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ved anthracene-based metal–
organic framework with controllable morphology
for high-performance sensing
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Demellawi, b Anita Justin,a Vinayak S. Kale, a Osama Shekhah, a

Omar F. Mohammed, b Husam N. Alshareef *bc and Mohamed Eddaoudi *a

Morphological variations in metal–organic frameworks (MOFs), such as differences in shape and size,

critically influence their properties, including surface area, mechanical strength, and optical behaviour.

These morphological features are often controlled by synthetic parameters, thereby directly affecting

MOF performance in applications such as catalysis and sensing. In this study, we present a novel

approach in which MXenes are used as a metal precursor to synthesize MOFs with ultrathin two-

dimensional (2D) nanosheet morphologies, offering promising potential for device integration.

Specifically, we synthesized an anthracene-based vanadium MOF (V–A MOF) with two distinct

morphologies: bulk nanorods derived from VOSO4 as the metal precursor (VOSO4–A MOF) and ultrathin

nanosheets derived from V2C MXene as the metal precursor (V2CTx–A MOF). The combination of p-

conjugated anthracene ligands and redox-active vanadium centers yields strong fluorescence emission.

Structural analyses confirmed successful synthesis and morphology control. Both MOFs were evaluated

as optical sensors for detecting metal ions and nitroaromatic compounds. Photoluminescence studies

revealed highly sensitive and selective fluorescence quenching toward Fe3+ and Pb2+ ions, with the

V2CTx–A MOF nanosheets demonstrating up to a sixfold enhanced response compared with that of the

bulk nanorods. Mechanistic investigations, supported by spectroscopic techniques and density functional

theory (DFT) calculations, indicate that fluorescence arises from linker-to-metal charge transfer, whereas

sensing predominantly occurs via Förster resonance energy transfer. This work highlights the profound

impact of the framework structure and nanoscale morphology on the accessibility of active sites and

overall sensing efficiency, emphasizing the advantages of MXene-derived nanosheets in enhancing MOF-

based sensor performance.
Introduction

While the reticular chemistry of metal–organic frameworks
(MOFs) has achieved remarkable precision in tuning pore
topology, the extrinsic control of crystal morphology, from bulk
polyhedra to ultrathin nanosheets, remains a critical frontier in
maximizing mass transport and active site accessibility for
advanced sensing applications.1–4 There has been a surge in
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of Chemistry 2026
recent studies on MOFs focused on developing techniques to
achieve different morphologies, understand the origins of
morphological variation, tune the shape and size of crystallites
in a controllable manner, and investigate their effects on
functional properties.5–11

MOFs are emerging as powerful platforms for different
sensing applications, especially uorescence-based sensors.12–17

The topology of a MOF, dened by the connectivity of its metal
clusters and organic linkers, dictates the pore geometry, linker
distribution, and overall accessibility of guest molecules,
whereas the diffusion dynamics and surface exposure of active
sites are governed by the morphology (e.g., bulk crystals vs.
nanosheets).18 Rational control over these parameters can
signicantly enhance sensor performance by improving analyte
accessibility and optimizing host–guest interactions.19 Vana-
dium (V) is a transition metal belonging to the h group of the
periodic table and possesses an outer electronic conguration
of 3d34s2. This conguration provides multiple valence elec-
trons, allowing vanadium to exhibit a wide range of oxidation
J. Mater. Chem. A
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states and redox activity. As a result, vanadium-based
compounds including vanadium oxides, nitrides, suldes,
mixed-metal vanadates, and vanadyl phosphates have attracted
increasing attention for applications in electrochemical energy
conversion and storage, as well as in sensing technologies.20–22

In recent years, vanadium-based MOFs (V-MOFs) have
emerged as promising materials because they provide new
opportunities for constructing functional vanadium-containing
architectures. In addition to incorporating vanadium into well-
dened frameworks, these materials can exhibit advantageous
properties such as high surface area, tunable porosity, struc-
tural diversity, and good chemical stability. V-MOFs are typically
formed through the coordination-driven self-assembly of
vanadium ions with organic ligands, leading to extended
network structures. Commonly used vanadium precursors
include vanadium trichloride (VCl3), vanadyl sulfate (VOSO4),
and elemental vanadium powder. These metal sources generally
coordinate with multidentate carboxylate ligands or nitrogen-
containing heterocyclic linkers to generate three-dimensional
frameworks with diverse structural topologies.8–10 Several
synthetic approaches have been explored to prepare V-MOFs
with controlled morphologies, including hydrothermal or sol-
vothermal synthesis, ultrasonic-assisted methods, and copre-
cipitation techniques. Despite these developments, the number
of well-characterized crystalline V-MOFs reported in the litera-
ture for sensing applications remains relatively small.20–24 For
example, porphyrinic V-MOF-10 has dual-pore systems, a large
surface area, and visible-light absorption properties favorable
for optical sensing.21,25 Similarly, polyoxovanadate-based MOFs
(POV-MOFs) incorporate vanadium–oxygen clusters as nodes,
enhancing framework stability, redox activity, and linker
accessibility.22,25,26

