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As the alternatives to expensive Pt-based materials for the oxygen
reduction reaction (ORR), iron/nitrogen co-doped carbon catalysts
(FeNC) with dense FeN, active sites are promising candidates to
promote the commercialization of proton exchange membrane fuel
cells. Herein, we report a synthetic approach using perfluorotetra-
decanoic acid (PFTA)-modified metal—organic frameworks as pre-
cursors for the synthesis of fluorine-doped FeNC (F-FeNC) with
improved ORR performance. The utilization of PFTA surfactants
causes profound changes of the catalyst structure including
F-doping into graphitic carbon, increased micropore surface area
and Brunauer—Emmett—Teller (BET) surface area (up to 1085 m? g9,
as well as dense FeN, sites. The F-FeNC catalyst exhibits an improved
ORR activity with a high E3,, of 0.83 V (vs. RHE) compared to the pristine
FeNC material (E;/, = 0.80 V). A fast decay occurs in the first 10000
potential cycles for the F-FeNC catalyst, but high durability is still
maintained up to another 50000 cycles. Density functional theory
calculations reveal that the strongly withdrawing fluorine atoms doped
on the graphitic carbon can optimize the electronic structure of the FeN,
active center and decrease the adsorption energy of ORR intermediates.

Introduction

Hydrogen-based sustainable energy technologies, particularly
proton exchange membrane fuel cells (PEMFCs), hold promise
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New concepts

Iron and nitrogen co-doped carbon catalysts (FeNC) play an important
role as potential alternatives to expensive Pt-based catalysts in proton
exchange membrane fuel cells. The relatively strong adsorption of oxygen
reduction reaction (ORR)-related species on FeN, sites largely limits the
ORR kinetics. The electron-withdrawing heteroatoms in FeNC catalysts is
regarded as a promising strategy to improve the kinetic activity. This
effect should be even more pronounced in the case of fluorine (F) as F
possesses the highest electronegativity. To date, studies about F-modified
FeNC catalysts (F-FeNC) of high ORR activity have been little reported.
Here, we developed a new synthetic approach by pyrolysis of perfluoro-
tetradecanoic acid (PFTA)-modified metal-organic frameworks for improv-
ing the ORR performance of F-FeNC in acidic solution. The utilization of PFTA
was proven to be beneficial to achieve the increased content of micropores,
high Brunauer-Emmett-Teller surface area (1085 m> g~ '), dense FeN, active
sites, as well as fluorine-doping (F-doping). Density functional theory
calculations revealed that the strongly electron-withdrawing F atoms doped
into carbon can optimize the electronic structure of the FeN, active center and
decrease the adsorption energy of ORR intermediates.

for achieving carbon neutrality and reducing the threats of
climate change.'™ While the development of PEMFCs has been
significantly advanced over the past decades, their commercia-
lization is still hindered by the need for platinum-based catalysts,
which are expensive and scarce.>” Therefore, searching for non-
noble metals to catalyze the oxygen reduction reaction (ORR) in
PEMEFCs is highly rewarding.®*°

Transition metal and nitrogen co-doped carbon materials
(M-N-C, M = Fe, Co, Mn, etc.) have been developed as catalysts
for ORR, in which atomically dispersed MN, moieties on
carbon supports are generally considered as the main active
sites to directly absorb O, and catalyze the subsequent ORR
kinetics."*™"” In particular, the Fe-N-C catalysts demonstrate
an encouraging ORR performance in acidic solution and are
promising alternatives to Pt-based catalysts in PEMFCs.'®™!
Previous studies have revealed that heteroatom doping (e.g. N,
O, S, and P) into Fe-N-C catalysts or binding with Fe atoms can
determine the ORR performance by balancing the adsorption and
desorption of intermediates at FeN, sites.””**>> Recently, in
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Mun’s work, the ORR activity of the FeN, catalytic center could
be tailored by introducing S-functionalities into carbon black.?®
Li et al. demonstrated a higher activity of the N-FeN, than for the
FeN, moiety.>” Han et al. reported that due to its electronegativity,
chlorine atoms vertically coordinated with the FeN, center that
can facilitate electron transfer from Fe atom to oxygen inter-
mediates during the ORR.>* This effect should be even more
pronounced in the case of fluorine (F) as F possesses the highest
electronegativity.”®*® However, F-modified Fe-N-C catalysts are
rarely studied in the literature.*® Surface modification of carbon
black supports by grafting with trifluoromethylphenyl groups
is reported to improve the stability, however, lower the activity
of Fe-N-C catalysts.*" This is caused by the increased hydro-
phobicity of carbon black, which keeps the oxidants from
reaching the triple-phase boundary.®® The fluorination of
Fe-N-C samples with fluorine gas has led to the poisoning of
the Fe active sites and dramatic ORR degradation.®* Attempts at
F-doping into carbon supports without poisoning active sites
can therefore affect ORR performance.

