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Hydrothermal carbonization (HTC) of carbohydrate is an interesting candidate for the preparation of 

carbon materials, as it provides an easy, inexpensive and environmental friendly route. However, it is 

difficult to prepare porous carbon materials by a straight HTC process. Herein, the solubilising 

technology of micelles was introduced to direct the HTC of fructose by using an amphiphilic block 10 

copolymer, poly-(4-vinylpyridine)-block-poly-(ethylene glycol) (P4VP-PEG), as a structure-directing 

agent. By this strategy, hierarchical porous carbon materials with tunable properties were prepared. It was 

investigated that P4VP-PEG micelles could solubilize fructose and confine the formation of primary 

carbon domains during a sol-gel process. And the micelle size could be adjusted easily by changing the 

preparation conditions. Accordingly, the particle size of the obtained carbon materials was effectively 15 

tuned from 20 to 100 nm by the direction of the primary micelle size. After calcination, the hierarchical 

porous carbon materials were evidenced as effective electrode materials for supercapacitor with a 

capacitance of ~197 F at 1 A g-1, which was almost four times higher than the carbon materials prepared 

by a straight HTC process.  

1. Introduction 20 

Carbon materials with high porosity, associated with the 

advantages of enhanced mass transport and multiple 

functionalities, are highly desirable and of great potential, in 

particular for catalysis,1-5 adsorbent/separation,6-10 and energy 

storage/conversion.11-17 Therefore, many efforts have been made 25 

to fabricate porous carbon, and varieties of methods have been 

developed such as templating method,18-20 chemical vapor 

decomposition,21-24 and chemical or physical activation.25-27 

Considering the energy and sustainability issues, nevertheless, 

these methods are somewhat fussy, highly costly, and thus 30 

unfeasible in industry. Recently, the hydrothermal carbonization 

(HTC) of carbohydrate has attracted intensive attention for the 

simple process, the use of environmental friendly aqueous 

medium and renewable natural resources.8, 28-35 However, the 

carbon materials prepared by the straight HTC of carbohydrate  35 

 

 
a Carbon Nano Materials Group, Center for Chemistry of High-

performance and Novel Materials, Department of Chemistry, Zhejiang 

University, Hangzhou 310028, P. R. China. E-mail: chemwy@zju.edu.cn 40 

b State Key Laboratory of Chemical Engineering, Department of 

Chemistry, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310027, P. R. China. E-mail: 

yaojia@zju.edu.cn 

† Electronic Supplementary Information (ESI) available: [details of any 

supplementary information available should be included here]. See 45 

DOI: 10.1039/b000000x/ 

are micrometer-sized carbon spheres, which have small specific 

surface area (<20 m2 g-1), poor pore structures, and restricted 

usages. 29, 36-38  

As far, both nanocasting and soft templating strategies have 50 

been introduced to the HTC processes. In general, nanocasting 

strategy employs nanosized porous silica as hard template to 

introduce pores in the carbonaceous materials.18, 39-42 

Nevertheless, as mentioned above, this nanocasting method is 

costly, complicated, and always involves the use of highly toxic 55 

substances (e.g., NH4HF2). Furthermore, the structures and 

morphologies of the carbon materials synthesized by the 

nanocasting strategy are limited to the parent silica templates. 

Meanwhile, it is difficult to obtain porous carbohydrate-derived 

carbons by soft templating under hydrothermal treatment. The 60 

high HTC temperature (160-250 oC) might destroy the soft 

templates (e.g. block copolymer micelles) during the HTC of 

carbohydrate.43, 44 Recently, some other efficient techniques have 

also been developed to synthesize carbon materials with porous 

structures.33, 45-53 For example, metal salts, borax or poly-(ionic 65 

liquid)s (PILs) additives were used to improve the HTC of 

carbohydrate and hierarchical porous carbon materials were 

produced.28, 46, 49 However, most of the attempts utilize chemicals 

making the process less green, economic or efficient. Thus, it is 

still a significant issue to develop novel techniques to improve the 70 

HTC processes.  

