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A nanoelectrode-based study of water
splitting electrocatalysts

Ran Chen, Songqin Liu and Yuanjian Zhang *

The development of low-cost and efficient catalytic materials for key reactions like water splitting, CO2

reduction and N2 reduction is crucial for fulfilling the growing energy consumption demands and the

pursuit of renewable and sustainable energy. Conventional electrochemical measurements at the

macroscale lack the potential to characterize single catalytic entities and nanoscale surface features on

the surface of a catalytic material. Recently, promising results have been obtained using nanoelectrodes

as ultra-small platforms for the study of the hydrogen evolution reaction (HER) and oxygen evolution

reaction (OER) on innovative catalytic materials at the nanoscale. In this minireview, we summarize the

recent progress in the nanoelectrode-based studies on the HER and OER on various nanostructured

catalytic materials. These electrocatalysts can be generally categorized into two groups: 0-dimensional

(0D) single atom/molecule/cluster/nanoparticles and 2-dimensional (2D) nanomaterials. Controlled

growth as well as the electrochemical characterization of single isolated atoms, molecules, clusters and

nanoparticles has been achieved on nanoelectrodes. Moreover, nanoelectrodes greatly enhanced the

spatial resolution of scanning probe techniques, which enable studies at the surface features of 2D

nanomaterials, including surface defects, edges and nanofacets at the boundary of a phase.

Nanoelectrode-based studies on the catalytic materials can provide new insights into the reaction

mechanisms and catalytic properties, which will facilitate the pursuit of sustainable energy and help to

solve CO2 release issues.

1. Introduction

The demand for sustainable and renewable energy is becoming
more urgent day by day due to the rapidly growing energy
consumption and concerns about pollution and greenhouse
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gases caused by fossil fuels.1,2 The development of low-cost and
efficient catalytic materials for certain key reactions, e.g. water
electrolysis, CO2 reduction, N2 reduction, etc., is vital for the
pursuit of renewable and sustainable energy. Scanning electron
microscopy (SEM), transmission electron microscopy (TEM),
scanning tunnelling microscopy (STM) and atomic force micro-
scopy (AFM) are commonly used in research to characterize the
morphology and topography of catalytic materials, while infra-
red adsorption spectroscopy, Raman scattering spectroscopy,
X-ray photoelectron microscopy (XPS), and X-ray absorption
spectroscopy (XAS) are frequently used to detect the chemical
structures. On the other hand, to study the electrochemical
activity of electrocatalysts, conventional electrochemical mea-
surements at the macroscopic scale are often conducted.3–7

However, conventional electrochemical measurements lack the
potential to obtain signals from single entities of nanomater-
ials and lack the spatial resolution to unveil the electrochemical
properties of nanoscale features on the material surface.

Nanoscale electrochemistry plays a key role in overcoming
the above difficulties, which is enabled by the development of
nanoelectrodes, which are ultramicroelectrodes (UMEs) with
sub-micrometer to nanometer scale radii. Nanoelectrodes (and
UMEs in general) have a lot of unique properties and advan-
tages over traditional bulk electrodes, including low non-
Faraday current signals, low background noise, low resistance,
high mass transfer rate, and the presence of a diffusion-
controlled limiting current in voltammograms,8,9 and the uti-
lization of nanoelectrodes has led to unprecedented advances
in the past two decades.10–14 The ultra-small size of the elec-
trode has enabled the study of nanoscale assemblies on the
surface of nanoelectrodes in situ. For example, the nucleation of
single H2 nanobubble through the HER has been studied on Pt
disk nanoelectrodes.15,16 The formation of nanoparticles (NPs)
and the tunnelling effect of the NPs have been detected on Pt
disk nanoelectrodes.17 And due to the ultra-small size, the

nanoelectrodes were able to penetrate live cells with minimum
damage, enabling the detection of redox active neurotransmit-
ters and reactive oxygen species (ROS) and reactive nitrogen
species (RNS) from single cells and vesicles.18–20 The ultra-
small size also greatly enhanced the mass transfer towards
nanoelectrodes, enabling the detection of very fast electron
transfer kinetics.21,22 Moreover, by coupling nanoelectrodes
with scanning probe techniques, i.e. scanning electrochemical
microscopy (SECM) and scanning electrochemical cell micro-
scopy (SECCM), the study of the activity of the substrate as well
as the surface structure with nanometer scale resolution has
been achieved. Nanopores of tens of nanometers have been
imaged by the use of a nanopipette-supported interface
between two immiscible electrolyte solutions.23,24 The activity
of different locations on the substrate has been mapped
through SECCM, where the meniscus at the end of the nano-
pipette made contact with the substrate, enabling the collection
of the current signal from only the location of interest, instead
of collecting the current signal from the bulk substrate
region.25–30