In this work, we explore an approach to disperse the FeN,
active sites on N, F co-doped graphitic carbon materials (F-FeNC)
for improved ORR performance. This F-FeNC catalyst was
prepared by pyrolysis of perfluorotetradecanoic acid (PFTA)-
modified Fe-doped zeolitic imidazolate frameworks (PFTA/
Fe-ZIFs), wherein PFTA served as fluorine source. The PFTA is
proven to be beneficial to maintain the microporous structure
of ZIFs, achieving the high Brunauer-Emmett-Teller (BET)

Zn?* Fe*

2-methylimidazole
ON ocC

{ D
c it e By

[ Self-assembly

— - <«

Pyrolysis

—

Fig. 1

View Article Online

Materials Horizons

surface area (1085 m> g~ ). The surface and bulk characteriza-
tions reveal that the F-FeNC -catalyst possesses densely
embedded single-atom Fe sites and fluorine-doping into
graphitic carbon. As a result, the prepared catalysts deliver a
superior ORR activity with a half-wave potential of 0.83 V versus
the reversible hydrogen electrode (vs. RHE) in acidic solution as
compared to the pristine FeNC material.

Results and discussion
Synthesis and characterization of F-FeNC catalysts

As illustrated in Fig. 1a, the F-FeNC catalysts were prepared by
high-temperature pyrolysis of PFTA/Fe-ZIFs. Details of the
method are described in the (ESIf). In brief, a methanol
solution containing zinc nitrate hexahydrate, ferric nitrate
nonahydrate, 2-dimethylimidazole, and PFTA surfactant in a
molar ratio of 75:1:190: 2 was hydrothermally treated at 60 °C
overnight to synthesize the PFTA/Fe-ZIFs. The PFTA surfactant
was in situ introduced into the frameworks of PFTA/Fe-ZIFs
through the coordination between carboxyl groups of PFTA and
the metal atom. The presence of carboxyl groups and C-F
bonds in PFTA/Fe-ZIFs precursors is proven by X-ray photo-
electron spectroscopy (XPS) (Fig. S1, ESIf). Notably, Fe-ZIFs
and PFTA/Fe-ZIFs showed similar diffraction patterns (Fig. S2a,
ESIf), uniform morphological features (Fig. S3, ESIf), and
similar pore size distributions (Fig. S4, ESIi), suggesting that

(a) lllustration of the synthesis of F-FeNC catalysts. (b) TEM and (c and d) STEM of the obtained F-FeNC-2 catalyst. Elemental mapping of (e) N,

(f) Fe, and (g) F of the highlighted area in (d). (h) Aberration-corrected HAADF-STEM image of F-FeNC-2.
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(a) Raman spectra, (b) L, sizes and the ratio of the G and D bands (/p//g) in the Raman spectra, (c) N, adsorption/desorption isotherms and (d) pore

size distributions processed from the non-local density functional theory (NLDFT) analysis FeNC, F-FeNC-1, F-FeNC-2, and F-FeNC-3.