Interestingly, inorganic materials of various structures can 

be spontaneously fabricated by the direction of colloidal systems. 

Generally, mesoporous carbon materials are synthesized by 
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nucleation and growth of new forms occurring on the 

morphological boundary of the colloidal micelles.19, 54-57  

Phenolic resins are the general carbon sources for the preparation 

of mesoporous carbons by this method. Regarding the economic 

and ecologic consideration, this method has relatively limited 5 

development partly due to the large demand of amphiphilic 

polymer (the mass ratio of amphiphilic polymer/precursor>0.2), 

and the fact that harmful phenol and formaldehyde are involved. 

On the other hand, when the nucleation and growth of new forms 

are confined within the colloids, refined solid particles are 10 

prepared. For instance, carbon spheres were prepared by the 

Stöber method, which confined the sol-gel process within the 

emulsions.58 Regretably, the particle size of carbon spheres was 

beyond 200 nm because of the limited size of emulsion droplets 

(usually 0.1 to 10 µm). To control inorganic particles at 15 

nanometer-scale, amphiphilic polymer micelles are usually used 

as structure-directing agents owing to their intrinsic size.59, 60 By 

this method, various inorganic nanoparticles such as platinum and 

gold nanoparticles have been synthesized.61-63 To the best of our 

knowledge, there are no reports of the direct synthesis of 20 

hierarchical porous carbons by the micelles-assisted method. 

Herein, a novel improved HTC of carbohydrate was 

demonstrated to prepare hierarchical porous carbon materials 

with tunable properties. Cheap, harmless, and naturally available 

fructose was employed as a carbon source, and small amount of 25 

poly-(4-vinylpyridine)-block-poly-(ethylene glycol) (P4VP-PEG) 

was used as a structure-directing agent (typically at a P4VP-PEG/ 

fructose mass ratio of 0.037). By binding onto the blocks of 

P4VP-PEG, fructose precursors can be solubilized by the 

micelles, which promoted the formation of primary carbon 30 

domains. Based on the sol-gel chemistry, the hierarchical porous 

carbon materials were prepared. Importantly, this method was 

simple and effective for the combined control of the textural 

properties and carbon particle size in a large range from 20 to 100 

nm. The hierarchical porous network and short range pores of the 35 

obtained carbon materials can provide convenience for interfacial 

transport, shorten diffusion path or reduce the diffusion effect 

during diffusion-involved reactions. Indeed, the as-made 

hierarchical porous carbon materials exhibited commendable 

capacitance as electrode materials for supercapacitor. The 40 

specific capacitance reached to about 197 F at 1 A g-1. In addition, 

it can be speculated that the obtained hierarchical porous carbon 

materials have promising potential applications in catalysis, 

biomedicine and separation for its improved structural properties.  

2. Experimental  45 

2.1 Materials and reagents 

Fructose (AR), anhydrous alcohol (AR) and polytetra-

fluoroethylene (PTFE, 60 wt. %) were purchased from Aladdin 

and used as received. P4VP-PEG was obtained by a living 

anionic polymerization,64 and the preparation process was 50 

presented in the supplementary data. 

2.2 Hydrothermal synthesis of hierarchical porous carbons  

The hierarchical porous carbons were prepared by the HTC of 

fructose under the direction of amphiphilic diblock copolymer 

P4VP-PEG. In a typical synthesis, P4VP-PEG and fructose were 55 

dissolved in the mixed solvent of 6 mL alcohol and 9 mL water at 

a P4VP-PEG/fructose mass ratio of 0.037. Subsequently, the 

mixtures were transferred into a 25 mL Teflon-lined autoclave 

and kept at 160 oC for 24 h. The obtained products were rinsed in 

anhydrous ethanol and deionized water several times and then 60 

freeze dried. After that, graphitized carbon materials were 

obtained by calcining the HTC products at 600 oC for 4 h and 900 
oC for 1 h in N2 flow. The resulting hierarchical porous carbons 

were denoted as HPC-x@y-z, where x and y represented 

respectively the water/ethanol volume ratio and the P4VP-65 

PEG/fructose mass ratio, z was refer to the pH value of the 

reaction system. The obtained carbon materials were further used 

as electrode materials for supercapacitors. The detail preparation 

parameters of other samples were listed in Table S2.  