The study of water catalysis reactions, namely the HER and
the OER, has gained worldwide interest in the past few decades
as these reactions are fundamental for renewable and sustain-
able energy generation. A vast amount of work has been
devoted to the development and characterization of efficient
catalytic materials for the HER and OER, including noble metal
catalysts, transition metal based catalysts,31–33 carbon-based
materials,34–36 metal–organic frameworks (MOFs),37–39 semi-
conducting polymers,40 single-atom electrocatalysts,41–43

and so on.
On the other hand, electrochemistry plays a crucial role in

the study of the HER and OER as it provides an efficient
platform to characterize the electron transfer processes and
to unveil the mechanism of the reactions. The HER and OER at
multiple catalytic materials using micrometer-sized UMEs have
been successfully carried out.44–49 Recently, nanoelectrodes
have been used as the platform to characterize the water
catalysis reactions; for example, SECM imaging over PtNPs
deposited on highly oriented pyrolytic graphite (HOPG) was
carried out using Pt nanoelectrodes with B90 nm radius, where
the HER was conducted on the nanoelectrode to characterize
the proton generated on the PtNP.50 SECM-based HER studies
on AuNPs have also been conducted using Pt nanoelectrodes
with B18 nm radius.51,52 A comparison of the HER and OER
activity between Au nanocubes and nano-octahedras has been
achieved using nanoelectrodes as the probe of SECCM.53

In this minireview, we focus on the recent progress in the
nanoelectrode-based studies on the HER and OER with differ-
ent nanomaterials. We categorize the catalytic nanomaterials
into two groups: 0D single entities deposited on nanoelec-
trodes, i.e., isolated atoms/molecules/clusters/NPs, and 2D
nanomaterials. More specifically, single Pt atoms, clusters
and NPs were deposited on the surface of nanoelectrodes for
the HER study, and cobalt-based molecules and NPs with a
controllable size and shape were synthesized on nanoelec-
trodes for the OER study. Using nanoelectrodes as the probe,
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the HER activities of different planes and phases of MoS2 were
studied by SECM and SECCM, while the surface facet-related
OER activity at NiO nanosheets was revealed by SECM. Moreover,
the HER activity of a series of transition metal nitride MXenes
was characterized and compared using nanoelectrodes.

2. Background
2.1 Mechanisms of the HER and OER

The commonly accepted mechanism of the HER is composed of
a 1e Volmer step that forms a H atom adsorbed on the electrode
surface, followed by the Tafel or Heyrovsky step:54–56

In an acidic environment:

H+ + e - H* (Volmer step) (1)

2 H* - H2 + 2* (Tafel step) (2)

H* + H+ + e - H2 + * (Heyrovsky step) (3)

In an alkaline environment:

H2O + e - H* + OH� (Volmer step) (4)

2 H* - H2 + 2* (Tafel step) (5)

H* + H2O + e - H2 + OH� + * (Heyrovsky step)
(6)

where * represents the active site on the electrode surface and H* is
the adsorbed H atom on the active site. Usually, a rate-determining
step (rds) is kinetically slow and limits the HER reaction, yet rds
may vary for different catalysts and pH conditions.

On the other hand, the OER is more complicated and
involves 4 electron transfer steps. The commonly accepted
OER mechanism is shown in eqn (7)–(14):56–58

In an acidic or neutral environment:

H2O + * - OH* + H+ + e (7)

OH* - O* + H+ + e (8)

O* + H2O - HOO* + H+ + e (9)

HOO* - * + O2 + H+ + e (10)

In an alkaline environment:

OH� + * - OH* + e (11)

OH* + OH� - O* + H2O + e (12)

O* + OH� - HOO* + e (13)

HOO* + OH� - * + O2 + H2O + e (14)

Due to the complicated reaction pathways, the OER is slower
than the HER in water electrocatalysis devices and is consid-
ered to be the rds of the water splitting reaction, yet detailed
kinetic information of the OER has been lacking.

2.2 Introduction to SECM and operational modes

SECM is a scanning probe technique that utilizes an UME as
the probe to scan across an immersed substrate while

recording the current signal on the UME, which reflects the
topography and the electrochemical activity of the substrate.
SECM has proven to be a versatile and powerful platform for
the characterization of various substrates.59–67 In SECM experi-
ments, the probe, usually called a tip, is positioned near the
substrate through an approach curve based on the feedback
effect when the tip-substrate distance is short enough, i.e.,
within 10 times the radius of the tip. The operational principles
of SECM are explained in Scheme 1. Scheme 1a represents the
diffusion of redox species R towards the tip in the bulk
solution, where R is oxidized at the tip to O. When the tip is
positioned near an inert substrate, the diffusion is hindered by
the presence of the substrate (Scheme 1b), resulting in a
decrease in the current called a negative feedback effect. On
the other hand, when the tip is approaching a conducting
substrate, the hindering effect from the substrate still exists.
Yet more importantly, the conducting substrate can regenerate
O back to R, resulting in a net increased flux of R towards the
tip, and leading to an increase in current, known as a positive
feedback effect (Scheme 1c). An example of this feedback effect
is illustrated in Scheme 1d, where ferrocene methanol (Fc) can
be regenerated on the 1T phase of the MoS2 nanosheet but not
on the 2H phase. This allows for the distinguishment of these
surface features. Apart from the feedback mode, SECM imaging
can also be conducted in the substrate generation/tip collection
(SG/TC) mode, where the redox reaction of interest is carried
out on the substrate and the product is detected on the tip. As
shown in Scheme 1e, the SG/TC mode is useful in the study of
HER activity on the MoS2 nanosheet, where hydrogen generated
on the nanosheet is monitored by the tip to reveal the HER
activity on different phases of MoS2.