On the other hand, MXenes, a rapidly expanding class of two-
dimensional (2D) materials, have shown exceptional proper-
ties.27,28 MXenes have attracted signicant attention due to their
exceptional, uniquely tunable features, which are related to
their adaptable surface chemistry. In energy and environmental
applications, MXenes have demonstrated signicant
promise.29–31 MXenes are generally obtained by selectively
etching A-site layers from their parent MAX phases, followed by
chemical etching. The 2D layered structure of MXenes follows
the generic formula Mn+1XnTx, where Tx denotes surface func-
tional groups, including –O, –OH, –F, and –Cl.27,28 Using V2CTx

MXene as a sacricial metal precursor, Wu et al. (2019)
successfully demonstrated the synthesis of precisely thickness-
controlled vanadium porphyrin framework (V-PMOF) nano-
sheets by coordinating deprotonated tetrakis(4-carboxyphenyl)
porphyrin (H4-TCPP) ligands.32 This discovery revealed
a successful method for building MOF structures with
controlled morphologies directly from MXenes. The use of
MXenes as sacricial metal precursors in this system is driven
by their distinctive structural and chemical properties. Unlike
their parent MAX phases, MXenes exhibit a two-dimensional
layered morphology and are enriched with surface termina-
tion groups such as –O, –OH, and –F that are introduced during
the etching process. These surface functionalities serve as active
coordination sites for metal ions and organic ligands, thereby
J. Mater. Chem. A
promoting the nucleation and growth of MOF structures.
Furthermore, the large surface area, strong hydrophilicity, and
high chemical reactivity of MXenes make them highly suitable
as templates or precursors for MOF formation. During the
synthesis process, the two-dimensional MXene sheets can
participate in coordination interactions, enabling the in situ
formation of MOFs with two-dimensional architectures or well-
controlledmorphologies. This strategy can also facilitate amore
uniform distribution of active sites and enhance their accessi-
bility, which is advantageous for sensing-related applications.
Nevertheless, the synthesis of MOFs from MXenes and their
applications across various domains remain largely
unexplored.32

Heavy metal contamination, particularly from Fe3+ ions such
as micronutrients involved in enzymatic catalysis and oxygen
transport, can induce oxidative stress and organ dysfunc-
tion.33,34 In contrast, Pb2+ has no biological role and is highly
toxic even at trace concentrations, leading to neurotoxicity,
developmental impairments, and cardiovascular disorders.35–37

Therefore, monitoring Fe3+ and Pb2+ in environmental, food,
and biological samples is critically important. Conventional
detection techniques, such as atomic absorption spectroscopy
(AAS), inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry (ICP-MS),
and inductively coupled plasma optical emission spectroscopy
(ICP-OES), remain the analytical gold standards owing to their
accuracy and sensitivity. AAS is cost-effective and simple but
limited in terms of multielement analysis and ultratrace
detection; ICP-MS provides exceptional sensitivity and isotopic
resolution; and ICP-OES allows simultaneous multielement
quantication across wide concentration ranges.38,39 However,
these methods require costly instrumentation, trained
personnel, and laboratory-bound operations, emphasizing the
need for portable, rapid, and low-cost detection alternatives.

Optical sensors, especially uorescence-based sensors, are
particularly attractive because of their high signal-to-noise
ratios and design exibility. Anthracene derivatives, in partic-
ular, are widely explored as uorescent probes owing to their
strong emission intensity, high photostability, and facile func-
tionalization. For example, anthracene–quinoline dual-mode
chemosensors (e.g., HAQ) exhibit selective uorescence
quenching and visible color changes upon Fe3+ binding with
low detection limits; anthracene–chalcone derivatives show
strong Pb2+ selectivity via photoinduced electron transfer (PET)
mechanisms; and multianthracene systems achieve sub-
micromolar Fe3+ detection in environmental samples.40,41 In
a similar way, nitroaromatic compounds, including nitroben-
zene, 2,4-dinitrotoluene (DNT), and 2,4,6-trinitrotoluene (TNT),
are widely utilized in the production of explosives, industrial
chemicals, and military materials. Despite their widespread
use, these compounds pose signicant environmental and
health concerns due to their high toxicity, chemical stability,
and potential security threats. Therefore, the development of
sensitive and selective methods for their detection has become
increasingly important. MOFs have attracted considerable
attention as promising sensing materials for nitroaromatic
compounds. Owing to their porous structures and tunable
chemical functionality, MOFs can effectively interact with target
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026
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molecules. Consequently, luminescent MOFs have been widely
explored as effective platforms for the rapid, sensitive, and
portable detection of nitroaromatic pollutants and explosive
residues.5–8,42