2.3 Characterization and measurements 70 

The samples were characterized by scanning electron microscopy 

(SEM), transmission electron microscopy (TEM), N2 sorption, 

powder X-ray diffraction (XRD), Raman spectrum, and dynamic 

light scattering (DLS). SEM analysis was performed on a Hitachi 

S-4800 electron microscope at an acceleration voltage of 25.0 kV. 75 

TEM images were obtained on a Hitachi HT-7700 microscope at 

100 kV. ASAP 2020 HD88 surface area and porosity analyzer 

was used to record the nitrogen adsorption-desorption isotherms. 

Before the measurement, the samples were dried at 100 oC for 24 

h. The BET specific surface area was determined by a multipoint 80 

method. The total pore volume was calculated by the single point 

adsorption at a relative pressure of 0.98. Besides, the micropore 

volume was calculated by the V-t plot method and the pore width 

distributions were obtained by the DFT method. The XRD data 

were collected using a D/tex-Ultima TV wide angle X-ray 85 

diffractionmeter equipped with Cu Kradiation (1.54 Å), 

employing a scanning rate of 0.02 s-1 at 40 kV and 40 mA. The 

Raman spectra were measured by a HR-800 Raman spectrometer. 

Besides, in order to investigate the formation process of the 

carbon nanoparticles, DLS was carried out with a Malvern 90 

Zetasizer Nano ZS instrument. 

2.4 Electrochemical evaluation 

The sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2 was chosen to prepare 

supercapacitor for its high surface area. In detail, 9 mg carbon 

materials were dispersed into 1 mL PTFE anhydrous ethanol 95 

solution, 556 μL of which was dropped onto a nickel foam. After 

air-drying, the carbon casted nickel foam was pressed under 10 

MPa for 5 min. The obtained nickel foam was used as the 

working electrode. Besides, a platinum sheet was used as the 

counter electrode, and a saturated calomel electrode (SCE) was 100 

served as the reference electrode. The cyclic voltammetry was 

tested on a computer-controlled workstation (LK2005A, China) 

with a typical three-electrode cell. The galvanostatic 

charge/discharge behaviors were measured on a battery testing 

system LAND CT2001A. The specific capacitances were 105 

determined from the galvanostatic charge/discharge cycling 

curves according to the formula: C = i∆t/(mV), where i (A) was 

the current, ∆t (s) was the time of discharge, m was the mass (g) 

of carbon materials casted on the nickel foam and V (V) was the 

potential. 110 

3. Results and discussion  
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Fig. 1 Characterizations of sample HPC-1.5@0.025-7 prepared under a 
water/ethanol ratio of 1.5, a P4VP-PEG concentration of 0.01 g mL-1 and a 
fructose concentration of 0.40 g mL-1 at pH 7: a) The photo of the HTC 
carbonaceous materials; b) The photo of the HTC carbonaceous materials 5 

after freeze drying and calcination; c) SEM image, the yellow circles 
highlight the textural meso- and macro-porosities; d) TEM image; e) 
wide-angle XRD pattern; f) Raman spectrum.  
 

3.1 Structural properties and composition  10 

 

In this study, hierarchical porous carbons were synthesized by the 

HTC of fructose under the direction of P4VP-PEG micelles at 

160 oC for 24 h with a further calcination process. 