Scheme 1 SECM operational modes. (a) Steady-state behavior in bulk
solution. (b) Negative feedback mode over an inert substrate. (c) Positive
feedback effect mode over a conducting substrate. (d and e) Schematic
illustration of SECM imaging over MoS2 nanosheets by the oxidation/
reduction of Fc in the feedback mode (d) and probing the HER at MoS2

in the SG/TC mode (e). (a–c) The schemes were reproduced and adapted
with permission from Polcari et al.59 Copyright 2016, ACS. (d and e) The
schemes were reproduced and adapted with permission from Sun et al.108

Copyright 2019, RSC.
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2.3 Introduction to SECCM mapping

SECCM is a scanning electrochemical technique using a fluidic
nanopipette probe to carry out local electrochemistry at controlled
sites of a substrate.25,68,69 A nanopipette probe filled with electro-
lyte solution is positioned near a substrate (usually exposed in the
air). Upon contact, the meniscus of the solution inside the
nanopipette formed a droplet cell on the substrate, and the
electrochemical properties of the local site under the droplet
can be studied by collecting a voltammogram on the probe. And
by retracting the probe and approaching to the substrate at other
locations, the electrochemical properties at various sites of the
substrate can be visualized (Scheme 2a). After SECCM mapping
over a substrate, residues of the dried electrolyte can be observed
via SEM, as shown in Scheme 2b, which is helpful for identifying
the exact locations studied on the substrate.

2.4 Challenges of nanoscale SECM and SECCM measurements

Several prerequisites about the UME and the substrate should be
met to enable nanoscale SECM or SECCM measurements. A
reliable nanoelectrode with controllable shape is required to
achieve nanoscale resolution. Additionally, flat and homogenous
substrates are often preferred, e.g., silicon wafer and HOPG,
since good flatness of the substrate facilitates the positioning of
an UME nearby. A rough surface hinders the approach curve in
SECM experiments, and it is challenging to avoid crushing the
UME into the substrate when conducting SECCM mapping over
a rough surface. Moreover, surface features such as protrusion or
recession on the substrate would lead to changes in the current
signals, complicating the analysis of surface reactions. Due to
these prerequisites, nanoscale SECM and SECCM measurements
are challenging and a large portion of research is conducted on
flat substrates such as Pt, HOPG, silicon wafer and glass plates.

3. Study of HER and OER on 0D
nanomaterials deposited on
nanoelectrodes
3.1 HER on isolated Pt single atoms, small clusters and NPs

Pt is one of the most traditional and most widely used electro-
catalytic materials for the HER. Using the nanoelectrodes as the

substrate, the controlled electrodeposition of isolated single Pt
atoms on the nanoelectrode followed by immediate electro-
chemical characterization on the deposit became feasible.
Recently, the size and substrate effect on the HER have been
studied on single isolated Pt atoms, atomic clusters and NPs.70

An atom-by-atom methodology was applied to electrodeposit an
isolated single Pt atom,71,72 atomic cluster or NP on Bi and Pb
UMEs with B120 nm radius. Pt atoms are deposited from
H2PtCl6 solutions with fM level concentration with a deposition
rate of about 10 s Pt per atom. Due to the ultra-small tip size
and limited active sites on UMEs, the deposition and growth at
more than one site are highly unlikely, allowing for a control
over the number of atoms deposited and the size of the deposit.

After electrodeposition, the UME was characterized by vol-
tammetry to study the HER activity in a solution of 40 mM
HClO4 and 0.2 M NaClO4, where the heterogeneous electron
transfer (ET) kinetics of the HER was obtained. Typical HER
voltammograms on a single isolated Pt atom supported on the
Bi and Pb substrate are shown in Fig. 1a and b. The Bi and Pb
UMEs were inert towards HER as shown in the background
signal, and a diffusion-limited plateau was observed due to the
HER on the Pt atom. The HER ET kinetics at a single atom or
small clusters and NPs was analyzed by fitting the voltammo-
gram using the Butler–Volmer equation. The HER at atoms,
clusters, and NPs was assumed to follow the same general
mechanism as the HER on bulk Pt, where a 1e Volmer step is
considered to be the rate determining step. The authors
hypothesized that the standard potential of the Volmer step,
E1 = 0 V vs. normal hydrogen potential (NHE) for Pt atoms,
clusters and NPs for the Volmer step, and calculated standard
electron transfer rate constant k0 and transfer coefficient a of
the Volmer step, assuming a hemispherical geometry of the Pt
atom, cluster or NP. The authors found that for a single Pt atom
deposited on the Bi substrate, k0 = 1.06 � 10�3 cm s�1 and a =
0.49, while k0 = 4.36 � 10�6 cm s�1 and a = 0.52 for the case of
the Pb substrate. Note that there is a large HER kinetics
difference between the single Pt atoms on different substrates.

The typical HER voltammograms for Pt clusters and Pt NPs are
shown in Fig. 1c to f. It was found that as the size of a single
cluster or NP (rNP) increased, the half-wave potential (E1/2) of the
voltammogram shifted positively, which was attributed to a
change in the deposit size as well as a change in the kinetics.73

Curve fitting analysis was performed for voltammograms obtained
on different sized Pt clusters and NPs, as shown in Fig. 1g, where
an increase in HER activity was obtained as the size of the cluster
or NP increased. A limiting plateau was reached as the NP size
became about 4 nm, indicating a limiting k0. The limiting k0 for Pt
NP on a Bi substrate was B0.1 cm s�1, close to that reported on
bulk Pt (B0.3 cm s�1), while the limiting k0 for Pt NP on a Pb
substrate was B10�4 cm s�1. The difference in the HER kinetics
on different substrates was attributed to different catalyst/support
interactions between Pt and respective supporting substrates.