the introduction of a limited amount of PFTA does not change
the crystalline structure of ZIFs. The PFTA/Fe-ZIFs precursors
were then thermally annealed in an argon atmosphere at
1000 °C to obtain a black powder. During high-temperature
pyrolysis, the hydrocarbons of PFTA/Fe-ZIFs were carbonized
into partially graphitic carbon, as evidenced by powder X-ray
diffraction (PXRD) patterns (Fig. S2b, ESIt) and Raman spectra
(Fig. 2a).>* The inclusion of nitrogen dopants into the graphitic
carbon provided a large number of anchoring sites for bonding
Fe atoms. Samples prepared by adding different amounts
of PFTA surfactants were denoted as F-FeNC-1, F-FeNC-2, and
F-FeNC-3 based on the molar ratio of PFTA to 2-dimethyl-
imidazole (169:1, 85:1, and 68:1, respectively) (see Method,
ESIf). For comparison, the F-NC sample without Fe and the
FeNC sample without fluorine were synthesized in an analo-
gous fashion.

The morphologies of the new catalysts were characterized
by transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and high-angle
annular dark-field scanning transmission electron microscopy
(HAADF-STEM) revealing carbon nanoparticles with 100 nm
size in F-FeNC-2 (Fig. 1b and c). No obvious Fe-based particles
with crystalline phases were observed in the high-resolution
STEM (HR-STEM) image, which was also supported by selected
area electron diffraction (SAED, Fig. S5f, ESI}) analysis. Therefore,
Fe species were highly dispersed as single atoms. Distinguishable
signals for N, F, and Fe were detected in corresponding elemental
mapping images and electron energy loss spectroscopy (EELS)
across the carbon nanoparticles, indicating uniform distributions
of these elements in the F-FeNC-2 sample (Fig. 1d-g). The bright
spots in the aberration-corrected HAADF-STEM image corre-
sponded to single heavy atoms. This gave evidence that the Fe

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

atoms seem mainly atomically dispersed within the graphitic
carbons (Fig. 1h). Similar morphologies were observed for the
reference materials (Fig. S5 and S6, ESIZ).

The effect of PFTA surfactants on the characteristics of
graphitic carbon in the catalysts was analyzed using Raman
spectroscopy. Two prominent peaks located at around 1345 and
1585 cm ' were attributed to the D band and the G band,
respectively (Fig. 2a).>* The ratio of the intensity of D and G
bands (Ip/Ig) and the crystallite size of the carbon plane (L,)
were correlated with the amount of PFTA surfactant in FeNC,
F-FeNC-1, F-FeNC-2, and F-FeNC-3 (Fig. 2b and Table S4, ESIL%).
The Ip/Ig values, which are commonly utilized to determine the
density of defects increased significantly with higher amounts
of PFTA surfactants, indicating that more defects were created
in the F-FeNC catalysts by F-doping. In the meanwhile, the
increased density of defects induced the formation of smaller
carbon planes, as evidenced by the decreased L, value.

The porosity of the catalysts was assessed by nitrogen-
sorption analysis and a non-local density functional theory
(NLDFT) model was used to determine the pore size distribu-
tions. Type IV isotherms with a steep increase in V,qs at
relatively low and high N, pressures indicated the preferred
existence of micropores and large outer surfaces in all the
samples (Fig. 2c). The BET surface area of the F-FeNC-2
catalysts was 1085 m” g™, higher than that of the FeNC catalyst
(809 m> g~ ") (Table S5, ESIZ). The larger surface area originated
from the increased micropore surface area (Smicropore) Of
665 m> g~ ' compared with that of FeNC (362 m* g~ '), which
was further confirmed by the pore size distributions in which
ultramicropore and micropore were centered at 0.6 and 1.5 nm,
respectively (Fig. 2d). When using higher contents of PFTA,

Mater. Horiz., 2022, 9, 417-424 | 419
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the Swmicropore Of F-FeNC-3 decreased (561 m* g~ '), which was
attributed to the carbonization of excessive PFTA which may
block the ultramicropores. Notably, all the F-FeNC samples
showed the high Syiicropores Suggesting that the addition of PFTA
is beneficial for the formation of micropores.

