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ABSTRACT: Supported metallic nanoclusters (NCs, < 2 nm) are of
great interests in various catalytic reactions with enhanced activities and
selectivities, yet it is still challenging to efficiently and controllably
synthesize ultrasmall NCs with a high-dispersal density. Here we report
the in situ synthesis of surfactant-free, ultrasmall, and uniform NCs via a
rapid thermal shock on defective substrates. This is achieved by using
high-temperature synthesis with extremely fast kinetics while limiting
the synthesis time down to milliseconds (e.g., ∼1800 K for 55 ms) to
avoid aggregation. Through defect engineering and optimized loading,
the particle size can be robustly tuned from >50 nm nanoparticles to <1
nm uniform NCs with a high-dispersal density. We demonstrate that the
ultrasmall NCs exhibit drastically improved activities for catalytic CO oxidation as compared to their nanoparticulated
counterparts. In addition, the reported method shows generality in synthesizing most metallic NCs (e.g., Pt, Ru, Ir, Ni) in an
extremely facile and efficient manner. The ultrafast and controllable synthesis of uniform, high-density, and size-controllable
NCs paves the way for the utilization and nanomanufacturing of NCs for a range of catalytic reactions.
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■ INTRODUCTION

Heterogeneous catalysts are ubiquitously used in catalytic
reactions with industrial importance.1−10 Their catalytic
activities are largely dependent on the particle size and
dispersion density, which determines the total active surface
area for catalytic reactions to occur. Supported metallic
nanoclusters (NCs, <2 nm), and specifically ultrasmall NCs
(≤1 nm), possess a high surface/volume ratio with most atoms
exposed to the surface (i.e., with a low coordination),
demonstrating improved catalytic activities as well as
selectivities toward various reactions.1,2,4,5,8,9,11−13 However,
those low-atomicity NCs have a strong tendency to aggregate
to reduce their surface energy, and stabilization is critical for
their practical applications. In addition, when the particle size
is as small as ∼1 nm, the delicate size control usually renders
tedious synthesis procedures. The wide application of ultrafine
NCs is therefore largely dependent on developing an efficient
synthesis method that can stabilize the NCs, with the
capabilities of robust control and potentials for scalable
manufacturing.

Although wet-chemical colloidal processes can ex situ
synthesize uniform, small and well-controlled NCs using
surfactants and ligands, the subsequent dispersions of NCs
uniformly onto supports and removal of ligands represent a
grand challenge.3,6,10,14 Alternatively, supported NCs can be in
situ synthesized via gas phase soft landing through mass
selection4,5 or wet impregnation.1,2,9,14−16 Yet the soft landing
technique often requires sophisticated equipment and is
limited in scalability, whereas the impregnation method usually
yields nanoparticles with a broad size distribution because of
particle agglomeration during the prolonged thermal sintering
(several hours).8,15,17 Recent studies were able to achieve
uniform and small NCs in select systems by deliberate
precursor designs, such as applying site-confining precursors
using organometallic compounds3,7,9,18,19 or designing strong
coordination between the precursor salt and the substrate.1,8,20

However, the sophisticated precursor design limits their
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generality and the followed reduction/sintering process (hours
to days) still renders low efficiency and potential cluster
agglomeration.21−23

Herein, we report the in situ, high temperature synthesis of
clean, ultrasmall, and uniformly dispersed NCs using a rapid
thermal shock on defective substrates. The thermal shock
synthesis with a duration down to milliseconds renders a
superior production efficiency and at the same time avoids
cluster aggregation. In addition, surface defects on the
substrate are critical to effectively disperse and stabilize the
NCs. The particle size can be tailored from >50 nm
nanoparticles to <1 nm NCs with a high-dispersal density
through defect engineering and optimizing precursor loading.
The reported method can be generally applied to a wide range
of metallic NCs (e.g., Pt, Ru, Ir, Ni). The synthesis of
ultrasmall NCs via this thermal shock method demonstrates
superior advantages as a facile, rapid, and general process for in
situ, high-density dispersion of size-controllable NCs for
various catalytic applications.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In a typical experiment, ethanol-based salt precursors are
uniformly deposited on defective carbon substrate, followed by
a high temperature thermal shock triggered by electrical Joule
heating, leading to the in situ decomposition of the salt
precursors and nucleation of ultrasmall NCs. In the high
temperature shock process, the material emits visible light due
to the high temperature induced radiation (Figure 1a), and the
emitted light spectra can be collected to estimate the
temperature evolution during synthesis (Figure 1b, see details
in Methods). The peak temperature reaches ∼1800 K within a
heating period of ∼55 ms followed by rapid quenching at a rate