In a related study, two anthracene-functionalized zirconium-
based MOFs were reported as luminescent sensors capable of
selectively detecting Fe3+, 2-nitrophenol, and dichromate
(Cr2O7

2−), underscoring the potential of anthracene-based
MOFs for multifunctional sensing applications.42 Building on
this concept, the present work focuses on integrating anthra-
cene moieties into V-MOFs to couple the optical advantages of
anthracene with the redox versatility of vanadium. Anthracene
moieties act as efficient organic uorophores, contributing
strong p–p* transitions that signicantly increase the uores-
cence intensity and improve the sensitivity of the detection
signal. In addition, these organic units can promote energy
transfer processes between the vanadium nodes and the ligand
framework, which may further improve the emission efficiency
and produce clearer uorescence signals. Beyond their photo-
physical contribution, anthracene derivatives also play an
important structural role within the framework. As organic
linkers, they help dene the pore architecture and maintain the
structural integrity of the MOF, thereby facilitating better
accessibility of analyte molecules to the active sites while
reducing nonradiative quenching pathways. Here, we report the
synthesis of anthracene-based vanadium MOFs (V–A MOFs)
with tunable morphologies to investigate their performance as
optical sensors. Anthracene derivatives were used as organic
linkers, whereas vanadium sulfate (VOSO4) served as the metal
Fig. 1 (a) Synthesis scheme of the V-MOF. (b) PXRD patterns of the V2CT
PL data for the V2CTx–A MOF, VOSO4–A MOF, and the ADBA ligand. SE

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026
precursor. To achieve morphological control, vanadium MXene
(V2CTx) was employed as ametal precursor for constructing two-
dimensional (2D) nanosheet MOFs, whereas the use of VOSO4

yielded bulk crystalline V-MOFs (Fig. 1a). Comparative studies
between these two morphologies elucidate how framework
dimensionality, linker accessibility, and active-site distribution
inuence sensing efficiency. This approach not only deepens
the understanding of morphology-driven sensing in V-MOFs
but also pioneers the use of MXene-assisted templating as
a versatile strategy for developing advanced optical sensors for
heavy-metal detection.
Experimental section
Synthesis of MXene V2CTx from V2AlC

The MXene was prepared according to previous reports.43 1 g of
V2AlC MAX phase powder was added to 20 mL of hydrouoric
acid (HF, 48% Sigma-Aldrich) to start the synthesis of V2CTx
MXene. The resulting solution was gently agitated for 24 hours at
35 °C. Aer the etching procedure, the solution was centrifuged
until a neutral pH was reached. The MXene dispersion was then
delaminated by adding 10 mL of 1 M tetramethylammonium
hydroxide (TMAOH) and stirring it for 4 hours at room temper-
ature to facilitate effective intercalation and subsequent solvent-
exchange with dimethylformamide (DMF).
Synthesis of the V2CTx–A MOF

The MXene-derived anthracene-based V2CTx–A MOF was
synthesized through a solvothermal approach, where 20 mL
x–A MOF, VOSO4–A MOF, V2C MXene, and the simulated structure. (c)
M images of the (d) V2CTx–A MOF and (e) VOSO4–A MOF.

J. Mater. Chem. A
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(1 mg mL−1) of V2CTx MXene suspension in DMF was rst
sonicated for 5 minutes before 95 mg of the 4,40-(anthracene-
9,10-diyl)dibenzoic acid (ADBA) linker was gradually added to
the mixture under continuous stirring. Aer 2 h of stirring, the
solution was transferred into a 50 mL Teon-lined autoclave.
The reaction was carried out at 180 °C for 3 days. Aer 3 days of
reaction, the mixture was allowed to cool naturally to room
temperature. The product was washed thoroughly to remove
unreacted species and residual solvent, and solvent exchange
was performed with methanol for 24 h, followed by vacuum
ltration at room temperature to obtain the nal V2CTx–A MOF.
Here aer complete washing and solvent exchange we have
obtained 26 mg of V2CTx–A MOF.

Synthesis of VOSO4–A MOF

The synthesis of bulk VOSO4–A MOF was carried out under
conditions similar to those used for the synthesis of V2CTx–A
MOF. In a typical procedure, 10 mg of VOSO4 was dissolved in
20 mL of DMF under continuous stirring, followed by the
gradual addition of 95 mg of the ADBA linker. The resulting
light greenish precipitate was collected, thoroughly washed
with DMF, and subjected to solvent exchange with methanol.