The surface-near elemental composition of FeNC and
F-FeNC were obtained from XPS. The high-resolution C 1s
XPS spectra of all samples displayed similar C 1s peaks
(Fig. S7a, ESI%).*>>?° The weak C-F peaks located at 685.5-
688.0 eV in the high-resolution F 1s XPS spectra (Fig. S7b, ESI¥)
suggested that fluorine atoms were doped into graphitic
carbon.?”*® The percentage of Fe** species was increased from
27% for the FeNC sample to 48% for F-FeNC-3 based on fitting
results of Fe 2p;/, spectra (Table S1, ESIt). The higher oxidation
state of the Fe site was ascribed to the surrounding fluorine
heteroatoms with high electronegativity. The high-resolution N
1s spectra in Fig. S8 (ESIt) were deconvoluted into five types of
N species with binding energies of 402.1, 401.2, 400.3, 399.4,
and 398.4 eV which could be assigned to oxidized-, graphitic-,
pyrrolic-N, FeN,, and pyridinic-N, respectively.***° All the
F-FeNC catalysts displayed a higher percentage of FeN, (11-16%)
than that in the FeNC (~9.2%). This finding suggested the
formation of more FeN, active sites by PFTA surfactant addition
(Table S2, ESIt). The fluorine contents measured by XPS were 0.1,
0.1, and 0.2 at% for F-FeNC-1, F-FeNC-2, and F-FeNC-3, respec-
tively (Table S3, ESI). The Fe content was determined to be
1.68 wt% for F-FeNC-2 by inductively coupled plasma atomic
emission spectroscopy (ICP-AES), higher than that of the FeNC
reference material (1.49 wt%) and other F-FeNC catalysts.

View Article Online
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To gain deeper insight into the nature of Fe-related species,
>Fe Mossbauer spectroscopy was employed for both F-FeNC-2
and FeNC catalysts. The Mossbauer spectrum of FeNC was
fitted with two major doublets of D1 and D2 that correspond to
FeN, species (Fig. S9a and Table S6, ESIi), whereas three
doublets of D1, D2, and D3 were observed for the F-FeNC-2
sample (3a)."*'>'7*1% Based on the fact that similar D3 sites
were already found in other fluorine-free FeNC catalysts,""" it
may conclude that a fluorine coordination to iron can be
excluded. This is in agreement with the previous conclusion
that F atoms in F-FeNC were present as F-doping into the
graphitic carbon. In addition to the doublets, the FeNC sample
exhibited a sextet and singlet, whereas no sextet was found in
the F-FeNC-2 sample (3b), suggesting a possible formation of
more Fe active sites in F-FeNC.

Further information on the binding situation of Fe atoms
was obtained from X-ray absorption spectroscopy (XAS). The Fe
K-edge X-ray absorption near-edge structure (XANES) displayed
a shift towards higher energy from FeNC to F-FeNC-2, confirm-
ing the increased oxidation state of Fe due to the F-doping in
the surrounding carbon (Fig. 3c),*""** which is consistent with
the XPS analysis. More detailed information on the mode of
coordination of the Fe site was obtained from the Fe K-edge
extended X-ray absorption fine structure (EXAFS) analysis.
A prominent peak was observed at ~1.48 A in the radial
distribution function obtained for the Fourier transformed
(FT) EXAFS for the F-FeNC (Fig. 3d), which can be assigned to
the Fe-N (O) coordination. The signal of Fe-Fe bonds with
typical bond distances of around 2 A were very weak in both
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Fig. 3 (a) RT >’Fe Mdssbauer spectra of F-FeNC-2, (b) comparison of Méssbauer parameters of the doublets for the FeNC and F-FeNC-2 catalysts, (c) K-
edge XANES spectra with a zoomed-in view of the pre-peak region in the inset, (d) Fourier transformed of k*>-weighted EXAFS of the FeNC, F-FeNC-2,
and Fe foil, iron phthalocyanine (FePc), FeO, Fe,Os reference materials. EXAFS fitting curves of F-FeNC-2 using (e) Fe—N, (f) a mixture of Fe—N and Fe—-O
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FeNC and F-FeNC catalysts pointing toward more abundant
single-atom Fe sites. Two backscattering paths of Fe-N and
Fe-O were performed for fitting EXAFS spectra (Fig. 3e and f).
For the Fe-N path, the coordination number of Fe atom was
calculated to be 5.4 + 0.4 with a Fe-N distance of 2.00 & 0.02 A
(Table S7, ESI}). The EXAFS fitting for the F-FeNC could also be
obtained by a mixture of Fe-N and Fe-O paths, with coordina-
tion numbers of 3.9 & 0.9 and 1.1 & 0.7, respectively. Based on
this fitting, we propose two structures for the Fe center, i.e. an
in-plane FeN, with either an axial nitrogen ligand (FeN,-N,
Fig. 3e inset) or an axial oxygen-containing ligand (e.g. as FeN,-
0), respectively. In contrast, the FeNC samples possess mainly
FeN, sites (Table S7, ESIf).

