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Magnetic-field-controlled counterion migration
within polyionic liquid micropores enables
nano-energy harvest†

Tao Xiao,‡ab Jingyu Wang, ‡ab Jiahui Guo,ab Xing Zhao a and Yong Yan *abc

Efficient separation of positive and negative charges is essential

for developing high-performance nanogenerators. In this article,

we describe a method that was not previously demonstrated to

separate charges which enables us to fabricate a magnetic energy

harvesting device. The magnetic field induces the migration of the

mobile magnetic counterions (Dy(NO3)4
�) which establishes anion

gradients within a layer of polyionic liquid micropores (PLM). The

PLM is covalently cross-linked on which the positive charges are

fixed on the matrix, that is, immobile. In a device with a structure

of Au/dielectric//mag-PLM//dielectric/Au, the charge gradient is

subsequently transformed into the output voltage through electro-

static induction. Removing the magnetic field leads to the backflow

of magnetic anions which produces a voltage with a similar magnitude

but reversed polarity. The parameters in fabricating the magnetic PLM

such as photoinitiator concentration, UV irradiation time, water treat-

ment time, and temperature are found to dramatically influence the

size of micropores and the effective concentration of magnetic

anions. Under optimized conditions, an output voltage with an ampli-

tude of approximately 4 V is finally achieved. We expect this new

method could find practical applications in further improving the

output performance.

Introduction

Nanogenerators, which can produce Bmilliwatts of electrical
energy, have attracted considerable attention because of the
increasing energy demand from small electronic devices such
as smart homes1 and human–machine interfaces,2,3 and these

require self-powering functions.4–6 Understanding the under-
lying mechanism of electricity generation is the key aspect of
fabricating high-performance nanogenerators. In principle, it is
closely related to charge separation which establishes effective
charge gradients, unipolar and/or ambipolar within the ‘active’
materials. There are many techniques/methods that are devel-
oped to create such charge gradients.7–9 In one example,
positive and negative charges are induced/separated by piezo-
electric effects,10,11 triboelectric effects,12–14 and/or bringing
two materials with different electron affinities into contact.
The inductive potential difference has then driven the flow of
electrons between two metal electrodes through an electrostatic
induction process. Second, it could also be created by the
synthesis of materials with intrinsic functional group gradient
distributions.15,16 For example, with moisture-electric anneal-
ing and/or electrochemical polarization techniques, oxygen-
containing group (e.g., OH, COOH) gradients within carbon
materials are produced.17–19 Upon exposure to moisture, the
diffusion of disassociated free protons (released from the
oxygen-containing group) induces potential and free electron
movement in the external circuit. In addition, employing an
asymmetric external field could be another effective method.20,21

For example, the temperature difference on the two sides of a
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New concepts
Developing new techniques/methods and proposing new mechanisms are
always important but challenging for high-performance nanogenerators.
Herein, we describe a method that was not previously demonstrated to
separate the charges which enables us to fabricate a magnetic energy
harvesting device. Inspired by the electric-field-driven migration of ionic
charges, the magnetic field is firstly used to separate charges by designing
a new type of magnetic polyionic liquid micropore. Under a magnetic
field, the migration of the mobile magnetic counterions establishes
charge gradients within the PLM layer and then transforms into the
output voltage through electrostatic induction. In addition, this new
concept—separating charges with a magnetic field—is also applicable
for switching on an electrolyte gate transistor.

Nanoscale
Horizons

COMMUNICATION

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
2 

 1
40

1.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 3
1/

03
/1

40
3 

10
:3

9:
56

 ..
 

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7311-1439
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9685-3950
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5760-7423
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d2nh00323f&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-10-22
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2nh00323f
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2nh00323f
https://rsc.li/nanoscale-horizons
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2nh00323f
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/NH
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/NH?issueid=NH007012


1524 |  Nanoscale Horiz., 2022, 7, 1523–1532 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

polyacid film could drive the migration of mobile counterions and
output a thermal voltage referring to an ionic Seebeck effect.22

This concept is also applicable to an environment without an
external asymmetric field. Due to the unique porous structure,
humidity gradient is automatically generated within a film of
protein nanowire covered by a small-area top electrode.23 This
humidity gradient is then transformed into the gradient distribu-
tion of protons, leading to continuous electricity output under
ambient conditions.