3.2 OER on cobalt-based molecules, clusters and NPs

Apart from noble metal based materials, tremendous amount
of work has been devoted to the development of cost-efficient

Scheme 2 (a) Illustration of the SECCM imaging over the Co3O4 nano-
cubes. (b) SEM image of the substrate after SECCM mapping. The sites
imaged by the probe can be visualized by the residues due to the dried
electrolyte. Locations with interest, i.e. locations showing a higher current
signal, can be further characterized by SEM. The schemes were reproduced
and adapted with permission from Quast et al.85 Copyright 2021, Wiley.
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transition metal-based catalysts.74–77 Transition metal oxide
catalysts for the OER have been frequently produced by
electrodeposition,78–80 while using nanoelectrodes, the electro-
deposition of a single cobalt oxide molecule became possible.81

Isolated cobalt oxide single molecules (Co1Ox) and clusters
(ConOy) were electrodeposited on nanometer-size carbon fiber
UMEs. The radius of the carbon fiber UME was 80 nm, which
generally provides only a single site of nucleation during the
electrodeposition reaction at B0.1 Hz deposition frequency,
allowing for a controllable nucleation process. The OER was
then carried out on the deposited nanoelectrode in 10 mM
NaOH and 0.2 M NaClO4. The shape of the deposited molecule
or cluster was assumed to be a hemisphere, and the equivalent
radius rd was calculated from the limiting current of the
voltammogram, where the smallest size obtained was
0.21 nm, close to the reported distance of Co–O in CoO6

octahedra (1.89 Å).82 This suggests the formation of a single
cobalt oxide molecule (Co1Ox). Similarly, larger calculate rd

values suggested other ConOy (n = 2, 3, 4) clusters. The size-
dependent catalytic activity was studied by comparing Ek, the
potential at a current density of 2.5 pA nm�2 in the voltammo-
gram. Ek increased as rd increased, suggesting that the single
cobalt oxide molecule has the lowest overpotential for the OER.
This trend is likely due to the fact that in the deposited cobalt
oxide structure, Co(IV) is probably the active site for catalyzing
the OER, and the Co(IV) site per unit area decreases as the
cluster size increases.

Apart from the cobalt oxide molecule and clusters, progress
has been made on the OER electrocatalysis on cobalt-based single
NP with controlled shape prepared on nanoelectrodes.83–85 A
single cobalt-based MOF nanocrystal was grown on a carbon
nanoelectrode (CNE) surface with a radius of 300 nm, which

was then pyrolyzed to generate a cobalt/nitrogen-doped carbon
(CoN/C) NP.83 MOFs are formed by the coordination of the central
metal and organic ligands,86 and due to their excellent properties,
such as the crystalline structure, high surface area and rich active
sites, MOFs have been applied in many fields.87–91 Using the MOF
nanocrystal grown on the CNE as the template leads to CoN/C NPs
with a designed shape.92 The synthesized CoN/C NPs showed high
OER activity in 0.1 M KOH at 200 mV s�1 scan rate, with a current
density of 230 mA cm�2 at 1.77 V vs. reversible hydrogen electrode
(RHE). It is impossible to achieve this high current density under
industrial conditions on macroelectrodes.

A physical ‘‘pick-and-drop’’ technique was developed to
deposit Co3O4 NPs on the CNE surface.84 The CNE with a
radius of 250–300 nm was prepared and trimmed by focus ion
beam (FIB), and then the surface-modified with N-Boc-
ethylenediamine to improve the chemical compatibility between
the nanoparticles and the carbon surface. Hexagonal-shaped
Co3O4 NPs of 180–300 nm were synthesized93 and drop-coated
on a gold wafer under the inspection via SEM. A micromanipu-
lator arm mounted in the SEM chamber was used to isolate the
desired Co3O4 NP, followed by picking up the NP by contact
using the slowly moving tip of the micromanipulator arm
(o5 nm per increment). The NP was delivered to several mm
above the CNE surface and carefully placed onto the CNE surface
to create the Co3O4@CNE nanoassembly, which was further
confirmed by SEM, TEM and energy dispersive spectroscopy
(EDS) measurements. The OER activity of the Co3O4@CNE was
characterized in 1 M KOH at a scan rate of 200 mV s�1, as shown
in Fig. 2a–c, and a current density up to 11.5 A cm�2 at 1.92 V vs.
RHE was observed.

Furthermore, the OER catalytic properties of Co3O4 nano-
cubes were studied by SECCM as well as by voltammograms on

Fig. 1 (a, c and e) Forward scan voltammograms of the HER on a single Pt atom, a single Pt cluster and a single Pt NP with varying sizes deposited on the
Bi UME. (b, d and f) Forward scan voltammograms of the HER on a single Pt atom, a single Pt cluster and a single Pt NP with varying sizes deposited on
the Pb UME. For figures (a–f), the solution contained 40 mM HClO4 and 0.2 M NaClO4. The scan rates were 50 mV s�1. BG, EXP and SIM refer to the
background, experiment and simulation curves, respectively. (g) Extracted k0 as a function of the radius of a single Pt deposit on Bi and Pb substrates. As a
comparison, the HER kinetics on the Pb substrate is magnified by 200 times. (h) SEM image of a Pt NP deposited on a carbon UME using the same
technique. (a–g) The figures were reproduced and adapted with permission from Zhou et al.70 Copyright 2019, ACS. (h) The figure was reproduced and
adapted with permission from Ma et al.72 Copyright 2017, ACS.