Results and discussion

In this work, we report, for the rst time, the synthesis of
a uorescent bulk VOSO4–A MOF and a V2CTx–A MOF, which
were fully characterized and found to exhibit superior sensing
capabilities.

Material characterization

The successful synthesis of V2CTx MXenes was rst conrmed
via PXRD analysis (Fig. 1b). The PXRD patterns of the parent
V2AlC MAX phase and the etched V2CTx MXene match well with
standard reference data from the literature (Fig. S1a).44 Trans-
parent thin layers of V2CTx MXene are visible in the high-
resolution SEM images (Fig. S1b and c). The shi and broad-
ening of the (00l) reections toward lower angles, along with the
formation of thin 2D layers, conrm the successful etching and
formation of few-layer MXenes.

This V2CTx MXene was subsequently employed as a metal
precursor for the targeted MOF, while VOSO4 was used under
identical conditions to obtain the corresponding bulk MOF.

This V2CTx MXene was subsequently employed as a metal
precursor for the targeted MOF, while VOSO4 was used under
identical conditions to obtain the corresponding bulk MOF. The
PXRD patterns of both the VOSO4–A MOF (bulk) and the V2CTx–

A MOF (2D nanosheets) exhibit good agreement with the
simulated pattern derived from a MIL-71-type structure, con-
rming the successful synthesis of the desired frameworks in
both bulk and nanosheet morphologies. The diffraction pattern
of the bulk VOSO4–A MOF matches well with the expected
crystalline phase, indicating the formation of a highly ordered
structure.45

In contrast, the V2CTx–A MOF nanosheets display a distinct
variation in relative peak intensities, particularly an enhanced
J. Mater. Chem. A
contribution from the (200) crystallographic plane. This pref-
erential exposure suggests anisotropic growth along specic
crystallographic directions, leading to increased surface expo-
sure of the anthracene-based ADBA linkers. Such a structural
orientation is consistent with the formation of ultrathin 2D
sheets and is expected to enhance analyte accessibility to the
photoactive sites.

Notably, while the bulk precursor (VOSO4) contains V4+

species, the resulting framework adopts a MIL-71-type structure
composed of V3+ centers. This reduction is attributed to the
solvothermal conditions, where DMF acts as a mild reducing
agent at elevated temperatures, facilitating the conversion of
VO2+ to V3+ during the formation of the metal–oxo clusters.

Le Bail tting was performed using a structural model
analogous to the MIL-71 framework with the same space group
(Fig. S2). The tted lattice parameters were determined to be a=
39.209(8) Å, b = 9.459(5) Å, and c = 3.923(3) Å, which are in
reasonable agreement with the previously reported values (a =

38.9962 Å, b = 8.9178 Å, and c = 3.8020 Å). The main diffraction
peaks, including the (200), (400), (110), and (800) reections, are
well indexed based on this model, supporting the structural
assignment.

A deviation is observed particularly along the b-axis (∼0.55
Å), which is attributed to peak broadening and asymmetry,
especially at higher diffraction angles, rather than the forma-
tion of a different crystalline phase. Additional broad features
appearing at approximately 8° and 15° may arise from residual
MXene stacking, indicating interlayer spacings characteristic of
the precursor-derived morphology.46

Structurally, the V-MOF consists of corner-sharing vanadiu-
m(III) octahedra connected through oxygen atoms to form two-
dimensional layers, which are pillared by the ADBA di-
carboxylate linkers. This results in a chain-like framework
topology similar to that of MIL-71, with the nanosheet
morphology promoting enhanced exposure of the functional
organic linkers at the surface.46

The FTIR spectra of both the V2C–A MOF and the free ADBA
ligand exhibited the characteristic vibrations of the organic
linker (Fig. S3). The observed redshi of the bands in the MOF
spectrum indicates the coordination of the ligand to the vana-
dium centers. The disappearance of the COOH stretching band
at approximately 1700 cm−1 conrms the deprotonation and
coordination of the carboxylate groups in the MOF framework.
To evaluate the thermal stability, thermogravimetric analysis
(TGA) was performed at a heating rate of 5 °C min−1 under N2

ow up to 800 °C. The TGA curves (Fig. S4) show that both
materials remain stable up to ∼400 °C without signicant mass
loss, indicating excellent thermal stability. Beyond this
temperature, MXenes retain nearly 80% of their initial mass at
800 °C, matching the calculated V content in the MOF. A
comparison of the TGA proles further demonstrated that the
synthesized MOF and pristine MXenes exhibited distinct
stability behaviors.