Currently, the research in this emerging field is mainly
focused on improving the device performances and/or expand-
ing the application of nanogenerators.24–26 Developing new
techniques/methods and proposing new mechanisms are
always challenging. Inspired by the electric-field-driven migra-
tion of ionic charges, the magnetic field could also be used to
separate charges if these charges are magnetically active. There-
fore, in this article, we design a new type of magnetic polyionic
liquid micropore (mag-PLM) on which the fixed positive
charges on the framework are balanced by the mobile magnetic
counterions. Under a magnetic field, an anion gradient is
created which enables us to fabricate a magnetic energy har-
vesting device.

Results and discussion
Design and fabrication of the magnetic energy harvesting
device

The key idea in designing the magnetic energy harvesting
device is to separate positive and negative charges efficiently

under an external magnetic field. This can be achieved by
combining the porous framework structure and the magnetic
ionic liquid. The non-magnetic positive charges on the porous
matrix are immobile (confined), whereas the magnetic negative
counterions (free) could respond to the magnetic field and
establish an anion gradient within the magnetically responsive
layer. In addition, the porous framework should be highly-
uniform with sufficient micropores (as a free channel for ions)
to ensure efficient movement of magnetic anions. Based on this
proposal, we design a new type of magnetic polyionic liquid
micropore in which the porous structure is created by
covalently cross-linking a polyionic liquid material (Fig. 1a,
bottom half). The structural characterization indicates highly-
uniform micropores distributed on the whole layer (Fig. 1a–d).
A paramagnetic negative counterion (Dy(NO3)4

� is selected because
of its sufficient magnetic susceptibility (wg B 10�6 emu g�1) and
ease of synthesis.

With mag-PLM in hand, the magnetic energy harvesting device
with the Au/dielectric//mag-PLM//dielectric/Au structure (Fig. 1a,
upper half) is then fabricated, in which the dielectric layer is
550 nm thick polymethyl methacrylate (PMMA). By applying a
magnetic field, the (Dy(NO3)4

� anions migrate to the mag-PLM/
PMMA interface which induces the dielectric layer to carry
opposite charges. Subsequently, the electron flow occurs in the
external circuit to balance the dielectric potential, leading to the
electrical energy output. When the magnetic field is removed,
the charge density within the dielectric layer has decreased due to
the backflow of (Dy(NO3)4

� anions. Consequently, the electron
flow direction in the external circuit is also reversed, generating
voltage with a similar magnitude but reversed polarity.

Fig. 1 Scheme of the device and typical polyionic liquid micropores. (a) The scheme of a magnetic energy harvesting device consisting of two Au
electrodes (50 nm), two PMMA dielectric layers (550 nm), one magnet, and a layer of magnetically responsive polyionic liquid micropores (100 mm).
The bottom half is the molecular structure of the polyionic liquid in which the negative counterions (Dy(NO3)4

�, blue ball) are paramagnetic and could
migrate under a magnetic field. The positive charge (red ball) is immobile. (b) Typical magnetically responsive polyionic liquid micropores prepared by
using a 5 mg mL�1 photoinitiator, 3 h UV irradiation, and 72 h water treatment at room temperature. (c) Magnified SEM image and (d) size distribution of
micropores in (b). The statistic histogram is based on 2000 micropores.
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Synthesis of magnetically responsive polyionic liquid
micropores

To synthesize magnetically responsive polyionic liquid micro-
pores, the non-magnetic PLM is firstly prepared by using a
covalent cross-linking method.27 Briefly, the acetone solution of
poly(3-allylmethyl-1-vinylimidazole) bis(trifluoromethanesulfo-
nyl)imide and the cross-linker 1,4-dithioerythritol is drop-
casted on a glass substrate. The polymer film is then placed
in an aqueous solution containing a photoinitiator (UV2959) to
finish the cross-linking reaction under UV irradiation. The
polyionic liquid micropores are finally produced by immersing
the cross-linked film in water for tens of hours (see the details
in the Experimental section).

Since the counterion movement within the magnetically
responsive layer is significantly influenced by the structure of
micropores (e.g., size and uniformity), the synthesis conditions
of PLM such as photoinitiator concentration, UV irradiation
time, water treatment time, and temperature are comprehen-
sively studied. With the increase of photoinitiator concen-
tration from 5 mg mL�1 to 45 mg mL�1, the average
micropore size gradually decreases from 5.98 mm to 3.42 mm
(Fig. 2a and Fig. S1, ESI†). However, increasing the UV irradia-
tion time leads to an increase of the micropore size from
4.45 mm (0.5 h) to 5.89 mm (3 h) (Fig. 2b and Fig. S2, ESI†).
Both the photoinitiator concentration and UV irradiation time
determine the degree of cross-linking of PLM. Lowering the
dosage of the photoinitiator and extending the reaction time is
useful for producing micropores with a larger size.