Materials Horizons Minireview

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
2 

no
ve

m
br

e 
20

22
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
9/

07
/2

02
5 

14
:5

0:
18

. 
View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/d2mh01143c


This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023 Mater. Horiz., 2023, 10, 52–64 |  57

a Co3O4@CNE nanoassembly.85 Co3O4 nanocubes were synthe-
sized and then dispersed in toluene and drop-coated onto a
polished glassy carbon plate. Nanopipettes with radius between
200 and 250 nm were used as probes of SECCM, and a hopping-
mode SECCM scan over the glassy carbon plate was performed
over an area of 100 � 100 mm2 with a hopping distance of 7 to
10 mm, creating 2300 landing sites in total. At each landing site,
a linear sweep voltammogram (LSV) was performed to deter-
mine the OER activity of the site wetted by the meniscus of the
nanopipette. Spots with higher current responses were ana-
lyzed via SEM to visualize the presence of Co3O4 nanocubes. As
shown in Fig. 2d and e, although nanocubes with varying sizes
were present, a similar activity of the OER was observed after
normalization to the geometric surface area. The highest
current density at 1.9 V vs. RHE is 275 mA cm�2. Co3O4

nanocubes were also ‘‘pick-and-dropped’’ onto the CNE to

verify the OER activity studied by SECCM. The comparison
between the OER activity from Co3O4@CNE and that from
SECCM is shown in Fig. 2f. At lower current densities, the
signal obtained by Co3O4@CNE (123 mA cm�2 at 1.8 V vs. RHE)
was similar to that obtained by SECCM (81 mA cm�2 at 1.8 V vs.
RHE). However, with increasing overpotential, the difference in
the current signal of the two techniques became large, which is
due to the restricted electrolyte volume and diffusional con-
straints in the SECCM configuration.

The authors further studied the effect of the shape of NP on
the OER activity. LSV on Co3O4@CNE in 1 M KOH was per-
formed at a scan rate of 200 mV s�1, and a current density of
5.5 A cm�2 at 1.92 V vs. RHE was obtained. This was about half
of that observed on hexagonal Co3O4@CNE under the same
condition (11.5 A cm�2),84 which is likely due to the compara-
tively low number of Co atoms on the (100) plane.

4. Nanoelectrode-based study of the
HER and OER on 2D nanomaterials
4.1 Nanostructured MoS2 for HER study

Molybdenum disulfide (MoS2) has attracted a lot of attention as
an abundant and low-cost alternative catalyst for the HER.
Following the early study on bulk crystals of MoS2,94 the general
consensus about the HER activity on MoS2 is that the edges of
the 2H phase are catalytically active, while the basal plane is
inert for the HER.95–99 However, the direct comparison of HER
activity at the basal plane and at the edges has been challenging
due to the ultrasmall size of the edge plane. An electrochemical
technique with nanoscale spatial resolution is required for the
distinguishment of the HER at edges from that of the basal
plane. Using nanoelectrodes as the probe, the HER activity on
natural crystals of MoS2 at the basal plane and edge plane has
been studied by SECCM.100

MoS2 crystals were prepared by mechanical exfoliation, and
dual-barrel nanopipettes were used as the probe of SECCM. The
orifice of the nanopipette has an elliptical shape, with the
major and minor radii of B250 nm and B130 nm, respectively.
The authors applied SECCM mapping of HER activity on MoS2

at both low proton concentration (5 mM) and high concen-
tration (100 mM), where the nanopipette was approached to the
substrate at a series of locations with 1 mm spacing and
recording the LSV at each location wetted by the meniscus of
the probe. An imaging over the MoS2 is shown in Fig. 3a and b,
where regions with higher current signals were observed. The
higher current was attributed to the increased HER activity at
the regions due to the presence of surface defects, as confirmed
by LSV, SEM and AFM measurements (Fig. 3c–e). AFM line
profile scanning over the defects revealed a step edge structure,
likely composed of several to tens of MoS2 layers. The HER LSV
at the basal plane and the defects were collected, area normal-
ized and analyzed through the Tafel plot as shown in Fig. 3c
and f and g, where the Tafel slopes and exchange current J0

were extracted. The authors reported J0 to be 2.5 � 10�6 A cm�2

on the basal plane, comparable to that reported in the

Fig. 2 (a) Linear sweep voltammograms (LSV) of the three independent
Co3O4@CNE nanoassemblies. The LSV was recorded in 1 M KOH with a
scan rate of 200 mV s�1. (b) Corresponding SEM images of the
Co3O4@CNE nanoassemblies. Scale bars: 400 nm. (c) LSV in (A) normal-
ized by the electrochemical active surface area. (d) SEM images showing
the selected droplet-landing spots from a SECCM scan with a single
Co3O4 spinel nanocube located within the droplet. The residues are due
to the dried KOH electrolyte. Scale bars: 1 mm. (e) LSV recorded from
Co3O4 spinel nanocubes in 0.05 M KOH containing 0.1 mM Os-complex
solution with a scan rate of 1 V s�1. The color code corresponds to that in
(D). (f) LSV spectra recorded from the single Co3O4@CNE nanoassembly
(black) and by means of SECCM (blue and red) in 0.05 M KOH containing
0.1 mM Os-complex solution with a scan rate of 1 V s�1. Inset: SEM image
of a Co3O4 spinel nanocube on the CNE. (a–c) The figures were repro-
duced and adapted with permission from Quast et al.84 Copyright 2021,
Wiley. (d–f) The figures were reproduced and adapted with permission
from Quast et al.85 Copyright 2021, Wiley.
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literature,101 and about 3 orders of magnitudes lower than that
of polycrystalline Pt (B2.5 � 10�3 A cm�2). On the other hand,
J0 on the edge plane was estimated to be B1 � 10�4 A cm�2,
indicating a significantly higher HER activity than that on the
basal plane.

