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n of a sulfonated polyimide matrix
anchored with phosphotungstic acid-loaded MOFs
for enhanced fuel cell efficiency

Ragasudha Sudhakaran, Preethi Dayalan and Paradesi Deivanayagam *

The H2–O2 fuel cell performance of the synthesised sulfonated polyimide (sPI) membrane is significantly

enhanced by incorporating a phosphotungstic acid-loaded MOF matrix into the polymer. The sPI

polymer is synthesized using a chemical imidization method from its monomers. Herein, we prepare

immobilized phosphotungstic acid on the metal organic frameworks of iron (HPW@MIL-100(Fe)) via

a hydrothermal process. Composite membranes with varying filler loadings are fabricated using

a solution-casting technique. The polymer sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composites exhibit enhanced

physicochemical and electrochemical properties, surpassing those of the pristine sPI membrane. The

electrostatic interactions between the polymer functionalities and the filler units are responsible for their

performance in fuel cell applications. The membrane loaded with 4 wt% HPW@MIL-100(Fe) exhibits

a high water uptake and ion exchange capacity of 21.86% and 1.92 meq per g, respectively. The proton

conductivity reached 0.085 S cm−1 for this composite, but the performance declined beyond this

loading due to aggregation. The fabricated MEA with 4 wt% HPW@MIL-100(Fe) delivers a power density

of 216 mW cm−2 during fuel cell testing. The resultant power output from the sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe)

electrolyte membrane can be used for stationary applications operating within 150–220 mW cm−2

power density range.
1. Introduction

The world is facing a severe energy crisis due to the rising
population, which is oen viewed as a form of poverty. To
eradicate this issue, world leaders at the UN Summit adopted
Sustainable Development Goal 7 (SDG 7), which focuses on the
theme ‘Affordable and Clean Energy’. This goal aims to develop
energy-producing technologies that are viable and highly effi-
cient in a greener manner. In addition, this goal promotes the
use of renewable energy sources, such as solar, wind,
geothermal, nuclear, and electrochemical energy systems, like
fuel cells and batteries, for energy production. Practical diffi-
culties, such as storage, transportation, and unpredictability,
have hindered the advancement of renewable energy systems
and increased the demand for fuel cells and batteries. In fuel
cells, oxidation and reduction reactions at the anode and
cathode produce electricity and water as the major byproducts.
Among the various types of fuel cells, polymer electrolyte
membrane fuel cells (PEMFCs) are considered highly efficient
due to their potential properties, including low emissions of
harmful effluents, quiet operation, and a consistent source of
power generation in remote areas. Furthermore, their
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prevalence has been notable due to their high-power density
and ability to operate at higher temperature conditions.1–3

To date, hydrophobic and hydrophilic backbones possess
a perurosulfonated membrane. Naon is considered the
standard PEMmembrane. Its superior thermal and mechanical
stability, along with its good proton conductivity, make Naon
a state-of-the-art PEM material. However, its high cost and poor
performance at elevated temperatures hinder its utilization in
academic and industrial applications.4 Biopolymers like chito-
san5 and alginates6 were initially explored as PFSA alternatives.
The low cost and renewability of these materials have made
themmore appealing, but their low performance and durability
have limited their use. Aromatic backbone polymers, such as
sulfonated polyether ether ketone (SPEEK),7 sulfonated poly-
ether sulfone (SPES),8 polybenzimidazole (PBI),9 and sulfonated
polyimide (sPI),10 have been examined and are considered the
best alternatives to Naon.

The imide ring backbone of polyimide contributes to its high
thermal stability, mechanical strength, and chemical resistivity,
which has attracted special attention to polyimide polymers in
recent years.11 Direct polymerization using sulfonated diamine
with anhydride is a straightforward method for synthesizing
sulfonated polyimides.12 In the case of post-sulfonation, there is
a high possibility of imide hydrolysis, which adds to the justi-
cation for using PI synthesis via the pre-sulfonation process.13

The proton conductivity and performance of the sulfonated
© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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polyimide are highly inuenced by the diamine and anhydride
moieties. Six-membered anhydrides have longer fuel cell dura-
bility than ve-membered polyimides, and exible diamines
like ODADS increase the oxidative stability of the polyimides,
which is the reason for choosing NTDA-ODADS-based poly-
imides.14 In addition, the presence of bulky substituents in the
non-sulfonated diamine, like BAPP, facilitates the formation of
an open structure by preventing regular, close, parallel polymer
packing. This tailor-made structure enhances conductivity even
under lower humidity conditions.15 The physicochemical and
electrochemical properties of the bare polymer can be improved
by adding llers, like metal oxides,16 heteropolyacids,17 carbon
nanotubes,18 ionic liquids,19 and metal–organic frameworks.20

Heteropolyacids, also known as heteropoly electrolytes, are
dened by the term ‘green catalysts’ due to their high stability,
selectivity, non-corrosive properties, and extended lifetime in
solution.21 Without any external support, heteropoly acids can
act as effective proton conductors because of their hydrophi-
licity, which helps to hold water and maintain super acidity,
rapidly migrating protons between adjacent polyanions.22,23

S. M. J. Zaidi et al.24 developed a SPEEK/HPA composite
membrane that showed enhanced activity compared to neat
SPEEK. The composite exhibits higher water uptake and proton
conductivity values, which are attributed to the continuous
aqueous phase and the Grotthuss reorientation mechanism
facilitated by the heteropolyacid unit in the composite. Payam
Molla-Abbasi and coworkers25 developed a novel carbon
nanotube-doped phosphotungstic acid incorporated with
Naon to improve performance. The expected outcome in terms
of water uptake and conductivity was achieved due to the
presence of acidic groups in phosphotungstic acid. This acidic
functionality signicantly enhanced the overall performance,
establishing heteropolyacids as a promising platform for
researchers to work with.