Interestingly, the water treatment time is found to dramati-
cally change the PLM size. With a short treatment time (e.g.,
2 h), no apparent micropore is produced. With the increase of

treatment time from 24 h to 96 h, the size of micropores
dramatically increased from 1.83 mm to 7.04 mm (Fig. 2c and
Fig. S3, ESI†). In fact, this time determines the swelling process
of a poor solvent (H2O) within hydrophobic polymers.28 There-
fore, increasing this time is beneficial for expanding the porous
structure. In addition, long-term interaction between water
molecules and polyionic liquid chains is also favorable for
building through-hole mesoporous structures (Fig. S5, ESI†).
Another parameter in water treatment is temperature. Appar-
ently, elevating temperatures could accelerate the diffusion of a
poor solvent within PLM and produce larger size micropores
(Fig. 2d and Fig. S4, ESI†). However, it also leads to less control
and poor uniformity.

The magnetic PLM is then synthesized through a thiol-ene
click reaction29–31 between the remaining CQC bonds on PLM
and the thiol-functionalized magnetic ionic liquid (1-10-mercapto-
decyl-3-methylimidazolium dysprosium tetranitrate, [HS-C10mim]
[Dy(NO3)4]). The details of the synthesis of [HS-C10mim]
[Dy(NO3)4] can be found in the Experimental section. The UV-vis
spectrum of the magnetic ionic liquid (MIL) shows an intense
peak at 395 nm which corresponds to the absorption of imidazo-
lium cations and several weak absorption peaks at 755 nm,
804 nm, and 907 nm which could be ascribed to the dysprosium
ions (Fig. 3a).32 The M–H measurement performed at room
temperature indicates that the [HS-C10mim] [Dy(NO3)4] MIL
is paramagnetic. The magnetic susceptibility is approximately
10�6 emu g�1 (Fig. 3b) which is close to the value observed for
other magnetic anions.33,34 The PLM is subsequently soaked into
the [HS-C10mim] [Dy(NO3)4] MIL solution to complete the addi-
tion reaction under UV irradiation. The residual MIL is removed
and the magnetic PLM is finally produced. Energy dispersive

Fig. 2 Fabrication of the polyionic liquid micropores. (a) Micropore size as the function of photoinitiator concentration (left). The typical SEM image is
given on the right. Other synthesis conditions are as follows: 3 h UV irradiation, 72 h water treatment at room temperature. Similar micropore size
evolution with the increase of UV irradiation time (b), water treatment time (c), and water treatment temperature (d). The other fabrication conditions are
5 mg mL�1 photoinitiator, 72 h water treatment at room temperature for (b), 5 mg mL�1 photoinitiator, 3 h UV irradiation at room temperature for (c), and
5 mg mL�1 photoinitiator, 3 h UV irradiation, 12 h water treatment for (d). The size statistics for all conditions are based on 200 micropores (see the
statistic histograms in Fig. S1 to S4, ESI†). The scale bars are 5 mm.

Nanoscale Horizons Communication

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
2 

 1
40

1.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 3
1/

03
/1

40
3 

10
:3

9:
56

 ..
 

View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/d2nh00323f


1526 |  Nanoscale Horiz., 2022, 7, 1523–1532 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

spectroscopy (EDS) confirms the presence of dysprosium ele-
ments (Fig. 3c). In addition, the porous structure of PLM is
maintained after the addition reaction (Fig. 3d). The validity of
this method is further verified by using two other MILs, 1-10-
mercaptodecyl-3-methylimidazolium ferric chloride bromide
(Fig. S6 and S7, ESI†) and 1-10-mercaptodecyl-3-methylimida-
zolium dysprosium chloride bromide (Fig. S8 and S9, ESI†).

Device output characteristics and performance optimization

The electrical output of Au/dielectric//mag-PLM//dielectric/Au
devices is measured by applying an external magnetic field.
Fig. 4a shows the open circuit voltages of the devices using
mag-PLMs prepared under different water treatment times.
Alternating voltage outputs are recorded with the application
and removal of the magnetic field, indicating the reversed
movement of electrons in the external circuit. However, this
switchable performance is not observed when the mag-PLM is
replaced by a non-magnetic PLM ([HS-C10mim] NO3) (Fig. 4b).
Remarkably, the magnitude of output voltage has increased
with the water treatment time of PLM. The device with 2 h
water-treated mag-PLM outputs only approximately 5 mV. This
value has exponentially increased to around 4 V when using the
96 h water-treated mag-PLM (Fig. 4a and e).