The porosities of the V2CTx–A MOF and VOSO4–A MOF were
assessed via N2 sorption isotherms, both of which were type-I
isotherms, which are typical of microporous materials (Fig. S5
and S6). The porosity is assessed via N2@77 K, and the material
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026
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exhibits a type 1 isotherm with an estimated surface area of 354
m2 g−1 and pore volume of 0.15 cm3 g−1 calculated at P/P0 0.4,
matching well with the calculated surface area and pore volume
of 330 m2 g−1 and 0.16 cm3 g−1, respectively. Pore size distri-
bution (PSD) calculated from N2@77 K data revealed an average
pore size of ∼6 Å, which corroborates the simulated crystal
structure. This conrms the successful conversion of theMXene
into a porous MOF structure. Notably, although these values are
lower than the theoretical maximum for defect-free MIL-71
analogs, the similarity in specic surface area between the
bulk and nanosheet samples conrms that any subsequent
behavioral enhancement in the nanosheet-based MOFs is
driven mainly by morphological factors rather than a disparity
in internal microporosity.

The UV-vis spectrum of the V2CTx–A MOF (Fig. S7) shows
broad absorption starting near 500 nm with a maximum at
approximately 400 nm, indicating strong light absorption in the
visible region. The uorescence spectra show a broader band
with a slight blueshi in the emission band associated with the
ADBA linker aer the MOF is formed (Fig. 1c). High-resolution
SEM images (Fig. 1d, e, and S8) revealed distinct morphologies:
the MXene-derived MOF exhibited a petal-like 2D nanosheet
structure, whereas the VOSO4–A MOF formed rod-like crystals.
One of the key advantages of MXene-derived MOFs is that the
morphology of the precursor is largely preserved during MOF
formation, enabling the controlled synthesis of 2D frameworks.
Later TEM analysis (Fig. S9) reveals that the material consists of
smaller nanosheets with an average size of∼20–40 nm. The low-
magnication image shows aggregates of MOF nanosheets
uniformly distributed, suggesting the controllable morphology.
Furthermore, the images reveal the existence of crystalline MOF
layers with a spacing of about 1.8 nm that corresponds to the
simulated MOF structure, and not bulk MXene layers. In
Fig. 2 (a) PL response of VOSO4–A MOF toward metal cations. (b) Relativ
cations. (c) Fluorescence-quenching titrations using Fe3+ for VOSO4–A
response of V2CTx–A MOF toward metal cations. (f) Relative luminesce
Fluorescence-quenching titrations using Fe3+ for V2CTx–A MOF. (h) SV

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026
addition, the survey spectra and V 2p XPS spectra (Fig. S10)
conrm the presence of one type of V5+ species associated with
V2CTx–A MOF formed, and not with pristine V2CTx. Addition-
ally, O 1s is shied towards higher bonding energy corre-
sponding to carboxylic oxygens, and the C 1s spectra showed
that the bonds of MXenes (V–C) have disappeared, while
aromatic C]C and C–O bonds originating from the anthracene
ligands became dominant indicating that the MXene is
completely consumed during MOF formation.

This approach provides insight into the inuence of MXene
morphology on MOF growth, a feature that conventional MOF
synthesis typically lacks. The atomically thin MXene layers offer
abundant reactive surface sites for the coordination of proton-
ated ligands, facilitating framework assembly while maintain-
ing the underlying 2D architecture.32
Sensing application

To investigate the inuence of the MOF structure and
morphology on sensing performance, the photoluminescence
(PL) responses of the synthesized vanadium-based MOFs were
evaluated toward a variety of cations, anions, and nitroaromatic
compounds. In the case of cation sensing (Cu2+, Pb2+, Cd2+,
Fe2+, Cr3+, and Fe3+), the VOSO4–A MOF exhibited a general PL
quenching effect upon exposure to all tested metal ions,
consistent with previously reported behavior for anthracene-
based Zr-MOFs.42 However, signicantly stronger quenching
was observed primarily for Pb2+ and Fe3+ (Fig. 2a and b).

As shown in Fig. 2c and S11, the emission intensity
decreased progressively with increasing concentrations of Fe3+

and Pb2+. The corresponding Stern–Volmer (SV) plots (Fig. 2d
and S12) revealed quasi-linear relationships within the tested
concentration ranges, suggesting a dynamic quenching process.
The Stern–Volmer constants (KSV) were calculated to be 7.04 ×
e luminescence intensity of VOSO4–A MOF suspensions toward metal
MOF. (d) SV plot of [(I0/I) − 1] vs. the concentration of Fe3+. (e) PL

nce intensity of V2CTx–A MOF suspensions toward metal cations. (g)
plot of [(I0/I) − 1] vs. the concentration of Fe3+.
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103 M−1 for Pb2+ and 1.0 × 104 M−1 for Fe3+, which are notably
higher than those reported for UiO-68-AN-fcu and UiO-68-AN-
hcp Zr-MOFs.42 The limits of detection (LODs) were deter-
mined to be 323.6 mM and 2.63 mM for Pb2+ and Fe3+,
respectively.

