over the full membrane depth.

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

Fig. 2 displays the intensity ratio of the sulfonic acid mode
(1022 em™) divided by the three most significant backbone
modes: 1090 cm™" (blue), 1155 cm™" (green), and 1581 cm™*
(vellow) over m™". The data show some scattering but follow, as
expected, a linear trend. For the linear correlation, the y-inter-
cept was defined as y = 0, since there should be no sulfonic
acid signal for an unfunctionalized polymer. The parameters
obtained by linear fitting of the different intensity ratios are
given in Table S5. The scattering for the peak ratio of
1090 cm™* to 1022 cm™ ' is higher than that for the other
peaks, since the intensity of the 1090 cm™" mode is much
lower compared to the intensity of the 1155 cm™ and
1181 cm™" modes, as can be seen by the greater slope. Lower
intensity means that the absolute error due to random noise is
higher. The small shoulder of the 1055 cm™ peak should not
influence the results greatly, as we do a Gaussian fitting before
evaluating the area of the fit, which should neglect the
additional signal. However, there might still be a small contri-
bution from the additional signal. Thus, in principle, all evalu-
ated peak ratios can be used for the determination of m™" as
the linear fits demonstrate excellent agreement with the data,
as indicated by the high coefficient of determination (R*> >
0.99). However, the 1581 cm™" peak is the most suitable for
EW evaluation as it exhibits the second highest intensity and
shows no contribution from other signals. The high intensity
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Fig. 2 Raman calibration: correlation between the Raman peak ratio
and the NMR number ratio of sulfonic acid groups per backbone repeat
unit and respective EW for 4 samples (sPPS-360, sPPS-390, sPPS-400,
and sPPS-420). Error bars indicate standard deviation within a single
depth-scan. The lines are error weighted linear fits with a defined
y-intercept at (0]0). Fit parameters are given in Table S5.
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leads to smaller errors due to noise. The peak at 1155 cm ™"
has higher intensity but is close to a very strong signal of the
backbone (see Fig. S8a), risking overlap or wrong fitting by the
algorithm.

Chromatic aberration in confocal Raman microscopy

When analyzing the normalized intensity vs. scan depth for a
pristine membrane at the 1022 cm™" and 1581 cm™" peaks, a
positional shift in the intensity data is apparent (Fig. 3a).
Since the backbone and sulfonic acid group are covalently
bonded, the signal shift of about 1 pym cannot be explained by
the ionomer structure or conformation. Since the evaluation of
the EW, given by the ratio of the two peaks, is significantly
altered by the observed shift (Fig. S6 blue), particularly at the
membrane edges, the respective peak intensities need to be
position corrected.

An analysis of the positional shifts of other peaks relative to
the 1022 cm ™" peak revealed a linear trend of peak shift versus
wavenumber (Fig. 3b). The occurrence of this shift is most
likely caused by chromatic aberration in the optical setup, as
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Fig. 3 (a) Peak shift: normalized peak intensity with respect to scan-
depth for a pure sPPS-390 membrane. (b) Positional shift of the
measured start and end of the membrane for the BOL reinforced
SPPS-390 sample with 16 measurements and a concatenated weighted
linear fit over all data points and its 95% prediction band (yellow). The
reference point (marked with gray dashed lines) is the sulfonic acid peak
at 1022 cm™.
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the confocal microscope is optimized for the visible range,
and the utilized 785 nm laser operates at the edge of the
device’s operational window. Chromatic aberration would lead
to different focal planes depending on the light wavelength,
and with that to the observed positional shifts.*”*®

The chromatic aberration does not affect the measured
membrane thickness, as can be seen by evaluating the mem-
brane thickness of different peaks (1089 cm™, 1155 ecm™*, and
1581 cm™') with respect to the membrane thickness evaluated
from the sulfonic acid signal (1022 cm™) (Fig. S7). This
finding allows us to normalize the peak location separately
with regard to the membrane thickness, creating an intensity
vs. relative membrane thickness dataset (ranging from 0 to 1
with 0 = beginning of the membrane and 1 = end of the mem-
brane). The thickness corrected dataset allows us to determine
the signal ratio of the sulfonic acid peak to the backbone
peaks while avoiding errors due to chromatic aberration.
Comparing EW evaluation by absolute scan depth and thick-
ness-normalized location for a pristine membrane shows a
clear improvement in data consistency (cf. Fig. S6).