The output performances of the devices fabricated using
mag-PLMs with the increase of photoinitiator concentration
and UV irradiation time are also recorded. Increasing the
photoinitiator concentration leads to a decrease in output

voltage (Fig. 4c). However, with the increase of UV irradiation
time, the recorded voltage has also increased (Fig. 4d). Inter-
estingly, the change of output voltage is qualitatively consistent
with the evolution of micropore size (Fig. 2 vs. Fig. 4). Appar-
ently, in a device with a larger micropore size, the ‘effective’
magnetic anion concentration is higher which generates a
higher voltage. However, the connection between the output
voltage and micropore size is found to be non-linear and
probably exponential. This indicates the complexity of the
system where the ‘effective’ magnetic anion concentration is
dependent not only on magnetic anion concentration but also
on its mobility within mag-PLM channels. The short-circuit
current of the device is also measured (Fig. S10, ESI†); however,
most devices output only nano-ampere current which is in the
same magnitude as other electrostatic induction devices.35,36

Modeling of the magnetic energy harvesting device

The working mechanism of the device is schematically shown
in Fig. 5a. Similar to previously reported nanogenerators,37,38

the output originates from the coupling of charge transfer
between dielectric layers and electrostatic induction.39,40

However, the charge separation method has not been demon-
strated before. Applying and removing a magnetic field leads to
the reversed migration of electrons in the external circuit. This
is closely related to the magnetic-field-controlled magnetic
anion migration and gradient distribution within the mag-
PLM layer. To simulate the magnetic energy harvesting process,

Fig. 3 Characterization of magnetic polyionic liquid micropores and the magnetic ionic liquid. (a) UV-Vis spectrum of the magnetic ionic liquid
[HS-C10mim] [Dy(NO3)4]. The inset shows the magnified image of the 650–1000 nm region. (b) Magnetization curve of [HS-C10mim] [Dy(NO3)4]. The
measurement was performed at room temperature. (c) Dy elemental distribution and (d) EDS results of magnetic polyionic liquid micropores. The scale
bars in (c) and (d) are 5 mm.
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a continuum charge transport model combining Poisson and
Nernst–Planck diffusion equations is developed (see the Experi-
mental section for details).41,42 Since the movement of mag-
netic anions is driven by the magnetic field, we convert this
magnetic force into an electric one in which only magnetic
counterions could migrate in response to local electric fields
and concentration gradients. The non-magnetic positive
charges are however immobile. Due to the electrostatic induc-
tion effect, the dielectric layers and Au electrodes will induce
the corresponding number of charges. In addition, once the
potential is different between two gold electrodes, the electrons
could flow through the external circuit to reach electric neutrality
(Fig. 5a).

The magnetic counterion concentration distribution is then
simulated. Under a magnetic field, the counterions accumulate
on one side of mag-PLM and eventually reach equilibrium
(Fig. 5b). The distribution of ionic charges directly affects the
potential distribution within the mag-PLM layer (Fig. 5c). Since
removing the magnetic field in the experiment has the same
consequence as applying a magnetic field on the other side of
the device, the simulated magnetic counterion concentration
and potential distributions under reversed field display mirror
images towards the forward field (blue curve vs. green curve
in Fig. 5b and c). The gradient distribution of charges and
potential is then transformed into electric potential within

mag-PLM (Fig. 5d) and output voltage in the external circuit
(Fig. 5e). In addition, with the increase of magnetic counterion
concentration, the output voltage has also increased (Fig. 5e).
Interestingly, it is non-linear which is consistent with the
experimental results. The cycling performance of the device is
also reproduced by simulation (Fig. 5f vs. Fig. S11, ESI†).