To assess the effect of morphology, similar measurements
were performed using the V2CTx–A MOF nanosheets. These
nanosheets exhibited comparable selectivity but signicantly
enhanced sensitivity toward Pb2+ and Fe3+ (Fig. 2e–h). For Pb2+,
the SV plot remained quasi-linear up to 20 mM before reaching
a plateau, indicating saturation of the available interaction sites
(Fig. S12). The KSV in the linear region was determined to be
4.63 × 104 M−1, approximately six times higher than that of the
bulk MOF. For Fe3+, the SV plot remained linear over the tested
concentration range, yielding a KSV value of 4.0 × 104 M−1,
corresponding to a fourfold enhancement relative to the bulk
material. The limits of detection were calculated to be 57.0 mM
and 0.66 mM for Pb2+ and Fe3+, respectively.

To further evaluate the selectivity and robustness of the
sensing response, competitive interference experiments were
performed. A mixture containing competing metal ions (Cu2+,
Cd2+, Cr3+, and Fe2+) at concentrations of 60 mM and 120 mM
produced negligible uorescence changes, indicating minimal
interference with the intrinsic emission of the MOF (Fig. S13).
Upon addition of Fe3+ to the same ion mixture, a pronounced
uorescence quenching response was observed that closely
matched the quenching behavior obtained with Fe3+ alone.
These results demonstrate that the V2CTx–A MOF nanosheets
possess strong anti-interference capability and can selectively
detect Fe3+ even in the presence of multiple coexisting metal
ions.

To further evaluate the practical applicability of the sensor,
spike-recovery experiments were conducted using tap water
samples. The collected tap water was ltered prior to analysis
and spiked with known concentrations of Fe3+ (2, 10, and 50
mM). The samples were then analyzed under the same sensing
conditions used in the calibration experiments. The detected
concentrations were 1.5, 10.3, and 49.9 mM, corresponding to
recovery values of 75%, 103%, and 99.8%, respectively (Table 1).
The lower recovery at the lowest concentration likely arises from
matrix effects and trace iron already present in the tap water
sample. These results indicate that the V2CTx–A MOF sensor
can reliably detect Fe3+ in real water matrices with good
analytical accuracy, particularly at moderate and higher
concentrations.

In anion sensing (HCO3
−, HSO3

−, Cr2O7
2−, S2O3

2−, and
SO3

2−), the V-MOF displayed a weak PL “turn-on” response in
Table 1 The spike-recovery experiment using tap water and different
concentrations of Fe3+ cations

Sample Added (mM)
Found
(mM) Recovery

Tap water 2 1.5 75%
Tap water 10 10.3 103%
Tap water 50 49.9 99.8%

J. Mater. Chem. A
the presence of Cr2O7
2−, in contrast to the strong quenching

observed for Zr–anthracene MOFs under similar conditions
(Fig. 3a–d).42 The reciprocal Stern–Volmer plot revealed a quasi-
linear relationship within the tested concentration range,
yielding a KSV of 1.19 × 103 M−1 (Fig. 3d) and a LOD of 22.1 mM.
Compared with the bulk MOF, the V2CTx–A nanosheets
exhibited the same selectivity trend but with a slightly enhanced
response (Fig. 3e–h), with a KSV of 2.5 × 103 M−1 (Fig. 3h) and
a LOD of 10.9 mM.

For nitroaromatic compounds (nitrobenzene, dinitrophenol,
nitrotoluene, and dinitrotoluene), both MOFs exhibited uo-
rescence quenching toward all analytes; however, only nitro-
benzene induced a signicant response (Fig. 4a and b). The PL
intensity decreased sharply with increasing nitrobenzene
concentration, whereas negligible changes were observed for
the other compounds (Fig. 4c and d). This contrasts with Zr–
anthracene MOFs, which exhibit minimal response toward
nitrobenzene but pronounced sensitivity toward dinitro-
phenol.42 The V2CTx–A nanosheets displayed a similar selec-
tivity pattern but with higher quenching efficiency, conrming
the benecial effect of nanosheet morphology in enhancing
analyte accessibility and response intensity (Fig. 4e and f).

Further analysis of the detection limits using the equation
LOD = 3s/KSV (where s is the standard deviation of the blank
signal) revealed that the detection limits of VOSO4–A MOF for
Fe3+, Cr2O7

2−, and nitrobenzene are 2.63, 22.09, and 1.27 mM,
respectively, which are comparable to those of previously re-
ported systems.42,47–53 By comparison, the detection limits of
V2CTx–A MOF for Fe3+, Cr2O7

2−, and nitrobenzene are 0.66,
10.91, and 1.05 mM, respectively, demonstrating the enhance-
ment effect associated with nanosheet morphology.