Moreover, it has been recently found that nanostructured
MoS2 is a promising catalyst for the HER,102–105 and the
metallic 1T phase MoS2 outperformed the thermodynamically
stable semiconducting 2H phase.95,106,107 Recently, the HER on
metallic and semiconducting MoS2 nanosheets was studied by
SECM using Pt nanoelectrodes, where SECM imaging over the
MoS2 nanosheet revealed the presence of 1T phase, 2H phase
and the 1T/2H boundary on the same nanosheet.108 Mixed-
phase MoS2 nanosheets were prepared on indium tin oxide
(ITO) coated glass, and SECM imaging over the mixed-phase
MoS2 nanoflakes was carried out using Pt nanoelectrodes with
the radius of 18 to 60 nm. SECM imaging revealed the presence
of the 1T and 2H phases, based on different activities towards
Fc oxidation and HER of the two phases. The presence of
different phases on the nanosheets have also been confirmed

by scanning transmission electron microscopy (STEM) and
electron energy loss spectroscopy (EELS) measurements, which
revealed the spatial variation in the atomic bonding environ-
ment. Furthermore, the authors characterized the local surface
potentials over the nanosheets via scanning Kelvin probe
microscopy (SKPM) and observed B250 mV surface potential
difference between the probe tip and the mixed-phase MoS2

nanoflake, while only a B50 mV surface potential difference
was observed on a pure 2H MoS2 nanoflake. The authors
suggested this change in surface potential difference to be a
result of the shallower work function of the mixed-phase MoS2

compared with 2H MoS2, which was consistent with the higher
HER activity observed for the mixed-phase MoS2.

4.2 OER on nanoscale facets at the edge of NiO nanosheets

Nickel oxide (NiO) is an efficient catalyst for the OER.109,110 NiO
with nanostructures showed improved OER activity, suggesting
that the exposure of nanoscale facets/corners and edges could
play an important role in the improved activity.111–113 However,
it has been difficult to characterize the electrocatalytic proper-
ties of edges when their size is on the atomic scale.114,115 To
overcome this difficulty, Pt nanoelectrodes were used as the
probe of SECM to provide a sub-20 nm lateral resolution for the
study of OER activity on a semi-2D nickel oxide nanosheet, and
the OER catalytic properties at the edge of the nanosheet were
found to be B200 times higher than that on the basal plane.116

Semi-2D NiO nanosheets were prepared over a HOPG sub-
strate using the hydrothermal method, which resulted in 10–
20 nm thick, flat and single-crystalline slabs containing hex-
agonal defect holes with well-defined edges. The size of the
defect holes ranged from tens to hundreds of nanometers. Pt
nanoelectrodes were positioned near the HOPG substrate cov-
ered NiO nanosheets, and SECM imaging was carried out in
both feedback mode and SG/TC mode, in a solution of 1 mM
KOH, 1 mM Fc and 0.1 M KCl. As shown in Fig. 4a, when the Pt
nanoelectrode scanned over the substrate in the feedback mode
detecting Fc, the tip current was stable in the initial region,
which then continuously decreased over B50–70 nm tip dis-
placement along the x-axis, followed by another region with
stable but lower current. The authors attributed this behavior
to the different activity of the substrate, i.e., the tip was over the
HOPG region initially, which then moved over to a nearby NiO
nanosheet. Fc regeneration was fast over HOPG, which resulted
in a positive feedback effect and a higher tip current. In
contrast, NiO showed slow activity towards Fc regeneration,
so that a negative feedback effect, i.e., a lower current, was
observed. However, when the SECM imaging was carried out in
the SG/TC mode to detect the product of the OER occurring on
the NiO nanosheet, the current over the NiO region became
higher than that over the HOPG region due to the OER activity
of the NiO nanosheet, as shown in Fig. 4b. More importantly, a
peak behavior was observed between the NiO region and HOPG
region, indicating an even higher OER activity at the edge of
NiO as shown in Fig. 4c.

The authors then reconstructed the 3D structures at the
edges by collecting TEM images of the NiO nanosheets with

Fig. 3 (a) 45 � 45 mm and (b) 10 � 20 mm (area indicated by the dashed
white box in (a) spatially resolved current map over MoS2 obtained at
�1.05 V vs. RHE in 100 mM HClO4. Major and minor surface defects are
labelled as (i) and (ii), respectively. (c) Representative LSVs from areas
containing only basal plane (black trace), basal plane plus defect (i) (blue
trace) and basal plane plus defect (ii) (red trace). (d) SEM and (e) AFM
topographical images of the scan area. The inset in (e) is an AFM line scan
profile of the area indicated by the red line. (f) LSVs (area normalized) and
(g) Tafel plots obtained from the MoS2 basal plane (black trace), MoS2 basal
plane plus defect (i) (blue trace), MoS2 basal plane plus defect (ii) (red trace)
and MoS2 edge plane (pink trace). The solution contained 100 mM HClO4.
Scan rate: 0.25 V s�1. The figures were reproduced and adapted with
permission from Bentley et al.100 Copyright 2017, RSC.

