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Graphene nanosheets encapsulated α-MoO3 
nanoribbons with ultrahigh lithium ion storage 
properties 

Pei-Jie Lu a, b, Ming Lei c, Jun Liu * a, b 

A facile and effective way has been reported to synthesize of graphene-encapsulated α-MoO3 

nanoribbons by self-assembly between negatively charged graphene oxide and positively 
charged MoO3 nanoribbons. Compared to those structures of MoO3 nanobelts grown on 
graphene or other hybrids of MoO3 composited with carbon or non-carbon, this unique hybrid 
architecture of graphene-encapsulated MoO3 nanoribbons exhibits not only a high specific 
capacity (up to 823 mAh•g-1 after 70 cycles at 200mA•g-1), but also an excellent cycling 
performance (with more than 754 mAh•g-1 after 200 cycles at 1000mA•g-1 ) as well as a 
greatly-enhanced high-rate capability (displaying a high discharge capacity of 710 mAh•g-1 
after 30 cycles at 3000 mA•g-1), thus holding a great potential as an anode material for lithium 
ion batteries. 

1 Introduction 
 

Looking forward to the energy future of humanity, 
renewable energy will definitely be the most sustainable way to 
solve many social and environmental problems. How to store 
the variable renewable energy in an efficient and cheap way 
would be a great challenge. The most promising energy storage 
systems should combine the features of relatively high energy 
density, good power capability, environmental friendliness, and 
low cost. Lithium ion batteries (LIBs) are considered among the 
most practical and effective technologies for electrochemical 
energy storage.1, 2 LIBs can be widely used in electric vehicles, 
multifunctional electric devices, communication equipment, 
and renewable energy integration.3, 4 Therefore, developing 
LIBs with high energy density, power density, and excellent 
cycling performance becomes critical. Numerous efforts have 
been devoted to develop the new electrode materials to meet 
these demands of LIBs.2, 3, 5 Electrochemically active transition 
metal oxides (MxOy ), such as Fe 2O3 ,

6, 7 Fe 3O 4 ,
8 SnO2 ,

9 Co3 

O4,
10-12 and TiO2

 13, 14 may be used as promising candidates for 
anode materials in the future owing to their high theoretical 
capacity and natural abundance. Among the metal oxide, 
molybdenum trioxide (MoO3) has recently received much 
attention as an electrode material for LIBs owing to its good 
chemical stability and high charge storage capability. MoO3 is a 
well-known Li+ insertion compound and has been investigated 
during the early years of lithium battery research.15-17 As an 
anode material, MoO3 not only has a superior theoretical 
specific capacity of nearly 1111mAh•g-1,18 which is nearly 
three times than that of graphite (372mAh•g-1) 19, but also has a 
very stable layered structure ( as show in scheme 2a). 20, 21 This 
layered structure is able to act as a temporary host for 
intercalated Li+.22 However, the poor conductivity and poor 

kinetics of Li+ diffusion in bulk layered MoO3 limits its 
electrochemical performances.23 

One way to enhance the kinetics for lithium storage in 
MoO3 is to prepare nanostructured MoO3, which can enlarge 
the surface area of active material and lessen the diffusion 
dimension of charges. 24-26 Another way is to synthesize MoO3-
carbon composite, which not only prevents the exfoliation of 
active material from current collector but also improves the 
conductivity of MoO3.

18 In this regard, Sn-Co-CNT@ CNT,27 
Si/graphene,28 Si@CNT,29 SnO2/graphene,30 LiFePO4@ CNT31, 
TiO2/graphene,32 Graphene/CNT@Porous Carbon-S33 and 
Co3O4/graphene,34 hybrids or composites, in which metals or 
metal oxides are distributed onto the surface of graphene or 
between the graphene layers, have been fabricated by 
restacking CNT or graphene sheets in the presence of guest 
nanoparticles or corresponding organometallic precursors. In 
particular, graphene, a new two-dimensional carbon material, 
exhibits superior electrical conductivity, large surface area, 
structural flexibility, and chemical stability, is greatly pursued 
by chemists and materials scientists since it was proposed.35, 36 
Therefore, graphene is regarded as a promising substitute for 
graphite to prepare high performance MoO3 - carbon composite. 
MoO3 nanobelts grown on reduced graphene oxide or graphene 
have been reported by hydrothermal methods,37, 38 however, as 
far as we known, the graphene-encapsulated MoO3 nanoribbon 
has not been reported. Although these reported MoO3 
nanomaterials or MoO3-graphene composites have shown 
improved performances, achieving MoO3 with good rate 
performances and stable cycling properties still remains a great 
challenge until now. 