Heteropolyacids can be utilized in a variety of applications,
but their low specic surface area, curtailed catalytic stability,
high solubility, and leaching issues in aqueous solutions have
hindered their use.21 To overcome this, the HPA moiety must be
encapsulated within the pores of metal–organic frameworks,
thereby leveraging their high porosity.26 Zhenguo Zhang and
colleagues27 are the rst to report phosphotungstic acid
encapsulated MIL-100(Fe) loaded with sulfonated poly (arylene
ether ketone sulfone) containing carboxyl group (C-SPAEKS)
matrix for PEMFC application. The 4% content-loaded
composite exhibited a maximum proton conductivity of
0.072 S cm−1 at 80 °C, which is 1.8 times greater than that of
pristine SPAEKS.

In this study, a new sulfonated polyimide (sPI) was prepared
by applying the chemical imidization method, and HPW@MIL-
100(Fe) was synthesized by applying the hydrothermal method.
The van der Waals volume of the hydrothermally stable HPW
(∼13 Å) is larger than the size of the pentagonal window (5.5 Å)
and hexagonal window (8.6 Å) of MIL-100(Fe), which reduces
the risk of leaching. The incorporation of HPW@MIL-100(Fe)
into the pristine sulfonated matrix facilitates the acid–acid
interactions between the –SO3H of the polymer and the –PO3H
of the ller. This functional group interaction paves additional
© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
pathways for proton conduction and transport. In this study,
the thermal, physicochemical, mechanical, and electrical
properties of the sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) membranes were
thoroughly investigated and discussed in detail.

2. Experimental section
2.1 Materials and methods

Naphthalene-1,4,5,8-tetracarboxylic dianhydride (NTDA) and
benzene-1,3,5-tricarboxylic acid were purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich. 4,40-oxydianiline (ODA), 2,2-bis[4-(4-aminophenoxy)
phenyl]propane (BAPP) and isoquinoline were acquired from
BLD Pharm Laboratories, India. Iron(III) chloride hexahydrate,
benzoic acid, triethylamine (Et3N), m-cresol, hydrochloric acid,
dimethyl sulfoxide, N,N-dimethylformamide, acetone, phos-
photungstic acid and concentrated sulfuric acid (97%) were
purchased from Sisco Research Laboratories Pvt. Ltd, India.
Fuming sulfuric acid (20%) was procured from Spectrochem
Pvt. Ltd, India. NTDA and benzoic acid were vacuum dried at
160 °C for 20 h and 80 °C for 24 h, respectively, before use. Et3N
and m-cresol were dried over 4-Å molecular sieves prior to use.
All other chemicals were used as received without further
purication.

2.2 Synthesis of sulfonated polyimide (sPI)

The synthesis of the sPI polymer was carried out using amethod
reported previously by our team.14 The sulfonated copolyimide
was prepared through a high-temperature one-pot poly-
condensation reaction involving an anhydride and two diamine
monomers in a N2 atmosphere. The polymerization reaction
utilized equimolar amounts of two diamines (ODADS and
BAPP) and anhydride (NTDA). The sulfonated monomer,
ODADS (0.360 g, 1.0 mmol), was dissolved in 3 mL of m-cresol
with the addition of excess triethylamine (0.24 g, 2.4 mmol) to
liberate the amine group and form the zwitterionic form
(NH4

+SO3
−) of ODADS. Following this, other co-monomers,

NTDA (0.536 g, 2.0 mmol) and BAPP (0.410 g, 1.0 mmol), and
the catalysts, benzoic acid (0.34 g, 2.8 mmol) and isoquinoline
(0.33 mL, 2.8 mmol), were added to the reaction mixture with
the extra addition of 5 mL of m-cresol. Aer incorporating all
the monomers and catalysts, the mixture was stirred at room
temperature for 30 minutes and then at 80 °C for 4 h. The
formation of polyimide from polyamic acid at this step was
achieved by further heating at 180 °C for 20 h. The resulting
brown viscous solution was diluted with m-cresol at 100 °C and
quenched in acetone. The brous precipitate was washed
several times with acetone and then dried at 80 °C under
vacuum for 8 h. The yield of the obtained sulfonated polyimide
is 92%. Scheme S1 illustrates the preparation of sulfonated
polyimide via the chemical imidization of NTDA/ODADS/BAPP.