Representatively, carbogels were synthesized under a 15 

water/ethanol volume ratio of 1.5, a P4VP-PEG concentration of 

 
Table 1. N2 sorption analysis data for the carbon materials obtained by a 
HTC process under different hydrothermal synthesis parameters with a 
further calcination at 600 oC for 4 h and 900 oC for 1 h in N2 flow. 20 

 

Sample Name SBET
a 

[m2 g-1] 

Pore volumeb 

[cm3 g-1] 

Micropore volumec 

[cm3 g-1] 

contrast 447 0.20 0.20 

HCP-1.5@0.025-7 510 0.32 0.21 

HCP-1.5@0.037-7 562 0.38 0.24 

HCP-1.5@0.074-7 553 0.52 0.22 

HCP-1.5@0.111-7 535 0.71 0.22 

HCP-1.5@0.037-3 543 0.56 0.21 

HCP-1.5@0.037-2 571 0.60 0.22 

HCP-4@0.037-2 683 0.74 0.26 

HCP-0.67@0.037-2 483 0.23 0.21 

HCP-1.5@0.077-2 773 0.52 0.32 
a Brunuaer-Emmett-Teller surface area. b Calculated by the single point 
adsorption at a relative pressure of 0.98. c Calculated by the V-t plot 
method. 

0.01 g mL-1 and a fructose concentration of 0.40 g mL-1 at pH 7 25 

(HCP-1.5@0.025-7, Table S2, Fig. S2). The photos shown in Fig. 

1 a, b revealed the obtained carbogels were mechanically stable 

with a few contractions after freeze drying and calcination. In 

contrast with the connected non uniform micrometer-sized 

spheres prepared from pure fructose solution (Fig. S3 a), the 30 

carbon materials prepared from the P4VP-PEG micelles-assisted 

HTC were hierarchically porous aggregated from nanoparticles 

with particle size around 100 nm, which was favourable for mass 

transfer (Fig. 1 c, d). As shown in Fig. S4, macropores ranged 

from 50 nm to 10 μm were formed in the carbon materials. 35 

Besides, the N2 sorption data confirmed that mesopores and 

micropores were also existed in the carbon materials (Table 1, 

Fig. S7 b). As given in Table 1, the total pore volume and 

micropore volume of sample HPC-1.5@0.025-7 was respectively 

0.32 cm3 g-1 and 0.21 cm3 g-1. In addition, the wide-angle XRD 40 

pattern and Raman spectrum demonstrated the carbogels to be 

graphitized after calcination (Fig. 1 e, f). The wide-angle XRD 

pattern showed two main peaks at around 23o and 43.5o, which 

are the equivalents of the hexagonal graphite 002 (2 =26o) and 

100 (2=43o) reflections (Fig. 1 e).65 The peak shift for the 002 45 

reflection indicated an increase in the interlayer space. This shift 

might be attributed to the structure defects in the carbon 

materials.38, 66 The graphite nature of the obtained carbon 

materials was also confirmed by the Raman spectrum (Fig. 1 f). 

The characteristic wide D and G bands at 1340 and 1587 cm-1 50 

were related to the breathing mode of aromatic rings and the bond 

stretching of the sp2 carbon respectively. This result was 

consistent with the typical Raman spectra of graphite.67 

3.2 Formation mechanism 

The formation mechanism of hierarchical porous materials was 55 

proposed as shown in Fig. 2: I) the formation of P4VP-PEG 

micelles; II) the solubilization of fructose by the micelles; III) the 

sol-gel process directed by the fructose-solubilized micelles 

during the HTC; IV) the graphitization of hydrothermal carbon 

by calcination. Mechanistically, P4VP-PEG amphiphilic block 60 

copolymer played a critical role in the formation process. 