EW measurement of reinforced membranes

Reinforcements might affect the EW measurement if the
reinforcement material exhibits a chemically similar structure
to the ionomer. This is, e.g. often the case for PFSA mem-
branes, which are typically reinforced by an expanded PTFE
substrate.”® However, as long as there is a backbone peak and
a functional group peak that does not overlap with the
reinforcement spectra, the EW should remain accessible by
CRM.**** For hydrocarbon membranes still in the R&D state,
different reinforcement materials are being tested.**" In this
study, polyethylene (PE)-reinforced sPPS membranes are used.
For PE and sPPS, only the peak at 1070 cm™ overlaps
(Fig. S8a), leaving a sufficient number of peaks for accurate
EW evaluation by CRM.

Thus, while the signal intensity of sPPS-390 decreases in
absolute terms, when PE is present as reinforcement, due to
the reduced local concentration of sPPS-390 (Fig. S8b), the
peak ratios of the sulfonic acid group and the backbone peaks
(1090 cm ™, 1155 em ™, and 1581 cm™ ") remain constant. This
can be seen in a depth scan of a PE-reinforced sPPS membrane
(Fig. S8c). The determined EW across the thickness of the
membrane (using the signal at 1581 cm™") remains constant
and unaffected by the integrated reinforcement over the whole
membrane depth, indicating no interaction between the
reinforcement and the ionomer that would influence the
Raman peak ratio. To locate the reinforcement, one can
examine the intensity of the sPPS-390 peaks, as the local con-
centration of sPPS-390 is reduced where the reinforcement is
present, leading to lower signal intensities but a similar inten-
sity ratio (see Fig. S8b and c). Alternatively, the reinforcement
position can be determined by analyzing its specific Raman
signals. Although this method uses absolute location data and
is subject to a small error due to chromatic aberration, it is
more accurate in identifying the reinforcement boundaries, as
changes in the sPPS-390 signals are minimal. In Fig. S8d, the

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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depth scan for sPPS-390 is shown, along with the reinforce-
ment location determined by the Raman signals of PE at
1296 cm™'. We corrected the PE location by applying a factor
obtained from the linear correlation when analyzing chromatic
aberration.

Membrane degradation

Membrane aging. In a previous study by Yazili et al.,>* sPPS/
PBI acid/base blended membranes demonstrated long-term
stability during OCV hold tests at 30% relative humidity (RH)
and low oxygen partial pressure. Since gas crossover, and con-
sequently radical formation, is very limited for hydrocarbon
membranes under these conditions, the present study
employed more aggressive conditions to analyze membrane
degradation.”® The chosen conditions include a higher O,
partial pressure of 203 kPa compared to 17 kPa and a higher
relative humidity of 100% instead of 30%. Both changes
promote gas crossover and thus lead to increased radical for-
mation rates that accelerate membrane degradation.>®
Furthermore, catalyst layer degradation was neglected, since
PFSA (Nafion)-based GDEs were used. Han et al. showed that
the degradation rate of Nafion is at least one order of magni-
tude slower under the chosen AST conditions than that of
hydrocarbon-based ionomers.*

Fig. 4 shows the relationship between the cell voltage (OCV,
blue line) and the high-frequency resistance (HFR, green line)
over time during the OCV hold. The cell voltage and the rate of
voltage loss provide insights into the membrane degradation
process, as the OCV is largely governed by hydrogen per-
meation from the anode to the cathode.

At the beginning of the test, the cell voltage is the highest
(971 mvV) and gradually decreases at a rate of approximately
20 mV h™', with slightly more pronounced degradation
observed between 120 and 140 hours. At 170 hours, a sharp
drop of 100 mV in OCV is observed. This sudden voltage loss
is likely due to hole formation and/or loss of mechanical integ-
rity in the polymer membrane caused by oxidative damage,
which increases hydrogen crossover. After 183 hours, the cell
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Fig. 4 Cell in situ aging data: OCV over aging time (blue, left axis) and
HFR over aging time (green, right axis). The grey area marks the time-
frame between 120 and 140 hours. Measured at 80 °C, 100% RH, 150
kPag backpressure, and gas flow rates of H»/O, at 0.2/0.2 nlpm.

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

View Article Online

Paper

voltage falls below the minimum threshold (20% OCV loss),
and the test is terminated. The overall loss in OCV suggests
membrane thinning and the formation of pinholes, leading to
increased gas crossover and potentially contributing to local
performance degradation. This increased crossover is also
evident from LSV measurements comparing the BOL and EOL
states (see Fig. S9a). Hydrogen crossover current density
increases from 0.21 mA cm™? (1.08 x 107° mmol em ™ s7) to
2.92 mA cm ™2 (15.14 x 10~° mmol em > s7%).