Apparently, these are only proof-of-concept demonstrations
and future improvements – in various aspects – will be needed
for practical applications. The first improvement is the output
voltage. This is closely related to the ‘effective’ concentration of
magnetic counterions migrating toward the PLM/dielectric
interface within the mag-PLM layer. Except for further improve-
ment of PLM, materials with high charge density and ion mobility
can be employed such as porous carbon materials,43,44 metallic
nanostructures,45–48 and even metal–organic frameworks.49,50

In addition, the induced charge density can also be increased
by choosing an insulating layer with a higher dielectric con-
stant. The second one regards the short-circuit current. Herein,
we only measured nano-ampere current which is due to the
slow and insufficient counterion migration within mag-PLM.
Besides the increase of ‘effective’ counterion concentration,
fabricating a through-hole structure to facilitate the diffusion
of magnetic ions could be one solution. Synthesis of a magnetic
ion with higher magnetic susceptibility and smaller size would
be also effective.51 Another improvement should be the design

Fig. 4 Output characteristics of the magnetic energy harvesting device. (a) Time-dependent output voltages of the devices fabricated by using
magnetic polyionic liquid micropores synthesized with different water treatment times. The voltage scales for 2 h (black curve), 24 h (blue curve), and
48 h (green curve) devices are given on the left side of the curves. The 96 h device (red curve) uses the left y-axis. The time interval of each cycle is 30 s.
The far-right curve is the magnified one cycle in the 96 h device. Note: the distinct waveform and significant enhancement of output voltage between
96 h and others are probably due to the changes in the pore structure, including the pore size and through-hole channel structure. (b) A similar
experiment is performed by using non-magnetic polyionic liquid micropores ([HS-C10mim] NO3). The blue curve is the magnified view of the time-
dependent output curve. The output voltage amplitude of devices as a function of (c) photoinitiator concentration (bottom x-axis, red markers) and the
corresponding pore size (top x-axis, blue markers), (d) UV irradiation time (bottom x-axis, red markers) and the corresponding pore size (top x-axis, blue
markers), and (e) water treatment time (bottom x-axis, red markers) and the corresponding pore size (top x-axis, blue markers).
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of the whole system. Repeatedly applying and removing
the magnetic field is far away from the realistic application.
An optimized situation could be continuing rotation of the
device while constantly applying the magnetic field.

Finally, we wish to emphasize the idea of separating charges
with a magnetic field. Since the magnetic field has the same

effect as the electric field, one can envision the use of mag-PLM
beyond energy harvesting devices, for example, a magnetic field
effect transistor in which the mag-PLM plays the role of the
electrolyte gate.52,53 By applying a magnetic field, the move-
ment of magnetic ions could induce the charge carriers within
semiconductors. We have conceptually demonstrated such a

Fig. 5 Theoretical simulations of the magnetic energy harvesting device. (a) The schematic of the operating mechanism of the magnetic energy
harvesting device. Simulated time-dependent distribution of Dy(NO3)4

� anions (b) and potential (c) under applied magnetic field. (d) Dimensionless
voltage–time characteristics within magnetically responsive polyionic liquid micropores. (e) Dimensionless output voltage collected between two Au
electrodes. Four types of magnetic anion concentrations are simulated (c to 10 c). (f) Dimensionless cycling (magnetic field on/off) performance of the
magnetic energy harvesting device. The concentration of magnetic anions is 10 c.

Fig. 6 Switching on a transistor with the mag-PLM. (a) Source to drain current–voltage characteristics of a PEDOT:PSS transistor in which the mag-PLM
is used as the electrolyte gate. As the magnet approaches the mag-PLM, the current has increased. (b) Distance-dependent source to drain current. The
inset shows the scheme of the device.
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device in which while approaching the magnet, holes accumu-
late within the PEDOT:PSS layer, leading to an increase of
current between the source and drain (Fig. 6). Interestingly,
on the other side of mag-PLM (Semiconductor 1//mag-PLM//
Semiconductor 2), charge carriers with reversed polarity could
be induced. In addition, when the magnetic field is applied
parallelly to an ambipolar semiconductor plane, charge gradi-
ents and internal electric potential can be established to
produce a pn junction. These works are principally demon-
strated and will be published later.

Conclusion

To conclude, we have demonstrated a magnetic energy harves-
ting device in which charge separation is achieved by applying a
magnetic field. With a comprehensive study on the synthesis
conditions of magnetic polyionic liquid micropores, the device
finally outputs approximately 4 V voltage. A continuum charge
transport model is developed which qualitatively reproduces
the experimental results. Although the device performance is
not competitive to other methods,54,55 we suggest an applica-
tion in which our device could be placed close to devices
generating strong magnetic fields (for example, NMR systems).
In addition, we expect our concept could be applied beyond
energy harvesting devices.