On the one hand, P4VP-PEG micelles promoted the 

condensation of fructose and the formation of primary carbon 

 

 65 

Fig. 2 The mechanism illustration for the formation of hierarchically 
porous aggregated carbon materials. 
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Fig. 3 The size of P4VP-PEG micelles under different preparation 
parameters: (a) varying fructose concentration under a water/ethanol 
volume ratio of 1.5 and a P4VP-PEG concentration of 0.01 g mL-1 at pH 7; 
(b) varying P4VP-PEG concentration under a water/ethanol ratio of 1.5 5 

and a fructose concentration of 0.27 g mL-1 at pH of 7; (c) varying pH 
value under a water/ethanol volume ratio of 1.5, a P4VP-PEG 
concentration of 0.01 g mL-1 and a fructose concentration of 0.27 g mL-1; 
(d) varying water/ethanol volume ratio under a P4VP-PEG concentration 
of 0.01 g mL-1 and a fructose concentration of 0.27 g mL-1 at pH 7. 10 

 

domains during the sol-gel process. As shown in Fig. S5 a, the 

reaction solution of the contrast sample was clear and yellow 

when hydrothermal treating for 1 h. However, the reaction 

solution of sample HPC-1.5@0.037-7, which introduced P4VP-15 

PEG polymers, was muddy with a brown colour under the same 

hydrothermal conditions (Fig. S5 b). Besides, TEM images 

showed that there were almost no carbon domains in the reaction 

system of the contrast sample, while carbon domains formed 

obviously in the reaction system of sample HPC-1.5@0.037-7 20 

(Fig. S5 a, b).  As reported, both P4VP and PEG are hydrophilic 

blocks, which can form hydrogen bond with the –OH or –NH 

moieties of the carbon precursors.19 In this case, fructose 

molecules could be solubilized in P4VP-PEG micelles by binding 

onto both blocks of P4VP-PEG. This solubilization process was 25 

confirmed by the DLS data to some extent. As shown in Fig. 3 a, 

without adding fructose, the size of P4VP-PEG micelles was 

around 10 nm under a water/ethanol volume ratio of 1.5 and a 

P4VP-PEG concentration of 0.01 g mL-1 at pH 7. However, the 

size increased to 24 nm after the fructose concentration increasing 30 

to 0.13 g mL-1. Further increasing the fructose concentration to 

0.27 g mL-1, the size sharply increased to 59 nm. Thus, the 

majority of fructose was confined in the micelles, which resulted 

in a higher fructose concentration in the micelles than the bulk 

solution of the contrast sample. Therefore, the condensation rate 35 

in the micelles was increased because of the enhanced fructose 

concentration by the solubilising of micelles.  

On the other hand, the P4VP-PEG amphiphilic block 

copolymer can control the aggregation of the carbon domains and 

promote the sol-gel process. As shown in the TEM images of Fig. 40 

S5 c, carbon domains were formed in the reaction system of the 

contrast sample after hydrothermal reaction for 3 h. These carbon 

domains were gradually aggregated into carbonaceous 

microspheres as increasing the hydrothermal time from 3 to 6 to 

24 h (Fig. S5 c, e, g). While in the reaction system of sample 45 

HPC-1.5@0.037-7, this aggregation process was inhibited and 

carbon domains were cross-linked into porous structure based on 

the sol-gel chemistry (Fig. S5 d, f, h). Furthermore, depositions 

were observed in the reaction system of the contrast sample after 

hydrothermal reaction for 3 h and 6 h. As for the sample HPC-50 

1.5@0.037-7, the reaction solution was transformed into sol 

solution (Fig. S5 d, f). These suggested that the stability of carbon 

domains in the reaction system of sample HPC-1.5@0.037-7 was 

much higher than the contrast sample. The enhanced stability of 

carbon domains should be due to the P4VP-PEG amphiphilic 55 

block copolymer on the surface of the carbon domains. Because 

of the hydrophility of P4VP-PEG polymers, hydrated foam 

formed on the surface of carbon domains. This improved the 

intermiscibility of carbon domains in the aqueous solution, and 

thus the stability of the carbon domains was promoted. Finally, 60 

these stabilized carbon domains were slowly growth and cross-

linked into gel products as confirmed by Fig. S5  b, d, f, h. 