of ∼1 × 104 K/s (Figure 1c). This highly controllable and
rapid heating is critical for efficient production and nanocluster
formation. Besides the heating parameters, the surface defects
of the carbon support act as the nucleation and dispersion sites
for nanoclusters in the thermal shock synthesis. As schemati-
cally shown in Figure 1d, carbon supports with a high
crystallinity (i.e., lack of surface defects) lead to large
nanoparticles because of particle aggregation at high temper-
ature. In contrast, defective carbon surfaces can help disperse
and stabilize metal clusters to prevent agglomeration and
achieve a high-density distribution.
We chose Pt as the proof of concept for this study and

extended our analysis to other elements to demonstrate the
generality of this technique. Carbon nanofibers were used as
carbon supports because of their simple fiber structure and
easily precursor loading. We believe other defective carbon
substrates, such as reduced graphene oxides,24 holey
graphene,25,26 and N-doped carbon,27,28 could also be used
for particle dispersion with a similar mechanism. Pt was
synthesized on both untreated CNF (CNF carbonized at
1273K, CNF-1273K) and defective CNF (CO2 activated CNF,
CA-CNF) using the same precursor loading (0.5 μmol/cm2,
Figure S1) and shock process. Although the Pt nanoparticles
on the CNF-1273K are sparsely distributed (Figure 1e), the
same process yields more uniform and densely packed Pt NCs
on the defective CA-CNFs (Figure 1f, g). As the only
difference among these samples is the defect concentrations
(untreated CNF-1273K vs. defective CA-CNF), we can
conclude that defects on the carbon play a key role in particle
dispersion during the thermal shock process. Therefore, by
combining rapid thermal shock with the defective substrate, we

Figure 1. Rapid NC dispersion via the thermal shock process on defective carbon. (a) Photo images of samples before and during the high
-temperature shock process. The emitted light indicates high temperature reached in the sample. (b) Emitted light spectra and (c) temperature
evolution during thermal shock. (d) Schematic to demonstrate the role of defects on the particle size and dispersion. TEM images of (e) Pt
nanoparticles on untreated CNF-1273K and (f, g) Pt NCs on defective CA-CNF synthesized with the same shock parameters and precursor
loading (0.5 μmol/cm2).
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are able to synthesize uniformly small NCs in an extremely
efficient manner.
The role of defects in particle dispersion was further studied

and employed for size control. CNF substrates with different
defect concentrations were used for synthesis, specifically,
CNF carbonized at 1073 K (CNF-1073K), 1273 K (CNF-
1273K), and defective CA-CNF (Figure 2a). We first
elucidated the defect levels of these CNF substrates revealed
by their conductivity (Figure 2b). For CNF-1073K, the carbon
nanofibers were carbonized at a low temperature (1073 K),
which renders CNF with an amorphous structure and a lot of
defects, leading to a poor conductivity. In contrast, the CNF-
1273K carbonized at a higher temperature (1273 K) has a
more crystalline structure with less defects, leading to a higher
conductivity. Then the 1273K carbonized fibers was further
treated by the CO2 thermal activation process to create CA-
CNF with a defective surface and slightly decreased
conductivity. In addition, we used X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS), wetting angle, and Raman measure-
ments29,30 to determine the defect levels (Figure S2). The CO2
activation process generates a high surface area, defective
surface on the more crystalline carbon core.31−33 Figure 2c is a
TEM image of the CA-CNF sample, which exhibits a defective
and rugged surface with numerous meso- and micropores
created during the CO2 activation process (C + CO2 = 2CO↑

leads to C vacancies and pores).31,33−35 In contrast, the TEM
image of an untreated CNF-1273K shows a relatively smooth
surface (Figure 2c inset). The crystalline core enables better
conductivity for electrical Joule heating while the surface pores
and defects in CA-CNF are critical for later particle dispersion
and stabilization.36

We then synthesized Pt particles on these three types of
CNF substrates using a precursor loading of 5 μmol/cm2 and
the same thermal shock process. The higher loading renders
larger particles and enables direct comparison of the samples
by nondestructive scanning electron microscopy (SEM).
Figure 2d-f and Figure S3 show the SEM images of Pt
nanoparticles on CNF-1273K, CNF-1073K, and CA-CNFs.
Distinct Pt size and uniformity differences were apparent on
these substrates: from substantially larger nanoparticles on the
untreated CNF-1273K (77.4 nm ±14.5 nm), to smaller
nanoparticles on CNF-1073K (15.4 nm ±3.8 nm), and finally,
the CA-CNF sample produces the smallest particle distribution
(4.8 nm ±1.2 nm, Figure 2g) with high-density dispersion
across the 3D tortuous support, which thermal gravimetric
analysis (TGA) confirmed to be ∼40 wt % (Figure 2h). These
results indicate the critical role of defects in CNF substrates on
the final particle size distribution, in which smaller particle
sizes and greater density derive from a higher number of
substrate defects (Figure 2i).