In this work, we initially come up with the idea that the α-
MoO3 nanoribbon can be modified by APS to achieve the 
fabrication of graphene-encapsulated α-MoO3 nanoribbon by 
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coplanar vibration of sp2-bonded carbon atoms in GNS. 
According to the Raman spectra comparison between GO and 
GNS (shown in Fig. S2), the Fig. 3a indicates that our sample is 
the MoO3@GNS composite, not MoO3@GO composite, since 
the intensity of D peak is higher than that of G peak. Moreover, 
the peak intensity ratio between the 1350 and 1580 cm−1 peaks 
(ID/IG) generally provides a useful index about the degree of 
crystallinity of various carbon materials, that is, the smaller the 
ID/IG ratio, the higher the degree of ordering in the carbon 
material.47 The intensity ratio ID/IG of ≈1.2 indicates the size of 
the graphitic carbon (La) is about 5.3 nm according to the 
empirical equation La = 4.4 ID/IG (nm).41 These results indicate 
that the carbon matrix is partially graphitized, which could 
benefit the electron transportation from/to the poorly 
conducting MoO3. The 2D band (2708 cm-1) is the most 
prominent feature in the Raman spectrum of GNS in the 
MoO3@GNS composite, and its position and shape are 
sensitive to the number of layers of graphene. The single, 
symmetrical 2D band exhibited at 2708 cm-1 corresponds to the 
graphene with a few layers. Fig. 3a showed the Raman spectra 
of the MoO3@GNS composite. The Mo-O stretching (ν) and 
bending (δ) vibrations usually appear in the 1000-600 cm-1 and 
600-150 cm-1 range, respectively. The Raman spectra of the 
MoO3@GNS composite showed the characteristic Raman 
bands of MoO3 at 993 (Ag , νas M=O stretch), 817 (Ag , νs M=O 
stretch), 665 (B2g, B3g , νas O-M-O stretch), 473 (Ag ,νas O-M-O 
stretch and bend), 380 (B1g , δ O-M-O scissor), 376 (B1g), 366 
(A1g , δ O-M-O scissor), 334 (Ag, B1g , δ O-M-O bend), 293 
(B3g , δ O=M=O wagging), 285 (B2g , δ O=M=O wagging), 247 
(B3g , τ O=Mo=O twist), 216 (Ag , rotational rigid MoO4 chain 
mode, Rc), 197 (B2g , τ O=Mo=O twist), 159 (Ag/B1g , 
translational rigid MoO4 chain mode,Tb), 129 (B3g , 
translational rigid MoO4 chain mode, Tc), 116(B2g , 
translational rigid MoO4 chain mode, Tc), 100 
(B2g ,translational rigid MoO4 chain mode, Ta) and 89 cm-1 
(Ag ,translational rigid MoO4 chain mode, Ta). The observed 
bands are assigned according to the single crystal study of Py 
etal.48 The Mo=O bond distances along the a- and b-axes (167 
and 173 pm) are shorter than the Mo-O bond distance along the 
c axis (195 pm). The high stretching frequency at 993 and 817 
cm-1 can be assigned to the stretching vibration of the terminal 
Mo=O bonds along the a- and b-axes.49 The high intensity of 
993 and 817 cm-1 bands may indicate that the high oxygen 
vacancy concentration in MoO3@GNS composite,48 which may 
result from the sample annealing in an atmosphere of 800 sccm 
gas mixtures (95% Ar and 5% H2).  