Therefore, it was indicated that the P4VP-PEG micelles 

could serve as structure directing agents and control the 

nucleation and growth of carbon domains during the HTC 65 

process. Moreover, similar to the conventional silica gels, 

carbogels were formed by a sol-gel process.68 Finally, to 

introduce electric conductivity and improve the stability of the 

HTC carbonaceous materials, the HTC products were calcined at 

an elevated temperature. In accordance with the variation of 70 

micelle size (Fig. 3 a), the particle size of the hierarchical porous 

carbons reduced from ~100 (Fig. 1 c, d, HPC-1.5@0.025-7) to 

~70 nm (Fig. 4 a, b, HPC-1.5@0.037-7) while decreasing 

fructose concentration from 0.40 to 0.27 g mL-1. 

3.3 Structural control 75 

Interestingly, the textural properties and carbon particle size were 

tuned by adjusting the preparation parameters (i.e. the P4VP-PEG 

concentration, the pH of the reaction systems, and the 

water/ethanol volume ratio) based on the above formation 

mechanism. Firstly, the effect of P4VP-PEG concentration on the 80 

synthesis of carbon materials was investigated while keeping a 

water/ethanol volume ratio of 1.5 and a fructose concentration of 

0.27 g mL-1 at pH 7. Typically, as increase the polymer 

concentration, small organic molecules are more difficult to enter 

the polymer micelles because of the enhanced micelle stability.69 85 

On the other hand, the amount of P4VP-PEG micelles increased 

with the raise of P4VP-PEG concentration. These resulted less 

fructose molecules solubilization by individual micelles. 

Consequently, the micelle size decreased from 59 to 51 and then 

to 44 nm when the P4VP-PEG concentration increased from 0.01 90 

to 0.02 to 0.03 g mL-1(Fig. 3 b). Accordingly, the particle size of 

the obtained carbon materials, mainly with aggregated porous 

structures, reduced from ~70 (HPC-1.5@0.037-7, Fig. 4 a, b) to 

~65 to ~55 nm (HPC-1.5@0.074-7, HPC-1.5@0.111-7, Fig. S6 a- 

f). Moreover, the porous structure of the obtained carbon 95 

materials was affected by the P4VP-PEG concentration. As given 

in Table 1, the pore volume increased from 0.38 to 0.52 cm3 g-1 

while raising the P4VP-PEG concentration from 0.01 (HPC-

1.5@0.037-7) to 0.02 g mL-1 (HPC-1.5@0.074-7). By further 

increasing the P4VP-PEG concentration to 0.03 g mL-1 (HPC-100 

1.5@0.111-7), the pore volume reached to 0.71 cm3 g-1. In 

addition, the pore width shifted in the range of macropores to  
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Fig. 4 The SEM and TEM images of the obtained carbon materials 
prepared under a P4VP-PEG concentration of 0.01 g mL-1, a fructose 
concentration of 0.27 g mL-1 and a water/ethanol ratio of 1.5 at different 
pH: (a) SEM image of HPC-1.5@0.037-7 prepared at pH 7; (b) TEM image 5 

of HPC-1.5@0.037-7; (c) SEM image of HPC-1.5@0.037-3 prepared at pH 
3; (d) TEM image of HPC-1.5@0.037-3; (e) SEM image of HPC-1.5@0.037-
2 prepared at pH 2; (f) TEM image of HPC-1.5@0.037-2; (g) the N2 
sorption isotherms of the corresponding carbon materials;(h) the pore 
diameter distributions analyzed by DFT method. 10 

 

mesopores as confirmed by the pore width distributions (Fig. S7 

d, f).  