The HFR decreases overall by 16%, from 68 to 57 mQ cm?,
with a more significant reduction coinciding with the voltage
drop after around 170 hours. The slight decrease in the HFR
may indicate improved proton transport through the mem-
brane over time, potentially due to a decrease in membrane
thickness while retaining proton conductivity. However, it is
important to note that the decrease in HFR can also be caused
by changes in electrical or contact resistances in the cell.
Nevertheless, it does align reasonably well with the later
measured reduction in membrane thickness (see $10).>* The
relatively stable HFR implies that the membrane’s EW remains
nearly constant throughout the test duration.

Overall performance degradation was not evaluated for this
system as EOL performance measurements were not per-
formed due to low OCV as well as high crossover and shunt re-
sistance. BOL performance (Fig. S9b) is comparable to or
better than the performance of other hydrocarbon-based cells
reported in the literature.’*>%°¢

Membrane thickness

Using CRM allows for virtual cross-sections, providing loca-
lized chemical data of the membrane structure. When per-
forming depth scans with CRM, the thickness of different
layers can be extracted as well. As expected from the decrease
in OCV and HFR, the membrane likely undergoes thinning
during the accelerated stress test. This finding is supported by
the CRM virtual cross-section (Table 3 and Fig. 5a). Comparing
the end-of-life (EOL) thickness of the anode-half and the
cathode-half to the BOL thickness of the PE-reinforced sPPS
membrane by CRM, a reduction of approximately 44% from
27 pm down to 15 pm is observed. While significant, this thin-
ning is less severe than that typically reported for a PFSA mem-
brane (Nafion NR-211 with 30 um original thickness) by Bohm
et al.,, who observed a 64% reduction in the membrane thick-
ness after 100 hours of OCV-hold. This observation aligns with
the slow loss in OCV over time, which is likely caused by
increasing gas crossover due to continuous membrane thin-
ning. Similar to Bohm et al.,, we observe more pronounced
degradation on the anode, with the EOL thickness of the
anode being 2 pm (or 25%) lower than that of the cathode.?®
The statistical significance of this observation in the thickness
difference is confirmed by the Mann-Whitney U test (U = 92.0,
p = 0.0017). It should be noted that a change in the molecular
weight of the polymer could change the swelling properties of
the material. Meaning that with a decrease in molecular
weight, the membrane swells more.”” This would lead to CRM
underestimating the change in membrane thickness between
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d5lp00284b

Open Access Article. Published on 03 December 2025. Downloaded on 3/13/2026 10:41:05 AM.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Paper

View Article Online

RSC Applied Polymers

Table 3 Summary of ex situ results for membrane aging: thickness measured by Raman, error in thickness is the standard deviation between all

measurements, M, M,,, and Dy, determined by GPC

Thickness Thickness Dy M, M,, EW by Raman EW by NMR

[um] [%BOL]  M,[kDa] M, [kDa] (M./M,) [%BOL] [%BOL] Dy[%BOL] [gmolsosn '] [gmolsom ']
BOL 13.3+1.7 100 18.7 58.1 3.1 100 100 100 382 382
EOL-cathode 8.6 +1.3 64.7 12.4 34.1 2.8 66.2 58.8 88.7 378 393
EOL-anode 6.4+1.5 48.1 9.3 19.3 2.1 49.6 33.3 67.0 383 381

Comparison of global EW measured by Raman and NMR.
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Fig. 5 (a) Membrane thickness at the beginning and end of life (BOL
and EOL). The box gives the 25 to 75" percentile of all measured thick-
nesses; whiskers show the min and max of the dataset. The horizontal
line in the box gives the median and the black diamonds mark the
average thickness. Next to the barplot is the smoothed distribution func-
tion with every single data point marked as a circle. The black dotted
line indicates the nominal thickness of the PE-reinforcement. (b) EW
with respect to membrane depth. The shown depth is the average of all
measured membrane thicknesses (cf. the Data processing section).

BOT and EOT compared to the dry state, as it is measured in a
fully hydrated state.