  

 

 

Fig. 3 (a) Raman spectra of MoO3@GNS, (b) FT-IR spectra of 
MoO3@GNS composite. 
 

The FT-IR spectra in Figure 3(b) support a consistent 
conclusion. The stretching mode of Mo-terminal oxygen is 
located at 991 cm–1. The absorption bands at 867 and 555 cm–1 
are assigned to stretching vibrations of the O(3) and O(2) atoms 
linked to two or three molybdenum atoms, respectively. The 
absorption bands  at 1628 cm-1 was caused by stretching 
vibrations of sp2 hybridized carbons C=C in graphene. From 
3000 to 3700 cm-1, there was a broad absorption peak which 
came from a small quantity of –OH. The intensity of absorption 
peak at 1720 cm-1 attributes to the stretching vibrations of C=O 
in –COOH,41 the intensity of which are very weak because the 
GO was reduced sufficiently by H2 during the heat treatment. 
The FT-IR spectra of the GO and GNS product was also shown 
Fig. S3. 
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3.2 Electrochemical performance 
 

To address the effect of nanocoating layer (GNS) on the 
electrochemical performance of the α-MoO3 nanoribbon, we 
have studied the electrochemical performance of α-
MoO3@GNS nanocomposites and pure α-MoO3 nanoribbon on 
the same time. 

Fig. 6a indicates the Li+ insertion/extraction capacities and 
the coulombic efficiency of the α-MoO3@GNS and the α-
MoO3 nanoribbon. From the chart we can see that under a 
current density of 200 mA•g-1 between the voltage limits of 
0.01 and 3.0V (vs. Li+/Li), the α-MoO3@GNS anode has a high 
specific capacity and a perfect cycle performance. The initial 
discharge capacity reached 1321 mAh•g-1 and the second 
discharge capacity reached 953 mAh•g-1, the large capacity loss 
in the first two cycles is mainly attributed to the irreversible 
intercalation of Li+ ions into the crystal lattice which results in 
the structural change of MoO3  and the formation of Li2O. The 
structural change of MoO3 at the end of the first recharge can’t 
be fully recovered after the initial discharge which plays an 
important role in the large capacity loss. The similar results are 
reported by  T.Tsumura, Minoru Inaba, etc.50, 51 Meanwhile 
some other irreversible processes such as inevitable formation 
of solid-electrolyte interface (SEI) layer also may result in the 
capacity loss as well, which are common for most interstitial-
free transitional metal oxides anodes. The specific discharge 

and charge capacity of α-MoO3@GNS anodes experienced a 
sluggish increase firstly, and then almostly sustain the same 
level and even after 70 cycles, there was still 833 mAh•g-1 
remained to the nanoribbon α-MoO3@GNS anodes, which is 
2.2 times more than the theoretical capacity of graphite (372 
mAh•g-1). The coulombic efficiency increases at the initial few 
cycles and after several conditioning cycles, the coulombic 
efficiency of the coin cell increased to higher than 99% (Figure 
2b, c), indicating good reversibility of the interaction and 
extraction of Li+ in the nanocomposite. 

To further understand the cyclic performance of nanoribbon α-
MoO3@GNS electrodes, the voltage-capacity curves of the 
nanoribbon α-MoO3@GNS sample in the 1st, 20th, 30th, 40th, 60th 
and 70th cycles at 0.2C (200mA•g-1) discharge rate are shown in Fig. 
6b. The charge and discharge platform were 1.3V and 0.6V, 
respectively. The discharge capacity of 1st, 20th, 40th, 60th and 70th 
cycle are 1321, 984, 980, 900 and 843 mAh•g-1, respectively. From 
2nd to 70th, there was only 14.3% attenuation of capacity, which 
means only a 0.2% capacity decrease per cycle. Moreover, we can 
see that the discharge plateaus in the 1st are higher and the charge 
plateaus are lower compared to consequent cycles. This was due to 
irreversible reactions between Li+ and GNS and decomposition of 
the electrolyte solvent, forming a solid electrolyte interphase (SEI) 
when a current was applied and the SEI film form gradually in the 
first few cycles. After that, the charge plateaus voltage rises and 
discharge plateaus voltage decreases synchronously with cycling,