2.3 Synthesis of HPW@MIL-100(Fe) metal organic
framework

Initially, 1.89 g (7.0 mmol) of ferric chloride hexahydrate and
1.36 g (6.4 mmol) of benzene-1,3,5-tricarboxylic acid were di-
ssolved individually in 50 mL of deionized water. The resultant
RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805 | 22795
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Fig. 1 Schematic of the preparation of HPW@MIL-100(Fe).

RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

1 
M

ay
 2

02
6.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 5

/9
/2

02
6 

5:
45

:4
4 

PM
. 

 T
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A

ttr
ib

ut
io

n-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online
solutions were combined by stirring to obtain a clear mixture.
An amount of 4.97 g (1.7 mmol) of phosphotungstic acid was
added to the homogeneous solution and transferred to a Teon-
lined stainless-steel reactor. The reactor was heated to 130 °C
for 72 h. The resultant orange precipitate was washed several
times with DI water and ethanol via centrifugation and dried
under vacuum at 60 °C for 12 h.26 Fig. 1 displays a pictorial
representation of the preparation of HPW@MIL-100(Fe).
2.4 Preparation of sPI and sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe)
composite membrane

The sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composite was prepared using the
solution casting method. Typically, the Et3N form of the poly-
mer was dissolved in DMSO (2 wt%), followed by the addition of
different loadings (2, 4, 6, and 8 wt%) of HPW@MOF. The
mixture was stirred for about 24 h, sonicated, and then cast at
80 °C for a day. The dried membranes were soaked in methanol
for 24 h to remove the excess solvent. The membranes under-
went acid treatment by immersing in 1.0 M HCl for a full day,
followed by thorough washing with deionized (DI) water and
drying under vacuum at 150 °C for 20 h. The membrane
thickness was found to be between 30 and 50 mm.
2.5 Characterization techniques

2.5.1 Structural analysis. PANalytical (The Netherlands) X-
ray diffractometer using Cu Ka radiation in the range of 5–80°
2q values was employed to obtain the X-ray diffraction pattern of
MOF@HPW and composites. Functional groups of the ller and
composite were obtained using a Fourier transform infrared
(FTIR) spectrometer (Shimadzu IRtracer 100) in the range of
4000–450 cm−1. The ULVAC PHI Versa Probe III (Physical
Electronics, USA), which has an Al Ka radiation source, was
used to conduct XPS analysis of the high weight percent loaded
composite.

2.5.2 Thermal, sorption and mechanical stability analysis.
The Netzsch STA 2500 Regulus Thermo Gravimetric Analyzer
(TGA) was operated at a heating rate of 10 °C min−1 from 30 °C
to 800 °C under N2 atmosphere for thermal stability analysis.
The mechanical stability of the composite was tested using
a Grayhill (USA) (model ASTM D638) universal testing machine.
The N2 gas adsorption–desorption analysis of the HPW@MIL-
100(Fe) was measured using a Quantachrome Novae 2200
instrument. Prior to measurement, the sample was outgassed at
150 °C under vacuum for 12 h and subsequently for 12 h at
room temperature.
22796 | RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805
2.5.3 Morphological and wetting studies. The morphology
of HPW@MIL-100(Fe) was analyzed using a JEOL Plus (Japan)
high-resolution transmission electron microscope (TEM). The
distribution of ller on the polymer surface and the elemental
composition of HPW@MIL-100(Fe) were examined using
a Thermo Scientic Apreo S (USA) scanning electron microscope
(SEM) with energy dispersive X-ray (EDX) mapping. Park Systems
Corporation's XE7 Atomic Force Microscope (AFM), in contact
mode, was used for themorphological analysis ofmembranes. The
hydrophilic nature of the composite was measured using a Kyowa
Interfaces Services contact angle instrument (model: DMS4D7).

2.5.4 Physicochemical studies. The membrane's water
uptake and swelling ratio percentages can be determined by eqn
(1) and (2), respectively. The water uptake and swelling ratios
were analyzed by soaking the membrane in deionized water for
24 h. The weight and thickness of the membrane before soaking
were measured and labelled as Wdry and Tdry, respectively. Aer
the designated time, the membranes were drained and wiped
with tissue paper to remove excess water, and Wwet and Twet
were measured immediately aerwards, where Wwet and Twet
denote the weight and thickness of the membrane aer soak-
ing, respectively, as follows:

water uptakeð%Þ ¼ Wwet �Wdry

Wdry

� 100; (1)

swelling ratioð%Þ ¼ Twet � Tdry

Tdry

� 100: (2)

The ion exchange capacity (IEC) was determined by classic
acid–base titration between NaCl and NaOH with a phenol-
phthalein indicator. Eqn (3) was used to calculate the IEC of the
membrane samples as follows:

IECðmeq per gÞ ¼ VNaOH � NNaOH

weight of the polymer
; (3)

where VNaOH is the volume of consumed NaOH and NNaOH is the
normality of NaOH used.