GPC analysis. To further analyze the degradation mecha-
nism of the sPPS membrane during the AST, GPC measure-
ments were performed on the remaining membrane frag-
ments. The apparent weight-averaged molecular weight (M)
of the sPPS membrane decreased during the course of the AST
by 67% at the anode-half and by 41% at the cathode-half of
the membrane (Table 3; full molecular weight distributions of

416 | RSC Appl. Polym., 2026, 4, 408-421

pristine and degraded sPPS are provided in Fig. S11). This
proves that chemical changes, likely chain scission, occur in
the polymer during AST, altering its elution behavior. It is
important to note that only the remaining fragments were ana-
lyzed; the smallest fractions (resulting from extreme degra-
dation or chain scission near the end of the original polymer
backbone) of the sPPS ionomer are likely not detectable by
GPC or are water soluble and washed out during the AST proto-
col. The latter would explain a mechanism for the high degree
of membrane thinning during testing. We also observe that M,,
decreases, but to a lesser extent than the M, causing the dis-
persity (Py) to decrease. Possible degradation mechanisms
that would result in a decrease in the molecular weight and
could explain the decrease in membrane thickness are random
chain scission or an unzipping mechanism. The change of Dy,
suggests that the dominant mechanism is random chain scis-
sion. The narrowing of the molecular weight distribution is
characteristic of a random chain-scission process,*®* ®° wherein
the longest polymer chains are preferentially cleaved under oxi-
dative conditions, leading to the depletion of the high M,, tail.
As a result, the overall chain-length distribution becomes more
uniform, leading to a lower dispersity, Py;. This observation
aligns with the results reported by Miyatake’s group for sulfo-
nated benzophenone poly(arylene ether ketone).® Despite
slower degradation due to milder conditions in their OCV
hold, we do not expect this to change the mechanism of degra-
dation. Unzipping mechanisms would not alter the Dy as they
show no preference for the degradation of long versus short
chains.®® We cannot fully exclude the unzipping mechanism,
as we could have a superposition of both mechanisms, with
the random chain scission being the dominant process.

EW measurements. When examining changes due to the
AST in the local EW of the sPPS membrane by CRM, in con-
trast to reports on PFSAs,* no significant change compared to
the BOL-value (blue) is observed for the anode-half (yellow)
and the cathode-half (green) of the membrane (Fig. 5b). Only
the membrane thickness differs after the accelerated stress
test, which can be seen by the membrane depth, given as the
average membrane depth of all samples. This contrasts
sharply with findings on PFSA-based membranes, where side-
chain scission, and with that an increase of EW, is reported. E.
g Bohm et al. reported that for Nafion the EW increased from
an average of 1000 g mol™" to 1500 g mol™" at local points,
indicating a loss of about one-third of all functional groups.”®
In comparison, the loss observed here is about 1%, confirming

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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that the functional groups in sPPS membranes are not signifi-
cantly attacked by radicals during AST. This also aligns with
observations by Dockheer et al.®*

This conclusion is further supported by HFR measurements,
which show a slight decrease during AST, indicating that proton
transport dynamics remain stable despite aging with the slight
decrease of HFR due to membrane thinning. To validate the
Raman data, we compare the global EW measured by Raman
(average EW over the full membrane thickness) to the EW deter-
mined by NMR (see Table 3). NMR results confirm the Raman
measurements, as both methods show only insignificant differ-
ences between BOL and EOL EW. Additionally, the data demon-
strate excellent agreement between NMR and Raman, further
reinforcing the reliability of the findings.

Discussion of degradation mechanisms. The observed degra-
dation behavior differs markedly from the reported degra-
dation of PFSAs. While for PFSAs, the functional group or side-
chain attack typically occurs faster than main-chain scission,
as evidenced by a strong decrease in EW.>>*% In contrast,
SPPS appears to degrade via a mechanism in which functional
group attack (desulfonation) occurs at a rate similar to or
slower than main-chain scission. This finding is supported by
the retention of functional groups (i.e. stable EW) in the ana-
lyzed membrane at EOL, despite the decrease in its molecular
weight. In other words, the ratio of sulfonated to non-sulfo-
nated chain segments does not significantly change, consist-
ent with random chain scission. Further evidence comes from
the "H-NMR spectra (Fig. S12) of the membrane at the begin-
ning and end of life, indicating the same protons with equal
integrals in both samples (cf. Table 3).

To better understand the degradation mechanism of sPPS,
it is crucial to consider possible reaction pathways. As Schuster
et al.® demonstrated excellent hydrolytic stability for sPPS-type
polymers, we exclude hydrolytic degradation as a major
pathway, focusing instead on radical induced polymer
degradation.