 

Fig. 6 (a). Cyclic performances of the α-MoO3@GNS anode at 200 mA•g-1; (b).Charge-discharge curves of different cycles for the 
α-MoO3@GNS anodes at 200 mA•g-1 in the range of 0.01-3V; (c). Cycling performance and Coulombic efficiency of the α-
MoO3@GNS anodes in the voltage range of 0.01-3.0 V at a current density of 1000 mA•g-1; (d). Rate performances of the α-
MoO3@GNS and the α-MoO3 anodes. 
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Fig. 9 Nyquist plots of nanoribbon α-MoO3@GNS before 
cycling and after 1, 20, 40, 50, 60 and 70 galvanostatic 
charge/discharge cycles. 
 

To further understand the electrode reaction kinetics of the 
nanocomposite, EIS measurements were carried out before 
cycling and after 1, 20, 40, 50, 60 and 70  galvanostatic 
charge/discharge cycles are carried out and the diffenrent 
Nyquist plots of the nanoribbon α-MoO3@GNS electrodes are 
shown in Fig.9. It is seen that the charge-transfer resistance 
before cycling is lower than that in the 1st, 20th, 40th, 50th, 
60th and 70th cycle. It is because the formation of SEI film 
when a current was applied. After 70 cycles, the charge-transfer 
resistance increases a little which is mainly because the 
continuous deposition of lithium ion in SEI film makes its 
thickness increase and then causes the increase of charge-
transfer resistance, while the charge-transfer resistance only 
have a very little increase and nearly remain the same level 
which indicates the α-MoO3@GNS has a perfect electron 
transport network and fast Li+ diffusivity resulting from the 
incorporation of ultrathin GNS nanosheets and nanoscale α-
MoO3, and also illustrates the structure stability and perfect 
electron conductivity of α-MoO3@GNS nanocomoposites. 

5 Conclusions 

A facile and effective way has been reported to 
synthesize α-MoO3 nanoribbon@graphene nanosheeet 
nanocomposites through an electrostatic self-assembly method 
The characterizations of Raman, FT-IR, XRD, FESEM, TEM, 
SAED and HRTEM demonstrate that graphene nanosheets 
wrapped up the MoO3 nanoribbon tightly and homogeneously 
and formed a robust composite structure. Compared to those 
structures of MoO3 nanobelts grown on reduced graphene oxide 
or graphene, this unique hybrid architecture of graphene-
encapsulated MoO3 nanoribbon can take several advantages: 1) 
suppress the aggregation of α-MoO3 nanoribbons, 2) 
accommodate the volume change during the cycle processes, 3) 
greatly improve the transportation efficiency of current carriers, 
4) maintain a high electrical conductivity of the overall 
electrode. Most importantly, the α-MoO3@GNS 
nanocomposites exhibits not only a high reversible capacitance 
(up to 823 mAh•g-1 after 70 cycles) but also an excellent 
cycling stability (with more than 754 mAh•g-1 after 200 cycles 
at 1000mA•g-1) as well as a greatly-enhanced rate capability 
(displaying a high discharge capacity of 710 mAh•g-1 after 30 
cycles at 3000mA•g-1). We attributed the superior 
electrochemical performances of the α-MoO3@GNS 

nanocomposites to their robust composite structure and the 
synergistic effect between MoO3 nanoribbon and graphene 
nanosheet. EIS analysis confirms that the incorporation of 
graphene preserves the high conductivity and greatly enhances 
the transportation efficiency of Li+ in the MoO3@GNS 
nanocomposites during the electrochemical reaction. Therefore, 
the present results suggest that this kind of the α-MoO3@GNS 
nanocomoposites hold a great potential as anode materials for 
high performance LIBs. 
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