The theoretical IEC was calculated using eqn (4) as follows:

Ion exchange capacityðmeq per gÞ

¼ No: of sulfonic acid groupsðnÞ � 1000

Molecular weight of the repeating unit ðMwÞ: (4)

The hydration number denes the ionic interaction between
the sulfonic acid group and the water molecules. Eqn (5) was
used to calculate the hydration number as follows:
© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Hydration numberðlÞ ¼ 10

IEC
� water uptake value

18:01
: (5)

The oxidative stability of the membrane is assessed by
soaking it in a 2 ppm FeSO4 solution containing 3% H2O2

(Fenton's reagent). Oxidative stability was calculated using eqn
(6) as follows:

Oxidative stabilityð%Þ ¼ Wa

Wb

� 100; (6)

where Wb and Wa are the weights of the membrane before and
aer soaking in Fenton's reagent, respectively.

2.5.5 Electrochemical measurement. The membranes were
hydrated with 100% RH for few hours before measurement. The
proton conductivity of the membrane was determined using
a Zahner impedance analyser at various temperatures, with an
AC amplitude of 20 mV and a frequency range of 1–100 kHz. The
hydrated membranes were sandwiched between two probe cells
placed in the temperature controller. The resistance value of the
membrane was determined, and the proton conductivity was
calculated using eqn (7) as follows:

s
�
S cm�1� ¼ L

RA
; (7)

where L, R and A denote the thickness, resistance and area of
the membrane, respectively.

The activation energy (Ea) of the electrolyte membranes was
calculated using the linear form of the Arrhenius equation, as
follows:

lnðsÞ ¼ lnðs0Þ � Ea

R

�
1

T

�
; (8)

where R and T represent the gas constant and temperature,
respectively.

2.5.6 Membrane electrode assembly (MEA) fabrication and
single-cell testing. The MEA single cell performance was
examined at 60 °C and 100% RH using a K-PAS fuel cell station.
The catalyst ink was prepared by mixing the powder catalyst (Pt/
C, 40 wt%) with a 5% Naon solution as a binder in a DI water
Fig. 2 FT-IR spectra of (a) sPI and HPW@MIL-100(Fe) and (b) sPI/HPW@

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
and isopropyl alcohol medium using the ultrasonication
method. The catalyst loading was adjusted to 0.6 and 0.8 mg
cm−2, and the fuel gas ow rates of H2 and O2 were 30mLmin−1

and 40 mL min−1, respectively, at the anode and cathode. The
4 wt% sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) MEA with a 9 cm2 active area was
fabricated by applying the hot press method under conditions
of 130 °C and 40 bar pressure for 3 min.
3. Results and discussion
3.1 Spectral analysis

The FT-IR spectra of HPW@MIL-100(Fe), sPI, and composites
are displayed in Fig. 2. As depicted in Fig. 2(a), for HPW@MIL-
100(Fe), the peaks at 1376 cm−1 and 1698 cm−1 correspond to
the stretching vibrations of C–O and C]O bonds of Fe-MOF,
respectively.28 The aromatic C]C bond accounts for the char-
acteristic absorption peaks at 1443 cm−1 and 1620 cm−1.29 The
peaks at 809 cm−1, 880 cm−1, 969 cm−1, and 1060 cm−1 corre-
spond to the asymmetric stretching vibrations of P–O, W]O,
W–Ob–W, and W–Oc–W from phosphotungstic acid, respec-
tively.30 These vibrations shied slightly from the vibrational
spectrum of bare phosphotungstic acid, conrming its inter-
action with the organic framework,31 as shown in Fig. S1. In sPI,
sulfonation is conrmed by the S]O stretching peak at
1014 cm−1 and a pronounced –OH broad peak around
3500 cm−1. A sharp peak appeared at 1336 cm−1, conrming the
C–N stretching. The symmetric and asymmetric stretching
vibrations of the C]O group correspond to the peaks noticed at
1659 cm−1 and 1711 cm−1, respectively.32

As illustrated in Fig. 2(b), the prominent peaks observed
around 1336 cm−1 and 1659 cm−1 are attributed to C–N and
C]O stretching vibrations, respectively, in all the composites.
This validates that the backbone structure of sPI was not
affected by incorporating a ller into the matrices. In addition,
the band at 880 cm−1 corresponds to the W]O of HPW, which
is prominent in all the composites. Additional common peaks
of the polymer were also observed, conrming the successful
incorporation of the HPW@MIL-100(Fe) into the matrix.
MIL-100(Fe) (2–8 wt%) composites.

RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805 | 22797
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The XRD diffraction pattern of sPI and HPW@MIL-100(Fe)
reveals their amorphous and crystalline nature, as shown in
Fig. 3(a). The sulfonic acid group graed onto the side chain of
the polymer is responsible for the broader diffraction peak in
the vicinity of 20°, indicating amorphous behavior.33 The broad
peak between 5.0° and 8.0° results from the interaction between
phosphotungstic acid and MIL-100(Fe). Aer the addition of
HPW onto the MIL-100(Fe) matrix, the electron density of the
porous MOF was increased, and the crystal structure of theMOF
was not disturbed, which was conrmed by the sharp peaks
observed in the diffraction pattern of HPW@MIL-100(Fe).29,34

The XRD pattern of the composite membranes is displayed in
Fig. 3(b). The amorphous nature of the polymer is disturbed by
the addition of MOF into the system. The composites seemed to
exhibit a semicrystalline behavior. The peak around 10° is
preserved in the composite, indicating that the ionic interac-
tions between the polymer and HPW@MOF did not alter the
nature of the ller. The characteristic peaks at 21.5°, 33.6°, and
37.1° are attributed to the crystal structure of the MOF
preserved in the composite lm. Furthermore, a progressive
enhancement in peak intensity with increasing additive
percentage suggests that the additive is well dispersed and
incorporated within the polymer matrix, as conrmed by the
XRD results.