Materials Horizons Minireview

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
2 

no
ve

m
br

e 
20

22
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
9/

07
/2

02
5 

14
:5

0:
18

. 
View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/d2mh01143c


This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023 Mater. Horiz., 2023, 10, 52–64 |  59

�701 to 701 tilt and reconstructing the tomograms using a
multiplicative simultaneous iterative reconstruction technique
(Fig. 4d and e).117 It was found that compared with the basal
plane, the edges were terminated with three additional coordi-
nation: the {100} facet, the edge between the {111} basal plane
and the {111} nanofacets, and the edge between the {100} and
{111} nanofacets. Furthermore, a free energy diagram was
obtained for each step during the OER using density functional
theory with the generalized gradient approximation at the
Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof level with spin-orbital approximation
as shown in Fig. 5f and g. The (100) surface was found to have
the lowest overpotential, followed by the (111)/(111) edge and
(111)/(100) edge, and the (111) surface has the highest over-
potential. Additionally, at the potential applied in SECM ima-
ging, only on the (100) surface, the reaction free energy
continues with the downward direction, facilitating the OER.
The above results indicated that the (100) nanofacet at the edge
is responsible for the catalytic enhancement. The authors then
simulated the line scans over the NiO edge with different ratios
of the OER current densities at the edge and at the edge. The
current density at the edge must be B200 times higher than

that at the basal plane to create a current change similar to that
observed in the SECM experiment.

4.3 HER on mixed metal nitride MXenes

MXenes stands for a family of 2D transition metal carbides and
nitrides, where promising electrochemical properties including
good HER activities have been obtained.118–120 In a recent
progress, Ti4N3Tx (Tx = O and/or OH) MXenes have been
manipulated with transition metals alloyed into the basal
plane, and the HER on these mixed metal MXenes was studied
by SECM using Pt nanoelectrodes.121 The authors demon-
strated that by manipulating the basal plane of mixed transi-
tion metal nitride MXenes M-Ti4N3Tx (M = V, Cr, Mo, or Mn),
the HER activity can be tuned and the character of M-Ti4N3Tx

can be adjusted from semiconducting to more metallic.
First, the Ti4N3Tx MXenes were synthesized from Ti4N3Tx

MAX phase through the oxygen-assisted etching process and
exfoliation. Ti4N3Tx MXenes were then alloyed with transition
metals using the corresponding salts to create M-Ti4N3Tx; for
example, VOSO4�xH2O was used for the alloying of V-Ti4N3Tx.

Fig. 4 (a) Feedback mode and (b) SG/TC SECM images of the NiO edge.
Pixel density 330/mm (x axis) and 100/mm (y axis). (c) Four experimental line
scans across the NiO nanosheet edge recorded in the SG/TC mode. A tip
radius of B20 nm. Solution contained 0.001 M KOH, 0.001 M Fc, and 0.1 M
KCl. The tip was biased at 0.5 V vs. Ag/AgCl in (A), and �0.6 V in (b and c).
The substrate was biased at the open circuit potential in (A) and biased at
0.9 V in (b and c). (d) Atomic-resolution Z-contrast STEM imaging of the
nanosheet when it is laid down flat. (e) A computer-generated model of
the nanosheet and the 3D atomistic model of the edges. (f) Standard free-
energy diagram for the OER at the experimentally applied potential (U =
1.57 V). (g) The activity volcano plot of the OER. The figures were
reproduced and adapted with permission from Sun et al.116 Copyright
2019, PNAS.

Fig. 5 (a) XRD patterns for the exfoliated Ti4N3Tx MXene (black), V-
Ti4N3Tx (red), Cr-Ti4N3Tx (green), Mo-Ti4N3Tx (pink) and Mn-Ti4N3Tx (blue).
The boxes represent crystalline Cr, Mo, and Mn, respectively. (b) XRF
spectra for X-ray diffraction patterns for the exfoliated Ti4N3Tx MXene,
V-Ti4N3Tx, Cr-Ti4N3Tx, Mo-Ti4N3Tx and Mn-Ti4N3Tx. The color code is the
same as in (a). (c and e) SECM feedback mode and (d and f) corresponding
SG/TC mode SECM images of V-Ti4N3Tx. The solution contains 1 mM Fc
and 0.1 M KCl (c and e), 0.5 mM Fc, 0.1 M KCl and 10 mM HClO4 (d),
0.5 mM Fc, 0.1 M KCl and 5 mM HClO4 (f). The tip is biased at 0.4 V vs. Ag/
AgCl in (c and e) and biased at 0.5 V vs. Ag/AgCl in (d and f). The substrate
was unbiased in (c and e) and biased at �0.6 V vs. Ag/AgCl in (d and f). The
figures were reproduced and adapted with permission from Djire et al.121

Copyright 2020, Wiley.
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The mixed metal MXenes were characterized by X-ray diffrac-
tion (XRD) and X-ray fluorescence (XRF) to confirm the compo-
sition (Fig. 5a and b). The HER activity of the mixed transition
metal MXenes was characterized by cyclic voltammetry and LSV
in 0.5 M H2SO4, and different HER activities were observed for
different transition metals incorporated in M-Ti4N3Tx, in the
order of V-Ti4N3Tx 4 Cr-Ti4N3Tx 4 Mo-Ti4N3Tx 4 Mn-Ti4N3Tx,
by comparing the overpotential at �10 mA cm�2 in the LSV.
The trend is also consistent with the Tafel plot and the charge
transfer resistance in electrochemical impedance spectra.