Experimental
The synthesis of polyionic liquids

In a typical procedure, 30 g of 1-vinylimidazole was firstly
dissolved in 100 mL of N,N-dimethylformamide. Then 36 mg
of the initiator 2,20-azobis(2-methylpropionitrile) dissolved in
1 mL N,N-dimethylformamide solution was injected using a
needle-tipped syringe under nitrogen protection at 90 1C. The
reaction was carried out for 24 h. Poly(1-vinylimidazole) was
precipitated by using 500 mL acetone and the resulting white
solid was collected and dried under vacuum at 50 1C for 24 h.
6 g poly(1-vinylimidazole) and 0.627 g butylated hydroxytoluene
were dissolved in 100 mL N,N-dimethylformamide. The mixture
was heated to 90 1C, followed by dropwise addition of 15.5 g
1-allyl bromide. The reaction proceeded for 24 h and then
cooled down to room temperature. The poly(3-allylmethyl-1-
vinylimidazole)bromide was precipitated by using 500 mL
diethyl ether and the resulting yellow-white solid was collected
and dried under vacuum at 50 1C for 48 h. The structure was
confirmed by 1H NMR (400 MHz, DMSO-d6) (Fig. S12, ESI†).
Then 1 g of the product and 2 g lithium bis(trifluoromethane-
sulfonyl)imide were separately dissolved in 10 mL water. The
lithium salt was then dropwise-added into the former solution,
stirred for 6 h, and filtered, producing a yellow-white solid. The
solid is then washed with deionized water to remove excess
lithium salts, followed by vacuum drying at 50 1C for 48 h.
The structure of the polyionic liquid was confirmed by 1H NMR
(400 MHz, DMSO-d6) (Fig. S13, ESI†).

Fabrication of the PLM layer

The fabrication of the PLM layer was according to a covalent
cross-linking method. 1 g of the polyionic liquid and 156 mg of
the cross-linking agent dithiothreitol were dissolved in 10 mL
acetone. 100 mL solution was dropped on the glass substrate
and dried for 1 h under ambient conditions, followed by
vacuum drying for 12 h at room temperature to remove the
remaining acetone. The substrate was then immersed into an
aqueous solution containing 50 mg of the photoinitiator
UV2959 (10 mL). The reaction proceeded by UV irradiation for
4 h at ice bath temperature. The film was then washed with
deionized water and soaked in deionized water for tens of
hours to produce micropores. To control the size of the micro-
pores, the photoinitiator concentration (5–45 mg mL�1), UV
irradiation time (0.5–3 h), water treatment time (2–96 h), and
water treatment temperature (25–90 1C) were all studied.

Synthesis of thiol-functionalized MILs

1-10-Mercaptodecyl-3-methylimidazole bromide was synthe-
sized according to a previous procedure.56 Typically, 2 g 1,10-
dibrominated dodecane and 14.63 g 1-methylimidazole were
mixed and refluxed in 20 mL chloroform for 24 h. The chloro-
form was then removed by rotary evaporation at 50 1C to obtain
a white viscous material. The prepared material was repeatedly
centrifuged and washed by using n-hexane to remove the
unreacted halogenated hydrocarbons. A small amount of deio-
nized water (5 mL) was used to dissolve the product and
repeatedly extracted by using n-hexane three times. The product
was then collected by removing extra water. The transparent
ionic liquid was then dried under vacuum at 50 1C for 48 h
to obtain a transparent yellow bromide, 1-(10-bromodecyl)-3-
methylimidazole. The prepared product (2.7 g) was then mixed
with 1.08 g potassium thioacetate in 20 mL acetonitrile solvent
and refluxed at 65 1C for 24 h. The unreacted potassium
thioacetate was removed by filtration and the liquid solution
was rotary-evaporated at 55 1C to remove acetonitrile. The
product was vacuum-dried at 50 1C for 48 h to obtain 1-(10-
thioethyl decyl)-3-methylimidazole bromide in the form of a
dark reddish ionic liquid. Then 1 g IL was then dissolved in
6 mL ethanol, followed by a dropwise addition of 2 mL sodium
hydroxide solution (10.6 M) at ice bath temperature. After 24 h
hydrolysis, the pH of the solution was adjusted to around 2 by
adding 8.6 M hydrobromic acid. Dichloromethane was used to
extract the product, followed by addition of anhydrous magne-
sium sulfate to remove trace water. With filtration and rotary
evaporation (at room temperature), a pungent viscous product
was collected and dried under vacuum at 40 1C for 48 h to
finally obtain 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-methylimidazole bromide
(see the 1H NMR spectra in Fig. S14–S16, ESI†).