The valence state spin–orbit splits for the elements in the
sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composite at 8 wt% were analyzed using
XPS. The survey spectra shown in Fig. 4(a) conrmed the pres-
ence of elements, such as C, N, O, S, W, and Fe, in the
membrane. The C 1 s spectra (Fig. 4(b)) recorded between 280
and 290 eV exhibit three deconvoluted signals at 288.3, 285.8,
and 284.9 eV, which correspond to the C–N, C]O, and C]C
Fig. 3 XRD patterns of (a) sPI and HPW@MIL-100(Fe) and (b) sPI/HPW@

22798 | RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805
bonds of the polymer, respectively.35,36 The sulfonation (C–
SO3H) is conrmed by the S 2p peaks (Fig. 4(c)) deconvoluted at
167.7 eV and 168.9 eV.37 The N 1s spectrum (Fig. 4(d)) shows
a deconvoluted peak at a binding energy of 400.3 eV, which is
attributed to the C–N state.38 The O 1s spectrum displayed in
Fig. S2 can be divided into three distinct peaks with binding
energies of 531.6, 532.7, and 533.3 eV, indicating the presence
of C–O, S–O, and C]O bonds, respectively.39 The W 4f XPS
spectrum (Fig. 4(e)) presents two intense peaks at 4f5/2 and 4f7/2,
with binding energy peaks centered at 35.7 eV and 37.7 eV,
respectively.40 The deconvoluted peak of W 4f shis to a lower
binding energy than that of WO3 due to the electron transfer
between the tungsten and ironmetal ions of the HPW andMOF,
respectively.41 The Fe 2p spectrum exhibits two distinct peaks at
711.3 and 724.6 eV, accompanied by satellite peaks corre-
sponding to the Fe 2p3/2 and Fe 2p1/2 binding energy levels,
respectively, which are attributed to the Fe3+ state.42 The XPS
analysis results are comparable and consistent with the FT-IR
spectra.

3.2 Morphological analysis

The structural morphology of the synthesized HPW@MIL-
100(Fe), sPI and composite membranes was investigated, and
the images are shown in Fig. 5. The structure of the prepared
HPW@MOF, as displayed in Fig. 5(a) and (b), showed octahe-
dral geometry with the distribution of phosphotungstic acid
groups on the matrices. The obtained morphology agrees with
previous studies.26 The average particle size of the ller is found
to be 75 nm. The EDX spectrum depicted in Fig. S3 shows
elements such as C, O, P, Fe, and W, which conrms the
successful incorporation of the HPW into the MIL-100(Fe)
MIL-100(Fe) (2, 4, and 8 wt%) composites.

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 4 XPS spectra of (a) survey (b) C 1s (c) S 2p (d) N 1s (e) W 4f and (f) Fe 2p in sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) (8 wt%) composite membrane.

Fig. 5 (a and b) SEM and TEM images of HPW@MIL-100(Fe). (c–f) Surface SEM images of sPI and sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) at 2, 4 and 8 wt%
loading. (g and h) Cross-section SEM images of sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) at 4 and 8 wt% loading.
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cavities. In addition to EDX conrmation, elemental mapping
in SEM analysis displayed in Fig. S4 supports the presence of
these elements in HPW@MIL-100(Fe).

The pristine sPI exhibited a smooth surface, as shown in
Fig. 5(c). With an increase in the ller concentration, the
smoothness of the surface is altered with an increase in
roughness. The sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composites with 2 wt%,
4 wt% and 8 wt% loading show regular distribution of
HPW@MIL-100(Fe) onto the polymer matrix displayed in
Fig. 5(d–f). It is observed that the uniformity of the membrane is
not affected aer the HPW@MIL-100(Fe) loading onto the bare
sPI matrix. The cross-section images for the composites are
displayed in Fig. 5(g and h). In a 4 wt% membrane matrix, the
porous nature of the material is apparent, which is ascribed to
ller loading that increases the material's perviousness and
© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
helps in proton conduction. With the increase in the
HPW@MIL-100(Fe) concentration, the agglomeration of the
particles, which block the porous strands of the membrane, was
observed to retard the performance of the composite. The cross-
section SEM images at higher magnication are displayed in
Fig. S5.