Furthermore, the pH value of the reaction systems had a 

significant effect on the structural properties and in particularly 15 

the particle size of the carbon materials. To investigate the effect 

of the pH value, the P4VP-PEG concentration and the fructose 

concentration were respectively kept at 1.5, 0.01 g mL-1 and 0.27 

g mL-1. The hydrothermal products were unstable gels (pH 3) or 

sol-like suspensions (pH 2) because of the enhanced electrostatic 20 

repulsion (Fig. S2). Commonly, lowering the pH value promoted 

the protonation of P4VP-PEG polymers, which caused P4VP-

PEG micelles to disaggregate.70 This disaggregation was well 

evidenced by the DLS measurements. As shown in Fig. 3 c, the 

micelle size dramatically reduced from 59 to 2.3 to 1.5 nm as 25 

decreasing the pH value from 7 to 3 to 2. As a result, the particle 

size of the carbon materials reduced from ~70 to ~50 to ~34 nm 

(HPC-1.5@0.037-7, HPC-1.5@0.037-3, HPC-1.5@0.037-2, Fig. 

4 a-f). Meanwhile, the porous structures were tuned as 

demonstrated by the SEM and TEM images (Fig. 4 a-f), which 30 

was further confirmed by the N2 sorption analysis. Fig. 4 g 

showed a type IV isotherm for sample HPC-1.5@0.037-7. This 

feature became more evident for sample HPC-1.5@0.037-3 and 

HPC-1.5@0.037-2 when decreasing the pH value from 7 to 3 to 2. 

Moreover, the pore diameter distribution graphs (Fig. 4 h) 35 

revealed the mesopore diameter reduced as decreasing the pH 

value. Thus, to some extent, the variation of carbon particle size 

was in accordance with the variation of mesopore diameter, 

which implied that the mespores in the obtained carbon materials 

mainly formed from the stacking of the carbon nanoparticles. 40 

Further, an improved specific surface area of 773 m2 g-1 was 

reached when reducing the fructose concentration to 0.13 g mL-1 

at pH 2 (HPC-1.5@0.077-2, Table 1, Fig. S8).  

The structural properties of the obtained carbon materials 

can be also tuned by adjusting the water/ethanol volume ratio. As 45 

it was reported before, the addition of ethanol increased the 

solubility of amphiphilic polymer (e.g., P123) and decreased the 

total volume fraction of polymeric micelles.71 Similarly, the 

mixed solution was emulsion when the water/ethanol volume 

ratio was 4 under a P4VP-PEG concentration of 0.01 g mL-1 and 50 

a fructose concentration of 0.27 g mL-1 at pH 7 (Fig. S9). It 

turned into transparent solution when the volume ratio decreased 

to 1.5 and 0.67. And the colloidal particle size decreased from 

712 nm to 59 nm and 51 nm (Fig. 3 d). In addition, the addition 

of ethanol accelerated the fructose-derived oligomers to dissolve 55 

and affected the sol-gel process. As a result, the mechanical 

stability of the obtained carbogels reduced by decreasing the 

water/ethanol volume ratio (Fig. S2). Correspondingly, the 

structural properties of the obtained carbon materials were 

obviously changed. For instance, while decreasing the 60 

water/ethanol volume ratio from 4 to 1.5 to 0.67 under a fructose 

concentration of 0.27 g mL-1 and a P4VP-PEG concentration of 

0.01 g mL-1 at pH 2 (HPC-4@0.037-2, HPC-1.5@0.037-2, HPC-

0.67@0.037-2, Table 1), the pore volume reduced from 0.74 to 

0.38 to 0.23 cm3 g-1 and the specific surface area decreased from 65 

683 to 562 to 483 m2 g-1. The obtained carbon materials held the 

general hierarchical porous structures when the water/ethanol 

volume ratio was 4 (Fig. S6 g-I, Fig. S7 h). However, it was 

resulted to be uniform connected structures when the 

water/ethanol volume ratio was 0.67 (Fig. S6 j-l, Fig. S7 g). Thus, 70 

a suitable value of the water/ethanol volume ratio should be 

adjusted in order to synthesize carbon materials with improved 

structures. 