A similar procedure was used to synthesize 1-(10-mercapto-
decyl)-3-methylimidazole nitrate. 0.45 g silver nitrate and
1 g 1-(10-thioethyl decyl)-3-methylimidazole bromide were dis-
solved in 30 mL methanol. The reaction proceeded for 12 h in
dark conditions and the product was collected by filtration and
rotary evaporation. Then 0.95 g of the product was dissolved in
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6 mL ethanol, followed by dropwise addition of 2 mL sodium
hydroxide solution (10.6 M) at ice bath temperature. After
12 h of hydrolysis, the pH of the solution was adjusted to
around 2 by adding 5 M nitric acid. The following procedures
were the same as above. Finally, 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-methyl-
imidazole nitrate was obtained (see the ESI-MS results in
Fig. S17, ESI†).

To synthesize the MIL, 0.25 g 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-methyl-
imidazole bromide and 0.12 g ferric chloride were mixed with
0.5 mL methanol and stirred for 24 h under nitrogen protec-
tion. The product was then repeatedly extracted with diethyl
ether to remove the unreacted ferric chloride to produce 1-(10-
mercaptodecyl)-3-methylimidazolium ferric chloride bromide
(see the typical UV-vis spectrum in Fig. S6, ESI†). 0.33 g 1-(10-
mercaptodecyl)-3-methylimidazole bromide and 0.37 g dyspro-
sium chloride hydrate were mixed in 1 mL methanol and
stirred for 24 h under nitrogen protection. By removing the
remaining methanol, 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-methylimidazolium
dysprosium chloride bromide was produced (see the ESI-MS
results in Fig. S18, ESI†). 0.26 g 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-methyl-
imidazole nitrate and 0.37 g dysprosium nitrate hydrate were
mixed in 1 mL methanol and stirred for 24 h under nitrogen
protection. The remaining methanol was removed and 1-10-
mercaptodecyl-3-methylimidazolium dysprosium tetranitrate
was finally produced as an orange-reddish viscous liquid (see
the ESI-MS results in Fig. S19, ESI†).

Fabrication of mag-PLMs

The PLM was sandwiched between two glass slides and then
immersed in an ethylene glycol solution of 30 wt% 1-(10-
mercaptodecyl)-3-methylimidazolium dysprosium tetranitrate.
The reaction was performed by UV irradiation for 4 h, followed
by further soaking for 24 h at room temperature. The mag-PLM
was finally produced by washing it with ethylene glycol. The
other two mag-PLMs used 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-methylimid-
azolium ferric chloride bromide and 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-
methylimidazolium dysprosium chloride bromide dissolved in
the propylene carbonate solvent, and the rest of the steps were
the same. To prepare the non-magnetic PLM for the control
experiment, the non-magnetic IL 1-(10-mercaptodecyl)-3-methyl-
imidazole nitrate was used.

Characterization and measurement

The structures of the non-magnetic ionic liquids were charac-
terized by using a 400 MHz nuclear magnetic resonance spec-
trometer (AVANCE III HD 400, Bruker, USA). The UV-vis spectra
were recorded using a spectrophotometer (Shimadzu, Japan,
UV 2600). The ESI-MS was performed by using an LCMS/ESI/
QTOF analyzer (UPLM-QTOF). The porous structures of the
PLM and mag-PLM were characterized by using a scanning
electron microscope (SEM, Hitachi-SU8220). Energy dispersive
X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) was performed using a Horiba EMAX
X-ray detector equipped with a SEM. The VSM measurement of
the MIL was performed on a PPMS-ANC300 (Quantum Design,
America; attocube systems AG, Germany).

Fabrication and electrical characteristics of the magnetic
energy harvesting device

A sandwich structure was used to fabricate the device,
Au/dielectric//mag-PLM//dielectric/Au. The gold electrode was
prepared by ion sputtering with a thickness of 50 nm. The
PMMA dielectric layer was spin-coated (550 nm thick). The
mag-PLM was then transferred onto a glass substrate with
precoated Au/dielectric. Two glass slides with were then lami-
nated in a face-to-face configuration and finally encapsulated
with polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS). The electrical characteris-
tics were recorded using a Keithley 6517 high-resistance elec-
trometer, and the data were collected using an acquisition card.
The magnetic field was provided by a 0.3 T neodymium magnet.
The time interval between the application and removal of the
magnetic field was 30 s.