ORR performance

The electrocatalytic ORR performance of F-FeNC and control
FeNC samples was, first, investigated in an O,-saturated 0.5 M
H,S0, electrolyte using a rotating disk electrode (RDE) tech-
nique. A commercial Pt/C catalyst (20 wt% Pt, Fuelcell store) as
a reference was evaluated in 0.1 M HClO, solution. All poten-
tials were calibrated against a hydrogen electrode (RHE). ORR
polarization curves clearly revealed the effect of fluorine incor-
poration (Fig. 4a). The FeNC sample demonstrated an ORR
onset potential (Eopser) Of 0.93 V (Egpsee: the potential at current
density of 0.1 mA cm ?) and a half-wave potential (Ej,) of
0.80 V (vs. RHE). By using PFTA, the ORR activity of F-FeNC-1
was enhanced. When increasing the use of PFTA, the F-FeNC-2
achieved the best ORR activity with a high E;,, of 0.83 V which

View Article Online
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was only 20 mV lower than that of the Pt/C reference catalyst
(E1/2, 0.85 V). At 0.85 V, the F-FeNC-2 material gave a three times
higher kinetic current density (/i) than that of the bare FeNC
sample (1.63 vs. 0.55 mA cm 2, Fig. 4b). Moreover, the Tafel
slopes of all samples fell into the range from 66 to 70 mV dec™*
(Fig. S10 and Table S8, ESI}). Further increasing the PFTA
caused a decline in the activity of F-FeNC-3. Due to a high
affinity of SCN- anion to Fe ion, the SCN- can poison FeN,
active sites and lead to a significant suppression of the ORR
activity.”®** The poisoning test using an electrolyte containing
SCN™ ions and the comparison with the ORR polarization curve
of the Fe-free F-NC revealed that the ORR activity was mainly
stemming from the FeN, sites (Fig. 4f).>®** Compared to
reference samples, the F-FeNC-2 exhibited a higher density of
FeN, active sites because of the larger surface area of micro-
pores and the higher contents of FeN,, achieving the enhanced
ORR activity.*?

To examine the ORR mechanism of the catalysts, the rotating
ring-disk electrode (RRDE) technique was applied for monitoring
the formation of H,0, during the tests. As shown in Fig. 4c, the
H,0, yield for F-FeNC-2 was below 1.7% in the potential range
from 0.2 to 0.7 V, which was lower than that of the FeNC sample.
The low H,0, yield and the calculated electron-transfer number of
3.98 were firm evidence of a four-electron pathway for oxygen
reduction.®® The stabilities of F-FeNC and FeNC catalysts were
evaluated using accelerated stress tests (ASTs) by cycling the
potential from 0.6 to 1.0 V (vs. RHE) in an O,-saturated 0.5 M
H,SO, electrolyte (Fig. 4d). The changes of E;;, and H,0, yield

&0 b 0.86 —16 ¢ 6

.E o FeNC

7] _ —0—J,@0.85V L —-

& g oo . Ale 5 e

E IZ n L4 £ $ —+—F-FeNC-3

>-2 v 0.82 2 8,

==L > - (3] 13 < N

s 2050l F F EQ

5-3 = 1E § i L9 ¢ = 3

= w = Loy o

] 0.78 1 > g L4

5'4' @ > Z'MW
o T " " 0.76 0 y y T T

02 04 06 08 1.0 Electrocatalyst 02 03 04 05 0.6 0.7
Potential (V. vs RHE) E (V vs. RHE)

el 0 e f 0 g
. - —o—F-NC

E 1 e ] 2 s 4

«-11 ——20000 cycles / m o1 ——10 mMNaSCN

£ ——30000 cycles == ~ E ]