The authors further characterized the electrochemical activ-
ities of the nanoflakes of the above MXenes using SECM, with
Fc as the mediator. The nanoflakes were positioned on ITO
glass substrates. The ITO substrate has a reasonable activity for
the reduction of Fc+ but is inert towards the HER. A nanoelec-
trode with the radius ranging from 40 to 280 nm was positioned
close to the nanoflake (B50 nm distance), and constant height
imaging over the nanoflakes and the underlying ITO substrate
was conducted both in the feedback mode (in 1 mM Fc, 0.1 M
KCl solution) and in the SG/TC mode (in 0.5 mM Fc, 10 mM
HClO4, 0.1 M KCl solution). As shown in Fig. 5c, in the feedback
mode for the detection of Fc, the current over the nanoflakes
was lower than that over ITO. This behavior was observed for all
the MXene nanoflakes, which indicated that the reduction of
Fc+ to Fc on the nanoflakes was very slow. However, when
operated in the SG/TC mode to detect hydrogen generated by
the HER on MXene, the current over the V-Ti4N3Tx nanoflakes
(Fig. 5d) and Cr-Ti4N3Tx nanoflakes was higher than that over
ITO, which meant that these nanoflakes showed some activity
toward the HER, suggesting that V-Ti4N3Tx and Cr-Ti4N3Tx

behaved like semi-conductors. According to the SECM imaging
results, V-Ti4N3Tx nanoflakes showed higher HER activity than
Cr-Ti4N3Tx. On the other hand, Mo-Ti4N3Tx and Mn-Ti4N3Tx

showed low electrical conductivity and HER activity, exhibiting
a negative feedback effect in both feedback mode and SG/TC
mode of SECM imaging. The above SECM imaging study
revealed the same trend of HER activity as the LSV results.

Furthermore, the authors were able to increase the V loading
inside the nanoflakes by augmenting the concentration of the
precursor solution of VOSO4�xH2O during synthesis. Fig. 5e
shows the SECM imaging of the V-Ti4N3Tx nanoflake in the
feedback mode, where a positive feedback effect was observed
when the sample was unbiased, indicating a fast generation of
Fc on the nanoflake with metallic character. Due to the more
metallic character, HER activity of the V-Ti4N3Tx sample was
also enhanced as shown in Fig. 5f.

5. Summary and outlook

In this review, we summarized the recent progress in the
nanoelectrode-based studies on the HER and OER of catalytic
materials with nanostructures, including the in situ electroche-
mical characterization of 0D single entities grown on the
nanoelectrodes, and the study of surface features, i.e., defectsT
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and edge plane, different phases and nanofacets, on 2D
nanomaterials.

More fundamentally, the current signals from these materi-
als were analyzed for the extraction of kinetic information and
the quantitative comparison of the material activities, as sum-
marized in Table 1. For the HER activity, due to the simpler
mechanism, researchers were able to extract the intrinsic
kinetic parameters such as k0 and J0 on various materials,
which can be directly used for the comparison of HER activities.
On the other hand, in the study of OER activity, due to the
complicated mechanism, the intrinsic kinetic parameters have
not been analyzed, and current densities at given potentials
were used as the quantitative criteria when comparing OER
activities. On top of the fact that several potentials have been
chosen, we should bear in mind that current densities collected
from voltammograms are also affected by the experimental
conditions such as OH� concentration and scan rates. This
suggests that extra caution should be taken when comparing
OER activities across different materials.

A deeper understanding of the reaction mechanisms of the
HER and OER will greatly facilitate the development of renew-
able and sustainable energy generation based on water electro-
catalysis. Promising advances have been made to unveil
complicated reaction mechanisms with sub-micrometer UME-
based SECM,122,123 and we believe that continuous efforts with
nanoelectrodes can contribute greatly to the understanding of
the HER and OER mechanisms as well as the development of
catalysts for water electrocatalysis. Additionally, the develop-
ment of new electrochemical techniques brings more tools for
nanoscale electrochemical characterization. For example, a
novel imaging technique based on the SECM approach curve
has been recently developed that can analyze the surface
electroactivity on nonflat substrates.124 This opens up oppor-
tunities for the nanoscale electrochemical study of catalysts
with more surface roughness. On the other hand, apart
from the HER and OER, there is a huge amount of work
on the development of innovative catalytic materials for differ-
ent intriguing reactions, such as the oxygen reduction reaction
(ORR), CO2 reduction and N2 reduction, and the application
of nanoelectrodes has led to pioneering work in understanding
the mechanism of the ORR and CO2 reduction.29,125 We
envision that the application of nanoelectrodes in the research
of these catalysts can lead to promising advances in the
development of sustainable energy and help solve CO2 release
issues.
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