Theoretical calculations

According to Maxwell’s equations, the magnetic field generated
by the magnetic anion and its movement was much smaller
than the external magnetic field, so it could be ignored. The
magnetic field applied to the system was considered to be a
constant magnetic field. Since the magnetic anion has a
negative charge, the applied magnetic field can be converted
into an electric field by using the transformation of force; see
eqn (1):

FH = wmHVgradH = qE (1)

where wm and V are the magnetic susceptibility and volume per
unit mass; H and gradH are the magnetic field intensity and
magnetic field gradient.

A coupled system of Poisson and Nernst–Planck equations
was employed to model the nano-energy harvesting device.
Under an electrostatic field, ions could be described using
the Nernst–Planck equation:

Ji ¼ �Di rci þ
F

RT
cizirj

� �
(2)

where index i corresponds to the ith ionic species; Ji, Di, ci, zi,
and ui are the flux, diffusion coefficient, concentration, charge,
and velocity of the species i, respectively; j is the electrostatic
potential. Considering the mass balance, eqn (2) can be trans-
formed to obtain the change of each ion concentration
over time:

@ci
@t
¼ �r � Ji ¼ �r � �Di rci þ

F

RT
cizirj

� �
þ ciui

� �
(3)

In addition, the electrostatic potential depends on the fixed
charges on the polymer and the mobile charges, which could be
described using the Poisson equation:

r � re0e rjð Þ ¼ F
X

i
zici (4)

where e0 is the vacuum dielectric constant and e is the relative
dielectric constant.
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To facilitate the calculation, the equation is dimensionless.
Here, we set the characteristic scale as follows: length scale LN,

potential scale
RF

T
, and time scale

L1
u1

.

By the potential scale
RF

T
, j ¼ j0

RT0

F
, eqn (4) can be

written as

r0
L1

e0e �
r
L1

j0
RT0

F

� �
¼ F

X
i
zici

, r0 r0j0ð Þ ¼ L2
1F

e0eRT0
F
X

i
zici

(5)

Let ci ¼ ci
0e0eRT0

L2
1F

; then

r0 r0j0ð Þ ¼ F
X

i
zic
0
i (6)

Substituting equation ci ¼ c0i
e0eRT0

L2
1F

, t ¼ t
0L1
u1

into
eqn (3), we get

dc0i
e0eRT0

L2
1F

dt 0
L1
u1

þ u1u
0 � r

0

L1
c0i
e0eRT0

L2
1F

¼ r
0

L1
� Di

r0
L1

c0i
e0eRT0

L2
1F

� �

þ r
0

L1
� Di

F

RT
c0i
e0eRT0

L2
1F

zi
r0
L1

RT0

F
j0

� �� �
,

dc0i
dt 0
þ u0 � r0c0i ¼ r0 �

Di

L1u1
r0c0i

� �
þr0 � Di

L1u1

T0

T
c0izi
r0
L1

j0
� �� �

(7)

Let D0i ¼
Di

L1u1
;

that is
dc0i
dt 0
þ u0 � r0c0i ¼ r0 � D0ir0c0i

� �
þr0 � D0i

T0

T
c0izi
r0
L1

j0
� �� �

(8)

Let
RT0

FT
¼ 1

T 0
;

dc0i
dt 0
þ u0 � r0c0i ¼ r0 � D0ir0c0i

� �
þr0 � D0i

F

RT 0
c0izi
r0
L1

j0
� �� �

(9)

For simplicity, we considered a one-dimensional domain
[0, L]. The initial and boundary conditions can be summarized as

j(x = 0, t) = 0; j (x = L, t) = j0;

ci(x, 0) = ci0;

j(0 o x o L, 0) = 0;

where j0 is given by the potential difference calculated using
eqn (1); the ion concentration ci0 is set referring to the actual
situation. The coupled equations (eqn (6) and (9)) were then
solved numerically by using a commercial finite element solver
(COMSOL 5.6) to obtain the distribution of ion concentration

and electrostatic potential. The potential distribution (V) was
then obtained from the ion concentration. The output voltage
can be split into two parts, electrostatic induction and con-
denser discharge. So it can be finally integrated by

Voutput ¼ h
V

Vmax expð�tL=RVee0Þ

VoVmax

V ¼ Vmax

(10)

The parameters were as follows: L = 1; c0 = 10�3 mol m�3;
Danion = 10�12 m2 s�1; e = 8; e0 = 8.85 � 10�12 F m�1; Rv = 104 O;
T = 298.15 K; F = 96500 C mol�1; and R = 8.314 J mol�1 K�1.
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