= ——40000 cycles o7 — 188 ©

2-2{ ——50000 cycles a — <2

@ 60000 cycles ; . / \/d o E ,

o < TS | e

T-31 0.6 14 3

T ooy " w TR | T ee—

o 33 —o—F-FeNC-,

5-4-7;:::‘W )

[3) -4 T . —

0.0 02 04 0.6 0.8

0.0 02 0.4 06 08 1.0 0 10 20
Potential (V. vs RHE)

Scan cycles (x10%)

30 40 50 60 1.0
E (V vs. RHE)

Fig. 4 (a) Steady-state ORR polarization plots recorded with a rotation speed of 900 r.p.m. and a scan rate of 5 mV s, (b) J, at 0.85 V and £/, and (c)
calculated H,0O; yield for FeNC, F-FeNC-1, F-FeNC-2, F-FeNC-3, and commercial Pt/C catalysts, (d) ORR polarization plots of the F-FeNC-2 and (e) the
changes of Ey;, and H,O; yield for FeNC and F-FeNC catalysts during the durability tests. (f) ORR polarization curves of F-NC and F-FeNC and results of

poisoning test with SCN™ of F-FeNC.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

Mater. Horiz., 2022, 9, 417-424 | 421


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1mh01307f

Open Access Article. Published on 09 2021. Downloaded on 11.06.2026 13:00:23.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Communication

were calculated after every 10000 cycles (Fig. 4e). After the first
10000 cycles, both catalysts showed a steep activity degradation
with E;,, losses for FeNC and F-FeNC of 35 and 27 mV due to the
removal of unstable sites in acidic solution. After continuing the
potential cycling for another 50000 cycles, a significant activity
decline with another 73 mV loss in E;, and increased H,O,
product were observed for FeNC (Fig. 4e and Fig. S11, ESI}) due
to the carbon corrosion and demetalation of FeN, via Fenton
(like) reactions between the Fe centers and the intermediate
product of H,0,.*** In contrast, the F-FeNC-2 presented
improved durability with a small loss of only 13 mV in E;,. The
involved F-doing on graphitic carbon can enhance the durability
of Fe-N-C catalyst by the mitigation of the oxidative corrosion of
the carbon support, which is one of the major decay mechanisms
of FeNC catalyst.”’*" The F-FeNC-2 catalyst was further studied as
the cathode in a PEMFC in an H,-air system (1 bar back pressure
for H, and air), and compared with commercial Pt/C catalyst.
The F-FeNC-2 catalyst demonstrated a peak power density of
122 mW cm > (Fig. S12a, ESIf). A stability test at a constant
voltage of 0.5 V with F-FeNC-2 catalyst as cathodic catalyst is
shown in Fig. S12b (ESI}), exhibiting much poorer stability
performance than in the RRDE test. The reasons for this differ-
ence are still a matter of debate but observed for several Fe-N-C
catalysts.*>*°

Theoretical study of F-FeNC on ORR

To understand the effect of F-doping, we investigated the
adsorption behavior and corresponding free-energy evolution
on the Fe active sites by first-principles calculations (see
Computational method, ESI}). The appropriate structure,
denoted as FeN,-aX-F,, was constructed based on EXAFS
fitting and XPS analyses and consisted of a porphyrin-like
FeN, with an axial ligand (X represents C-, N-, and O-
containing axial ligands), and fluorine atoms doped in gra-
phene layers (x = 2, 4, and 8) (Table S9, ESI}). The control
structures of FeN,, FeN,-F, and FeN,-aX without F-doping,
were considered for comparison. The optimized ORR inter-
mediates (*OOH, *OH, and *O) adsorbed Fe sites were also
included. The Gibbs free energy profiles for the ORR process
on F-FeNC catalysts were investigated under zero potential
(U = 0 V), highest potential (U = biggest output potential), and

a b FeN,-aO-F, —_ FSNi-aO-F;
0.4 FeN-aC-Fy
< 44 £ FeN,-aC-F,
A - FeN,-aC-F,
S FeNg-aN-F.