The improved sensing performance toward Fe3+, Pb2+,
Cr2O7

2−, and nitrobenzene compared with Zr-based analogues
is likely related to the distinct V-MOF framework topology,
which affords a higher packing density and a more favorable
orientation of anthracene linkers than the fcu and hcp
analogues. Furthermore, the enhanced response of the nano-
sheets relative to the bulk MOF can be attributed to their
morphology, which provides greater surface accessibility and
facilitates faster diffusion of analyte species to the framework's
active sites. The reduced diffusion path length maximizes the
exposure of surface-active anthracene moieties and minimizes
the pore-blocking limitations oen encountered in bulk
crystallites.
Sensing mechanisms

To understand the sensing mechanism, the inuence of
incorporating the ADBA linker into the MOF framework was
rst examined. Density functional theory (DFT) calculations
were performed to analyze the electronic distribution in both
the ground and excited states of the framework (Fig. S15 and
S16). The results indicate that upon excitation, electron density
partially shis from the anthracene linker toward the vanadium
metal centers. This redistribution is consistent with an internal
ligand-to-metal charge transfer (LMCT) contribution within the
framework and explains the slight spectral shi and broadening
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026
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Fig. 3 (a) PL response of VOSO4–A MOF toward anions. (b) Relative luminescence intensity of VOSO4–A MOF suspensions toward anions. (c)
Fluorescence-quenching titrations using Cr2O7

2− for VOSO4–AMOF. (d) SV plot of [(I0/I)− 1] vs. the concentration of Cr2O7
2−. (e) PL response of

V2CTx–A MOF toward anions. (f) Relative luminescence intensity of V2CTx–A MOF suspensions toward anions. (g) Fluorescence-quenching
titrations using Cr2O7

2− for V2CTx–A MOF. (h) SV plot of [(I0/I) − 1] vs. the concentration of Cr2O7
2−.

Fig. 4 (a) PL response of VOSO4–AMOF toward nitro aromatics. (b) Relative luminescence intensity of VOSO4–AMOF suspensions toward nitro
aromatics. (c) Fluorescence-quenching titrations using NB for VOSO4–A MOF. (d) SV plot of [(I0/I) − 1] vs. the concentration of NB. (e) PL
response of V2CTx–A MOF toward nitro aromatics. (f) Relative luminescence intensity of V2CTx–A MOF suspensions toward nitro aromatics. (g)
Fluorescence-quenching titrations using NB for V2CTx–A MOF. (h) SV plot of [(I0/I) − 1] vs. the concentration of NB.
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observed in the photoluminescence (PL) spectrum of the MOF
compared with the free ADBA linker. This LMCT process
describes the intrinsic excited-state electronic structure of the
MOF and does not directly represent the sensing mechanism.

To clarify how Fe3+ and Pb2+ affect the MOF emission,
possible uorescence quenching pathways were examined. The
framework contains p-conjugated anthracene ligands that are
highly sensitive to external electronic perturbations. Stern–
Volmer plots for both Fe3+ and Pb2+ display high linearity
(Fig. 2d and h), indicating that uorescence attenuation follows
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026
a dynamic quenching process. Time-resolved photo-
luminescence measurements (Fig.s S17–S20) show only minor
changes in uorescence lifetime, decreasing from 5.17 ns for
the pristine MOF to 4.91 ns in the presence of Fe3+ and 4.83 ns
for Pb2+. These small variations are consistent with dynamic
quenching involving excited-state interactions between the
uorophore and analyte species.42

The quantum yield obtained (Fig. S21) from PLQY obtained
is 73%. Density functional theory calculations were also carried
out to identify the preferred interaction sites of the metal ions
J. Mater. Chem. A
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Fig. 5 Schematic representation of the quenching mechanism and
the charge transfer mechanism.
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within the framework. The optimized adsorption geometries
obtained from DFT calculations are shown in Fig. S22–S24. The
optimized structures indicate that both Fe3+ and Pb2+ adsorb
near the vanadium-based metal cluster rather than forming
direct coordination bonds with the organic linker. The calcu-
lated ion-cluster distances are approximately 3.4 Å for Fe3+ and
3.8 Å for Pb2+, suggesting outer-sphere adsorption near the
metal node. The corresponding binding energies are −11.9 eV
for Fe3+ and −3.7 eV for Pb2+, revealing signicantly stronger
interaction between Fe3+ and the MOF surface. Such interac-
tions facilitate electronic coupling between the adsorbed ion
and the excited anthracene linker, enabling photoinduced
electron transfer (PET) from the excited linker to the electron-
decient analyte species, which leads to uorescence
quenching.