Figure 2. Particle size control via defect engineering. (a) Schematic for CNFs with different defect concentrations: CNF-1073K, CNF-1273K and
CA-CNF (first carbonized at 1273K and then thermally activated by CO2). (b) Conductivity for different CNFs. (c) TEM image of CA-CNF,
showing the defective surface with meso- and micro- pores. The inset shows the smooth surface of a bare CNF-1273K before CO2 activation. (d−f)
SEM images of Pt dispersed on CNF-1273K, CNF-1073K, and CA-CNFs, respectively (loading 5 μmol/cm2). (g) TEM images of high-density,
well-dispersed Pt nanoparticles on CA-CNF after thermal shock. (h) Particle loading measured by TGA measurement. (i) Summary of particle size
control through defect engineering.
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The particle size can be further tuned by optimizing the
precursor loading. By decreasing the loading of Pt precursors
from 5 μmol/cm2 to 0.5 and 0.1 μmol/cm2, the particle size
can be substantially decreased from 4.8 ± 1.2 nm to roughly
∼1.7 nm and ∼0.8 nm, respectively (Figure 3 and Figures S4

and S5). Importantly, these ultrasmall NCs demonstrate
loosely packed surface atoms (i.e., with a low-coordination,
Figure 3c) because of the ultrasmall configuration that lacks

the cohesive energy for atom condensation. Meanwhile, the
high-density dispersion is still maintained despite the
drastically decreased Pt loading (Figure 3d). The energy-
dispersive spectroscopy (EDS) was also performed on the
ultrasmall NC sample, which confirmed a uniform elemental
distribution of Pt across the CA-CNF support (Figure 3e). The
loosely packed NCs with a high surface area could facilitate
active surfaces for various catalytic applications.
We also compared the size and dispersal density of the NCs

prepared in this work to typical sizes reported in the literature
(Table S1), in which the NCs synthesized by our facile and
rapid thermal shock method are among the highest dispersal
density reported to date.6−8,17 This is because the rapid
thermal shock method is a high temperature dispersion can
drive the rapid moving of metallic NCs at high temperature to
maximize the defect occupation. By optimizing or tuning the
initial precursor loading, the metal dispersion can be tuned
from nanoparticles to NCs uniformly distributed across the
CA-CNFs (Figure 3f).
We evaluated the catalytic performance of the ultrafine NCs

on CA-CNFs for the CO oxidation reaction, and the result was
compared with the larger sized nanoparticles (NPs) with the
same Pt loading (0.5 μmol/cm2). Note that the morphology of
the Pt NPs and NCs can be found in Figure 1e, f. As shown in
Figure 4a, the Pt NCs on CA-CNFs possessed 50% CO
conversion at 136 °C, which was lower than that temperature
of Pt NPs (209 °C). Also, complete CO oxidation occurred at
150 °C for the Pt NCs on CA-CNFs, which was strikingly
lower than that for Pt NPs (226 °C). Additionally, bare CA-
CNFs were also tested for CO oxidation to clarify the potential
contribution of defects on CA-CNFs to the reaction.
As shown in Figure 4a, the bare CA-CNF substrates showed

negligible CO conversion in the measured temperature range,
demonstrating that Pt NCs serves as the active sites for CO
conversion in the Pt NCs sample. Moreover, the Arrhenius
plot (the logarithm of reaction rate versus inverse temperature)

Figure 3. Ultrasmall Pt NCs on CA-CNFs with optimized loading.
(a) TEM and (b, c) high-angle annular dark-field (HAADF) images
of high-density NCs on CA-CNFs with a precursor loading of 0.5
μmol/cm2. The ultrasmall NC shows a low-coordination packing of
atoms. (d-e) HAADF image of high-density subnanometer NCs on
CA-CNFs with a precursor loading of 0.1 μmol/cm2. An even small
size distribution was achieved. (e) EDS maps and a representative
spectrum confirm the uniform dispersion of Pt NCs on the CA-CNFs.
(f) Particle size distribution tuned by the initial precursor loading.

Figure 4. Catalytic CO oxidation and universality of thermal-shock-synthesized NCs. (a) CO oxidation reaction catalyzed by bare CA-CNFs, Pt
nanoparticles (Pt-NPs), and Pt NCs, showing different catalytic activities due to the size effect. (b) The corresponding Arrhenius plot for CO
oxidation by the Pt NPs and NCs, showing different apparent activation energies (Eapp). (c) The thermal shock temperature is much higher than
various salt precursors’ thermal decomposition temperatures, which ensures the generality for synthesizing of most metal NCs, (d−f) as shown for
Ru, Ir, and Ni on CA-CNFs (0.5 μmol/cm2).