The topographical environment of the composites was
studied using AFM, as shown in Fig. S6. Contact mode 3D
images clearly show the distribution of the HPW@MOF on the
polymer matrix. The AFM height images of the sPI/HPW@MIL-
100(Fe) composite membranes show light and dark phase
separation. The carbon backbone of the polymer structure is
responsible for the light areas, and the dark areas are attribut-
able to the moieties of the polymer (–SO3H) and ller in
micrographic images.43,44 The 4 wt% sPI/MIL-100(Fe) composite
RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805 | 22799
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shows a well-dispersed and even loading of the ller in the
polymer matrix. In the 8 wt% loaded membrane (Fig. S6(c) and
(f)), large clusters were observed, which is due to the aggrega-
tion of the moieties that retard the performance of the
composite.

3.3 Chemical stability and sorption analysis

The chemical stability of the NTDA/ODADS/BAPP polymer was
assessed by immersing it in 12 M HCl, 3 M NaOH, and MeOH
for 7 days. As displayed in Fig. S7 and S8, all the membranes
immersed in their respective media show no changes in phys-
ical appearance. Aer this period, the membrane soaked in acid
and base media exhibits high structural integrity without
compromising the mechanical properties. This is not the case
for the membrane soaked in MeOH, which cracked aer treat-
ment. The FT-IR analysis displayed in Fig. S9 shows that the
important functional group bonds, like S]O (1014 cm−1), C–N
(1336 cm−1), and C]O (1659, 1711 cm−1) bonds, were not
disturbed, no bond shi was observed, and the polymer's
structure was preserved. Though the membrane soaked in
methanol broke aer treatment, the major groups were not
disturbed, and solubility was not observed in any medium. This
reects a positive response to the stability of the polymer. The
porous nature of the prepared HPW@MIL-100(Fe) was
measured by N2 sorption analysis. Fig. S10 displays the
adsorption–desorption isotherms; both MIL-100(Fe) and
HPW@MIL-100(Fe) show mesoporous behaviour of exhibiting
a type 4 isotherm. The Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) surface
area of the prepared HPW@MIL-100(Fe) is 63.52 m2 g−1, which
is lower than that of MIL-100(Fe) (414.90 m2 g−1). This reduc-
tion demonstrates the successful incorporation of HPW into the
frameworks of MIL-100(Fe).

3.4 Physicochemical studies

The membrane's ion exchange capacity, along with changes in
weight and thickness when exposed to an aqueous medium,
was measured, as shown in Table 1. The composite's water
uptake capacity and swelling ratio depend on the hygroscopic
behavior of the sulfonic acid moieties of the pristine polymer.
Both WU and SR show a similar increasing trend with an
increase in ller concentration. This is evident for two reasons:
(i) the presence of hydrophilic functional groups, –COOH, –OH,
and –SO3H, in both the pristine and ller matrices, and (ii) the
porous nature of the MIL-100(Fe), which increases the water
Table 1 Physicochemical characterization of the sPI and sPI/HPW@MIL

Membrane code

Water uptake (%) Sw

30 °C 60 °C 30

sPI 10.26 14.45 12
sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) (2 wt%) 12.83 17.28 14
sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) (4 wt%) 14.47 21.86 13
sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) (6 wt%) 13.23 19.07 11
sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) (8 wt%) 11.48 16.43 10

22800 | RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805
absorption capacity of the hybrid membranes.45–47 The
combined effect of both factors results in water uptake values
ranging from 11.48% to 14.47% at 30 °C and from 16.43% to
21.86% at 60 °C, which is higher than that of the pristine sPI.
The obtained water uptake values fell within a range that did
not deteriorate the mechanical properties and dimensional
stability of the matrix membranes.

The movement and penetration of the solvent molecules are
the major reasons for the swelling behaviour of the polymeric
membrane. Compared to the pristine sPI, the composite
membrane exhibits a lower swelling ratio, which can be attrib-
uted to (i) electrostatic interactions between the polymer and
the ller matrix and (ii) the rigid structure of the MOF that
restricts the segmental motion of the water molecules.48,49 The
swelling ratio increases with an increase in temperature, and
a maximum swelling of 23.33% at 60 °C is observed for 2 wt%
loaded sPI. Overall, the relatively low swelling behaviour of
these composite membranes suggests their suitability as proton
exchange membranes for fuel cell applications.

The ion exchange capacity of the conductive membrane is
directly proportional to the mass fraction of the ionizable
sulfonic acid groups within the membranes.50 The IEC of the
pristine sPI is measured to be 1.66 meq per g, which is
comparable with the theoretical IEC value. The theoretical IEC
value for the prepared sPI polyimide was calculated using eqn
(4). For sPI, n = 2 and Mw is 1265 g mol−1. Substituting the
values in eqn (4), the obtained theoretical IEC is 1.59 meq per g.
As the concentration of the HPW@MIL-100(Fe) ller within the
polymer matrix increases, the IEC of the membrane increases.
This enhancement is attributed to the carboxyl and hydroxyl
groups found in the ller, which increase the number of
exchangeable groups in the hybrid membranes. Moreover, the
super acidity of phosphotungstic acid adds extra H+, further
elevating the IEC.51,52 The IEC increases up to 4 wt% and then
declines, likely due to the aggregation of the ller in the poly-
mer matrix, which obstructs the functional groups from
engaging in exchange during titration. The hydration number
(l) for sPI and composite membranes was calculated from the
measured IEC and water uptake values. For a pristine
membrane, the l value is 3.43, while the sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe)
membrane (2–8 wt%) has a l value ranging from 3.76 to 4.18. It
is noteworthy that all the physicochemical properties show the
same trend for all the composites.
-100(Fe) composites

elling ratio (%) IEC (meq per g) Hydration number

°C 60 °C 30 °C 30 °C

.90 21.42 1.66 3.43

.77 23.33 1.73 4.11

.09 20.18 1.92 4.18

.76 16.04 1.88 3.90

.20 12.81 1.70 3.76

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 6 Thermal stability curves of the sPI, HPW@MIL-100(Fe) and sPI/
HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composites.
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3.5 Thermal and oxidative stability