In addition to electron-transfer processes, resonance energy
transfer may also contribute to the observed uorescence
attenuation. The emission spectrum of the MOF partially over-
laps with the absorption bands of Fe3+ and Pb2+ (Fig. S16).
Quantitative analysis of the spectral overlap yielded a spectral
overlap integral of J(l) = 7.85 × 1012 M−1 cm−1 nm4. Using
standard Förster parameters (k2 = 2/3, n = 1.33, and FD = 0.73),
the corresponding Förster distance (R0) was estimated to be
approximately 2–3 nm. This distance is comparable to the scale
of surface interactions between the MOF linker and adsorbed
ions, indicating that Förster resonance energy transfer (FRET) is
geometrically feasible. However, the moderate magnitude of the
spectral overlap suggests that FRET contributes only partially to
the overall uorescence quenching process.

A similar photophysical pathway can also explain the
quenching behavior observed for nitroaromatic compounds.
Nitroaromatic molecules are well-known electron acceptors
because the strongly electron-withdrawing nitro group lowers
the energy of the LUMO level, enabling efficient photoinduced
electron transfer from excited aromatic uorophores. In the
present system, the excited anthracene linker can transfer
electrons to nitroaromatic analytes that approach the MOF
surface, resulting in uorescence attenuation. Among the tested
compounds, nitrobenzene exhibits the most pronounced
quenching response. This behavior likely arises from favorable
electronic coupling and spectral overlap between the MOF
emission and the absorption spectrum of nitrobenzene. In
contrast, more substituted nitroaromatics such as dinitro-
phenol or dinitrotoluene are sterically bulkier and interact less
efficiently with the MOF surface, leading to weaker effective
quenching under the present experimental conditions.

Adsorption experiments further support a surface-
dominated sensing mechanism. Both V2CTx-MOF nanosheets
and VOSO4-MOF bulk samples exhibited negligible uptake of
Fe3+, nitrobenzene, and other tested analytes, indicating that
the interaction occurs primarily at the external surface rather
than within the internal pores. To evaluate the structural
stability of the material under aqueous conditions (Fig. S14) the
MOF sample was immersed in water for an extended period and
subsequently characterized. The PXRD patterns (Fig. S14a)
recorded before and aer water exposure show no signicant
changes in the diffraction peaks, indicating that the crystalline
J. Mater. Chem. A
structure of the material remains intact. The diffraction
patterns of V2CTx–A MOF before and aer water exposure show
that the major characteristic peaks are largely preserved, sug-
gesting good structural stability. Furthermore, the reusability of
the uorescence sensor was examined through repeated
sensing cycles. Aer the sensing experiment, the material was
recovered, washed with solvents, and tested by PXRD.42

Taken together, these results indicate that uorescence
quenching in the V-MOF arises mainly from dynamic interac-
tions between the excited anthracene linker and analytes
adsorbed near the framework surface. The intrinsic photo-
physics of the MOF involves partial LMCT character within the
framework, whereas the sensing response toward external
analytes is dominated by photoinduced electron transfer (PET),
with a secondary contribution from resonance energy transfer
enabled by spectral overlap between the MOF emission and
analyte absorption (Fig. 5). The stronger adsorption and elec-
tronic coupling observed for Fe3+, together with the strong
electron-accepting character of nitrobenzene, account for their
relatively higher quenching efficiencies in the sensing
experiments.42
Conclusions

Anthracene-functionalized vanadium MOFs with various
morphologies were successfully synthesized using VOSO4 and
V2C MXenes as metal precursors. The resulting MOFs, VOSO4–A
(bulk) and V2CTx–A (nanosheet), demonstrate strong uores-
cence properties and high selectivity toward Fe3+ and Pb2+ ions.
Notably, the nanosheet morphology exhibited superior sensi-
tivity because of its enhanced surface accessibility and shorter
ion–diffusion pathways. Compared with previously reported Zr–
anthracene MOFs, the sensing enhancement is attributed to the
redox versatility of the vanadium framework and the improved
distribution of organic linkers within the 2D topology. Spec-
troscopic studies and DFT analysis revealed that uorescence
quenching arises from a synergistic combination of dynamic
processes involving LMCT driven by electron transfer from
anthracene ligands to vanadium centers, as well as analyte-
induced energy transfer. Ultimately, this work establishes
a versatile ‘top-down’ synthetic paradigm that transcends
simple structure replication, offering a robust strategy to
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2026
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engineer morphology-dependent physicochemical properties in
MOFs; this not only advances the specic domain of optical
sensing but also paves the way for the next generation of
MXene-derived architectures in energy conversion and envi-
ronmental remediation. These ndings underline the impor-
tance of structural morphology control in MOF-based sensor
design and provide a foundation for developing next-
generation, morphology-engineered MOFs for efficient optical
monitoring of heavy metal contaminants in environmental
systems.
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