ACS Applied Materials & Interfaces Research Article

DOI: 10.1021/acsami.9b07198
ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2019, 11, 29773−29779

29776

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsami.9b07198/suppl_file/am9b07198_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsami.9b07198/suppl_file/am9b07198_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsami.9b07198/suppl_file/am9b07198_si_001.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsami.9b07198


of the catalytic process shows a linear relation (Figure 4b),
indicating a typical rate-limited thermally activation process.
We therefore derived the apparent activation energy (Eapp) in
CO oxidation reaction for Pt NCs to be 38.07 kJ/mol, which is
much smaller than the value obtained for Pt NPs (70.56 kJ/
mol). The performance difference may be attributed to the
significantly increased active surface (and therefore active
sites) in the ultrafine Pt NCs as compared to nanoparticles
(i.e., size effect) for catalytic CO oxidation.37−42 We also
confirmed that these ultrafine nanoclusters are still well
dispersed after the catalytic reaction, indicating a good thermal
stability (Figure S6).
Because the temperature range for thermal shock is higher

than the salt precursors’ thermal decomposition temperatures
(Figure 4c), in theory, nearly any metallic NC can be produced
using this facile physical synthesis method. Figures 4d−f show
the synthesis of Ru, Ir, and Ni NCs on CA-CNFs using 0.5
μmol/cm2 precursorloading, and the uniform NCs formation
in all metals were achieved. Therefore, the thermal shock
method offers a robust, efficient and general synthetic route for
ultrafine and well-dispersed NCs.

■ CONCLUSION
In summary, we report the in situ synthesis of ultrasmall and
high-density NCs using a facile and rapid thermal shock
method on the defective supports. By limiting particle
synthesis duration down to milliseconds, the thermal shock
process enables rapid production of ultrasmall NCs via brief
high temperature exposure to avoid particle coarsening. In the
meantime, the surface defects act as nucleation sites and help
stabilize and disperse these NCs from aggregating. Accord-
ingly, robust tunability from >50 nm nanoparticles to <1 nm
NCs is readily achieved using surface-treated carbon supports
and optimizing the precursor salt loading. The ultrasmall and
high-density NCs showed drastically improved catalytic activity
in the CO oxidation reaction as compared with their
nanoparticle counterparts. The reported method demonstrates
generality in synthesizing most metallic nanoclusters in an
extremely facile and efficient manner. These ultrasmall and
uniform nanoclusters are expected to be utilized in a range of
applications, including electrochemistry and heterogeneous
catalysis.

■ METHODS
Carbon Nanofiber Preparation. Nanofibers were synthesized by

electrospinning of polyacrylonitrile (Sigma-Aldrich) in dimethylfor-
mamide (Sigma-Alrich) solution (8 wt %). The nanofiber mat was
pretreated in air at 533 K for 5 h followed by carbonization at 1073K
(CNF-1073K) and 1273K (CNF-1273K) for 2 h in Ar. The CNF-
1273K material can then be thermally annealed under a CO2
atmosphere (80 mL/min) at 1023K for 3 h to obtain CA-CNF.
Metal Salt Loading and Thermal Shock. The salt precursors

were dissolved in ethanol-based solutions at different concentrations
(0.05, 0.005, and 0.001 mol/L), and the solutions were dipped onto
the above CNF films (∼100−120 μL/cm2). The salt precursor-loaded
CNF films were subjected to high temperature thermal shock in the
glovebox by applying an electrical pulse of 55 ms duration using a
Keithley 2425. In a typical CA-CNF sample, the input power density
is 40−60 W/cm2 to achieve high-temperature heating and is adjusted
accordingly with their respective resistances. The temperature was
monitored by a time-resolved pyrometer for ultrafast spectrum
collection.13

Structural Characterization. The morphology was characterized
by SEM (Hitachi SU-70 FEG-SEM at 10 kV) and TEM (JEOL 2100F
FEG TEM, and JEOL TEM/STEM ARM 200CF). Raman spectros-

copy data was performed on a Horiba Jobin-Yvon and the XPS work
was carried out on a Kratos Axis 165. TGA was performed on a TGA
550 from TA Instruments.

CO Oxidation Evaluation. Catalytic CO conversion was
conducted in a fixed-bed flow reactor at atmospheric pressure. 15−
20 mg of catalyst was loaded into a quartz tube reactor (7 mm i.d.)
and pretreated in He and left to cool to 50 °C. The gas flow was then
switched to a reactant gas feed (50 mL/min) with 1% CO and 4% O2
and rest is He. The CO measurement was test from 50 to 275 °C with
a 25 °C step interval and a heating rate of 5 °C/min. The sample was
equilibrated for at least 30 min before measurement and each
measurement take ∼10 min to finish. Fourier-transform infrared
spectrometer (Nicolet 6700) were used to analyze CO at 2173 cm−1

and the conversions were estimated using the following equation:

CO conversion
CO CO

CO
100%inlet outlet

inlet
=

[ ] − [ ]
[ ]
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