The TGA thermograms for pristine sPI, HPW@MIL-100(Fe) and
composite membranes are displayed in Fig. 6. In pristine sPI,
the initial 10% weight loss is observed due to the moisture
content in the polymer. The second weight loss results from the
degradation of the hydrophilic sulfonic acid segment. Finally,
the deterioration of the aromatic backbone is noted above 450 °
C, with nearly 80% of the polymer degrading around 800 °C.
The sPI matrix shows high thermal stability, and this degrada-
tion pattern is comparable to the other reported NTDA-ODADS-
based polyimides.53 The ller HPW@MIL-100(Fe) exhibits
a three-step degradation process; the rst weight loss, occurring
around 100 °C, is attributed to the loss of water molecules. The
second weight loss stems from the coordinated water molecules
bound to the metal atoms. The third step of degradation is due
to framework implosion and the breakdown of the ligand
moiety.26

In the composite membrane, the weight loss observed above
100 °C, following the evaporation of water molecules, results
Fig. 7 Hydrophilic behavior of the (a) sPI and (b–e) sPI/HPW@MIL-100(

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
from the degradation of the functional moieties of both the
polymer and ller. The thermal stability displayed above 200 °C
for the composites is higher than that of the pristine sPI, which
is attributed to electrostatic interactions between the MOF and
polymer. Above 600 °C, the sPI loaded with 8 wt%
HPW@MIL100(Fe) shows a comparatively higher percentage
weight loss than the 2 wt% loaded sPI due to the effect of ller
agglomeration in the polymer matrices.54,55

The peroxide radical attack on the composite membrane was
evaluated by immersing the sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composite
membranes in Fenton's reagent at 80 °C (Fig. S11). The
immersion period was one hour, and the difference in
membrane weight was assessed to calculate oxidative stability.
The results indicate a decrease in the weight loss percentage as
the HPW@MIL-100(Fe) loading increases. This is attributed to
the protection of the sulfonic acid group of the polymer (–SO3H)
from the cOH and cOOH radicals by the ionic groups of the
HPW@MIL-100(Fe). The shelter effect arises from the forma-
tion of hydrogen bonds between the ller and the polymer.56 A
greater shielding effect was observed in the 4 wt% loaded
composites, which show an oxidative stability (OS) of 88.13%,
surpassing that of the 2 wt% loading. However, beyond this
increase in weight loading percentage, a deviated proclivity is
observed due to aggregation. These results indicate that these
composites possess sufficient oxidative stability and are suit-
able for PEMFC applications.
3.6 Mechanical stability and contact angle measurements

The prepared composite membranes were subjected to
measurements of tensile strength and contact angle, and the
results are displayed in Fig. S11 and 7, respectively. The elec-
trostatic interactions between the polymer and ller and
hydrophilic functional groups in the composites were the key
driving forces for these measurements. With an increase in the
ller concentration, the tensile strength value increases, and
the composite membranes show values in the range of 12.63–
23.55 MPa. The highest value was shown by the 4 wt% loaded
composite, which is about twice that of the pristine material,
and the highly loaded composite exhibits a lower tensile
strength value. The increased strength value of the hires is due
Fe) (2–8 wt%) composites.

RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805 | 22801
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to factors such as electrostatic ionic interactions between the –

SO3H groups of the polymer and the –OH groups of the ller.57

The tensile strength value decreases aer 4 wt% extra addition,
and this is due to the aggregation of the ller on the polymer
matrices, which retards the exibility and increases the brit-
tleness of the composite.58

The presence of hydrophilic moieties in the composites can
signicantly inuence the proton conduction behaviour of the
composites. The contact angle of the membranes was measured
to quantify hydrophilic behaviour. The pristine membrane was
found to have a contact angle of 84.5 deg., as shown in Fig. 7(a).
With an increase in HPW@MIL-100(Fe) concentration, the
contact angle decreased, indicating increased hydrophilicity.59

This trend was observed for only the 2 wt% and 4 wt% loadings
displayed in Fig. 7(b and c). Beyond this, at 6 wt% and 8 wt%
loadings, the contact angle increased again, as shown in Fig. 7(d
and e), due to agglomeration. This effect increases surface
roughness and area, decreases wettability, and reduces the
water-holding capacity in the composites, which is reected as
an increased contact angle measurement.
3.7 Electrochemical studies