While there are many reaction pathways suggested for sulfo-
nated arylene-based polymers with C-C bonds in the
backbone,®*®* there is no mechanistic study of arylene groups
linked only by sulfone groups, and only a few studies on
heteroatom linked arylenes such as sulfonated polyether
(ether)ketone (sPEEK)®* and sulfonated polyethersulfone
(sPSU),%® making suggestions about reaction pathways for the
analyzed sPPS highly speculative. In the few studies analyzing
arylene-based polymers with C-C bonds in the backbone,
neither Holmes et al. nor Dockheer et al. proposed an attack
on the C-S bond in sulfonated phenylated polyphenylenes®* or
poly(sodium styrene sulfonate), respectively.®>

For sPEEK, it was demonstrated that chain scission is poss-
ible by cleaving the hetero C-O bond.®® Using density func-
tional theory (DFT), Panchenko calculated that in sPSU, the C-
S bond between the backbone and the sulfonic acid can be
split. Although the reaction is unlikely to occur in the gas
phase due to high reaction free energies, it can occur in the
presence of water.®® The reason this is not observed in measur-
able amounts might be the slightly different chemical struc-

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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tures: sPPS only contains sulfone bridges, whereas sPSU fea-
tures alternating sulfone and ether bridges, leading to
different electron densities in the arylene backbone.

However, based on the mechanism described by Holmes,
Dockheer and Panchenko, it is likely that hydroxyl radicals
rapidly react with the aromatic rings to form cyclohexadienyl
radical adducts, which react further (with e.g. oxygen), even-
tually leading to chain scission or desulfonation. The obser-
vation of stable EW suggests that desulfonation is not the
major pathway.

For a better understanding of the chemical and structural
degradation mechanism of sPPS, additional dedicated experi-
ments will be required. Particularly, analyzing degradation pro-
ducts exiting the fuel cells might provide additional insights
into the exact mechanism.

Conclusion

In this work, the capabilities of confocal Raman microscopy
(CRM) for analyzing sulfonated poly(phenylene sulfone) (sPPS)
membranes have been demonstrated. Our results show that
CRM is a reliable method for measuring equivalent weight
(EW), with a strong agreement with the NMR results. In
addition to NMR, CRM not only provides the global EW as an
average over the whole membrane area but also enables the
evaluation of the local EW throughout the depth of the mem-
brane. A correction of the measurement data has been pro-
vided to avoid errors due to chromatic aberration. This allows
us to implement the method for different set-ups not necess-
arily optimized for the utilized wavelength.

To show the feasibility of CRM for the analysis of membrane
aging, a SPPS membrane was aged for 180 h under in situ OCV-
hold conditions. While some local EW variations were observed
after the test, the values remained closely aligned with the overall
EW with only slight changes to the EW at the beginning of the
test. Thus, for sPPS, the sulfonic acid groups directly attached to
the polymer backbone are not prone to chemical degradation,
and the C-S bonds between the backbone and sulfonic acid
groups are highly stable. The significant decrease in SPPS mem-
brane thickness after the AST, down to 56% of the original value,
was attributed to an attack on the backbone of the arylene
polymer, leading to a reduction in molecular mass and the likely
removal of equal fragments of sulfonated and non-sulfonated
polymers. This degradation mechanism is fundamentally
different from that of PFSAs, where functional group or side-
chain degradation occurs more rapidly than main-chain scission.
In sPPS, by contrast, degradation is driven primarily by an attack
on the polymer backbone, while the sulfonic acid groups remain
largely intact.

Additionally, we showed that the integration of a membrane
reinforcement material does not interfere with the EW
measurements by CRM, provided that carefully selected peaks
are used to avoid signal overlap. Since the reinforcement struc-
ture can be localized, future studies can leverage this feature
to differentiate between the anode and cathode sides of a
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membrane using the reinforcement as a marker. This tech-
nique enables the use of a single reinforced membrane for
degradation studies, maintaining spatial resolution between
the two sides.

Looking ahead, this method holds potential for investi-
gating degradation not only in sPPS-based fuel cell mem-
branes but also in other membrane materials. Furthermore,
the influence of operating conditions, including operation
under electrolysis conditions, on degradation as well as on
different degradation modes of various hydrocarbon-based
membranes can be analyzed with the presented method.
However, since the method is limited to the material that
remains after testing, we would suggest that future studies
should include effluent water analysis, as degradation pro-
ducts are likely present and could provide additional insights
into the underlying degradation mechanisms.
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