L’? 34 5’0‘8. eFeAN:-aNZ
q b
£ 2 £1.21
8 &
91
< ' 1.64

-0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 05 00 05 10 15

AG.oy (€V) AGoy (V)
Fig. 5 (a) The scaling relations of AGsoon VS. AGxon and AGso vs. AGxop.

(b) A volcano plot for the ORR overpotential against the adsorption energy
AGson, Wherein the letter “a” denotes the axial ligands and the subscripted
number denotes the number of fluorine atoms that are embedded into
graphene layers.
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equilibrium potential (U = 1.23 V) (Fig. S13-S16, ESIi). The
calculated free energy changes suggest that the reduction of
*OH is the rate-determining step (RDS) for the ORR process on
most of FeN,-aX-F,, catalysts, whereas the RDS of FeN,—aO-F,
and FeN,-aO-Fg catalysts is the formation of *OOH. The
adsorption energies of *OH, *OOH and *O display linear
correlations (Fig. 5a). This scaling relations lead to a volcano
relationship between the ORR catalytic activity and the adsorp-
tion energy of *OH (AG~on) (Fig. 5b). The principle for enhance-
ment of intrinsic ORR activity is to balance the *OH adsorption
on the Fe active site that is neither too strong nor too weak.*”
The FeN, exhibits a high AG+oy of 0.50 eV and an overpotential
of 1.73 V. The activity of FeN, site is mostly limited by the *OH
reduction due to a strong *OH adsorption. The FeN,~F, and
FeN,-aX-F, structures located at the right side of FeN, point
toward a reduced AG-on on the FeNy, certifying that electron-
withdrawing F-doping weakens the intermediates adsorption
on active sites.”® The FeN,-aO-F, with a low content of
F-doping reaches the top of the volcano plot and is thus
identified as the most active ORR catalyst.

Due to the low contents of fluorine in the catalyst, it can be
questioned if the enhanced performance of F-FeNC catalysts is
only related to the fluorine doping. Indeed, it might not be only
governed by the fluorine content but maybe cooperatively by
one or all of the following three aspects. Firstly, PFTA plays an
important role in maintaining the microporous structure of
ZIFs, achieving a higher surface area of micropores and BET
surface area. More micropores improve the accessibility of FeN,
sites for ORR. Secondly, the F-FeNC-2 sample possesses a high
density of active sites due to the high loading of single Fe
atoms. Thirdly, the fluorine atoms doped into graphitic carbon
can balance the adsorption of oxygen intermediate, facilitating
the intrinsic activity on FeN, sites. Overall, different from the
fluorinated FeNC catalysts in literature,®** our experimental
and theoretical results indicate that the use of PFTA-modified
ZIFs as precursors can influence both the Fe active sites and
carbon structure of the F-FeNC catalyst, thus leading to very
good ORR performance in acidic media.

Conclusions

In summary, a new synthetic approach using PFTA-modified ZIFs
has been developed to prepare microporous Fe-N-C catalysts.
Compared with the FeNC without fluorine incorporation, the
prepared F-FeNC catalyst exhibited strongly enhanced ORR per-
formance in terms of the onset and have-wave potentials, as well
as durability. This enhancement is associated with the larger
surface area of micropores (665 vs. 362 m”> g~ ') and BET surface
area (1085 vs. 809 m”> g~ '), abundant single Fe atoms, and strong
electron-withdrawing F-doping compared to F-free FeNC.
We believe that the findings demonstrated here could be extended
to fabricate other F-modified M-N-C catalysts with high perfor-
mance for the hydrogen/oxygen evolution reaction, electro-
chemical carbon dioxide reduction reaction, nitrogen fixation
reaction, and other (electro-) catalytic applications.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
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