The proton conductivity of pristine sPI and sPI/HPW@MIL-
100(Fe) composite membranes with 2–8 wt% loading was
measured at various temperatures (30 °C–80 °C), as displayed in
Fig. 8. The proton conductivity of the pristine membrane is
measured to be 0.023 S cm−1 at 30 °C, and this value tends to
increase with the loading of HPW-encapsulated MOF. The sPI
membrane loaded with 4 wt% HPW@MOF shows the
maximum proton conductivity of 0.046 S cm−1 under the same
conditions. This increase is attributed to the following reasons:
(i) the porous nature of the MIL-100(Fe) increases the number of
proton conductive sites; (ii) the high-density phosphate groups
in phosphotungstic acid possess good conductive properties
and interact with water molecules, aiding proton transport; and
(iii) in addition to phosphate groups, hydroxyl groups in the
super acid further enhance proton conduction channels by
forming dense hydrogen bonding networks on the MIL-100(Fe)
Fig. 8 (a) Proton conductivity and (b) Arrhenius plots of the sPI and sPI/

22802 | RSC Adv., 2026, 16, 22794–22805
channels.60–62 However, with a further increase in loading
percentage, the value begins to decrease due to the aggregation
of the ller within the polymer matrix.

The positive effect of temperature on the pristine sPI and
composite membranes was studied, and the trend was the same
as that observed at RT. The proton conductivity of these
membranes shows doubled time-enhanced activity with an
increase in temperature. This is because of an increase in the
mobility of the conduction species with increased heating.63 At
80 °C, a 4 wt% loaded sPI membrane produced the highest
proton conductivity of 0.085 S cm−1, while pristine sPI showed
a conductivity of 0.048 S cm−1. Despite aggregation, the
composite membranes loaded with 6 wt% and 8 wt% showed
higher proton conductivity than that of the pristine.

The temperature-dependent conductivity of the membranes
follows the Arrhenius equation. The activation energy values are
shown in Fig. 8(b). The Ea values for the composites are lower
than those of the pristine matrix. The sPI and hybrid
membranes exhibit Ea values ranging from 11.36 to
14.99 kJ mol−1. These values indicate that both the Grotthuss
and vehicular mechanisms facilitate the conduction of protons.
The vehicular mechanism is enhanced by the conduction of
protons through water molecules. Using this mechanism, the
proton transported as the Grotthuss mechanism is driven by the
sulfonic acid moieties and functional groups of the ller. The
water molecules absorbed by the polymer matrix lay the foun-
dation for the hydrogen bond network in the MIL-100(Fe) MOF,
which facilitates proton hopping. In addition, the dense
hydrogen networks formed between the phosphate and sulfo-
nate groups further decrease the activation energy for proton
conduction, thereby increasing the conductivity.64,65 The
conduction mechanism in sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composites
is displayed in Fig. 9.
3.8 Fuel cell performance

The sPI pristine matrix loaded with 4 wt% of HPW@MIL-
100(Fe) demonstrated a proton conductivity of 0.085 S cm−1

at 80 °C, which is higher than that of the other composites
HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composites at various temperatures.

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 9 Mechanism of proton transport in the sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composites.

Fig. 10 Fuel cell performance of the sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) (4 wt%)
composite membrane.
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subjected to single-cell performance applications. As the
temperature increased, the peak power density also increased.
The fuel cell performance at the optimal condition of 60 °C is
shown in Fig. 10. The bare sPI exhibited a maximum power
density of 63 mW cm−2,14 while sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) (4 wt%)
membrane achieved a maximum power density of 216 mW
cm−2 with an open circuit voltage (OCV) of 0.972 V. This
enhanced performance was attributed to synergistic Grotthuss
and vehicular mechanisms. From this result, it can be
concluded that sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) with 4 wt% loading
exhibits better performance than the sPI membrane. The
signicant improvement indicates that the HPW@MOF-loaded
sPI is a suitable candidate for PEMFC applications.
© 2026 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
4. Conclusion

In summary, we report for the rst time the incorporation of
phosphotungstic acid immobilized on an iron framework into
a sulfonated polyimide matrix. The composite membranes were
produced using the solution casting technique. The sPI/
HPW@MIL-100(Fe) composites exhibited enhanced physico-
chemical and electrochemical properties compared to the
pristine membrane. All notable properties improved with an
increase in the addition of MOF, but this trend continued only
up to 4 wt% loading. Beyond this concentration, a decline in
water uptake, IEC, and conductivity is likely due to the ller
aggregation phenomenon. At 80 °C, the sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe)
composite with 4 wt% loading achieved a maximum proton
conductivity of 0.085 S cm−1, which is nearly twice that of the
pristine matrix (0.048 S cm−1 under the same conditions). The
synergistic effects of the porous nature of the MOF, the ionic
functionalities in HPW, and the hydrophilic groups of the
polymer contribute to this enhancement. Furthermore, fabri-
cated sPI/HPW@MIL-100(Fe) MEA with 4 wt% loading delivered
a peak power density of 216 mW cm−2 at 60 °C under 100%
relative humidity. These ndings highlight that immobilized
heteropolyacids loaded onto sulfonated polyimide can lead to
signicant advancements in PEMFC applications.
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