3.4 Electrochemical evaluation 

The obtained carbon materials were evidenced to be effective 75 

materials for supercapacitor. Briefly, the electrode of a 

supercapacitor was prepared by casting the carbon materials onto 

nickel foam. The electrochemical properties of the casted 

electrode were evaluated in detail. Here, the sample HPC-

1.5@0.077-2 was preferred to be a representative for the 80 

relatively great properties (Fig. S8), comparing with the contrast 

sample. The CV curves of sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2 exhibited a 

rectangular shape, indicating an ideal double-layer capacitive 

behaviour (Fig. S10 b). As increase the potential scan rates, the 

rectangular CV curves were preserved, which revealed the fast 85 

charge/discharge behaviour. Moreover, the discharge curves were 
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Fig. 5 (a) The galvanostatic charge/discharge graphs of the contrast 
carbon and sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2 measured at 1 A g-1. (b) The rate 
capability plots of the contrast sample and sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2 (c) 
The Nyquist plots of electrochemical impedance of the contrast sample 5 

and sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2. (d) The cycling stability of sample HPC-
1.5@0.077-2 measured at a current density of 2 A g-1. 

 
symmetric with its corresponding charge curve, suggesting an 

ideal capacitive behaviour and stable charge/discharge processes 10 

(Fig. 5 a, Fig. S10 d). The specific capacitance of the HPC-

1.5@0.077-2 casted electrode was calculated to be about 197 F at 

1 A g-1, which was about four times higher than the contrast 

carbon casted electrode (Fig. 5 a). Besides, the capacitances of 

both the samples were reduced as increasing the current density 15 

due to the increasing diffusion limitation (Fig. 5 b). When 

increasing the current density from 0.2 to 2 A g-1, the capacitance 

retention of sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2 (87%) was higher than the 

contrast sample (61%). This improved rate capability can be 

caused by the hierarchical porous structures and enhanced surface 20 

area. Furthermore, the electrochemical impedance spectroscopy 

(EIS) was also measured at open circuit potential to evaluate the 

fundamental behaviour of the supercapacitor. The Nyquist plot 

was given in Fig. 5 c. At very high frequency, the impedance of 

both samples tended to 0, which was related to the combined 25 

resistance of ionic resistance of electrolyte, intrinsic resistance of 

the carbon materials, and the contact resistance at the interface 

carbon materials/ nickel foam. At high frequency, the smaller 

loop of sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2 indicated a lower ions 

adsorption efficiency and faster ions diffusion/transport, which 30 

was due to the hierarchical pores in the carbon materials.72 At low 

frequency, the impedance plot of sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2 was 

more vertical than the contrast carbon, further demonstrating the 

faster ion diffusion/transport in the electrolyte to the electrode 

surface of sample HPC-1.5@0.077-2. In addition, the cycling 35 

stability of the carbon materials casted electrode was tested at 2 A 

g-1 (Fig. 5 d). After 5000 charge/discharge cycles, about 97 % 

capacitance was reserved. Therefore, the carbon materials 

prepared under the direction of P4VP-PEG showed prominently 

improved electrochemical properties. 40 

4. Conclusions 

Hierarchical porous carbons were synthesized by a simple and 

inexpensive method, which used fructose as the carbon source 

and introduced P4VP-PEG micelles to direct the formation 

process. By this method, the particle size of the obtained carbon 45 

materials was tuned from 20 to 100 nm, and a highest specific 

surface area of 773 m2 g-1 was reached. Besides, the formation 

mechanism was investigated in detail. It indicated that the 

formation process was controlled through a micelles solubilizing 

process, which was affected by the preparation parameters 50 

including the fructose concentration, the P4VP-PEG 

concentration, the volume ratio of water/ethanol and the pH value 

of reaction systems. According to this study, it was an efficient 

method for large-scale synthesis of carbon materials with particle 

size less than 100 nm. Furthermore, the obtained carbon materials 55 

were used as electrode materials for supercapacitor. A relatively 

high specific capacitance of ~197 F was reached at 1 A g-1. It can 

be speculated that by designing the structure of the amphiphilic 

polymer, nanostructured carbon materials with more special 

morphologies can be synthesized. 60 
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