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coordination compound as high
performance cathode catalyst for direct
borohydride fuel cells

Yuehan Chen, *ab Shuping Wangab and Zhoupeng Li *ab

Pyrrole and cobalt nitrate were used as nitrogen and metal sources respectively to synthesize

a dinitratobis(polypyrrole)cobalt(II) (Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2) adduct as the precursor of a Co–pyrrole/MPC

catalyst. Pyrrole has the capability of polymerization and coordination with Co(II). Taking this advantage,

the Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 coordination can form a long-chain structure with abundant and robust Co–

N bonds, contributing to significantly increased catalytic sites in the product catalyst. As a result, the

obtained Co–pyrrole/MPC (MPC ¼ macroporous carbon) catalyst exhibited high ORR catalytic activity in

alkaline media and excellent performance in direct borohydride fuel cell (DBFC). A peak power density

up to 325 mW cm�2 was achieved at ambient condition, outperforming the commercialized Pt/XC-72

benchmark containing 28.6 wt% Pt. The construction of long-chain coordination precursor was verified

playing a key role in the electrochemical improvement of Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst in DBFC.
1. Introduction

With intriguing merits such as environmental friendliness and
high energy conversion efficiency, fuel cells have attracted wide
attention in the development of clean and efficient energy
technologies. The performance of a fuel cells highly depends on
the cathode catalyst where the oxygen reduction reaction (ORR)
occurs. Expensive platinum (Pt) and Pt containing alloys are the
best electrocatalysts for ORR,1 however, the scarcity of Pt in
nature is seriously impeding the commercialization of Pt-based
fuel cells, so discovering ORR catalysts with low cost and high
activity is the key solution to cell development. Nowadays, non-
Pt catalysts have attracted much attention owing to their great
affordability and decent catalytic performance.2 Numerous non-
Pt ORR catalysts have been developed, including poly-
oxometalates,3 metal oxides,4 metal-macrocyclic compound,5–7

metal doped polymers,8,9 etc. High performance ORR catalyst
requires high catalytic activity, including the intrinsic activity as
well as the number of the active sites.10,11 Given this, porous
non-Pt catalysts are considered as highly promising alternatives
to Pt due to their cost effectiveness and high surface area, which
is capable of loading more catalytic sites to compensate the
inferiority in intrinsic catalytic activity.12–14

Among the various candidates, M–N/MPC (M ¼ transition
metal, N ¼ nitrogenous compound, MPC ¼ microporous
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carbon) catalysts show a particular potential as high-
performance ORR catalysts to replace Pt.15–17 MPC has higher
specic surface area and can support more active centers than
the common carbon materials. Generally, the M–Nx sites are
widely considered as the catalytic centers for ORR.18–21 Pyrrolic N
with unpaired electrons provides excellent coordination capa-
bility with transition metals to form macrocyclic compounds
such as metallo-phthalocyanines and -porphyrins, in which the
M–Nx moiety is the active site for ORR.22–24 Metal complexes of
N4-macrocycles such as porphyrins have been studied as alter-
natives to Pt catalyst.25 In view of this, we attempted to
synthesize a unique dinitratobis(polypyrrole)cobalt(II)
(Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2) coordination by using pyrrole and
cobalt nitrate as nitrogen and metal sources, respectively. The
coordination was further employed as precursor in rich of M–Nx

moieties for the preparation of highly active ORR catalyst.
Cobalt nitrate can be easily coordinated with two heterocyclic
ligands to form bidentate nitrato-complexes (CoL2(NO3)2).26–28

Co element can improve the chemical and physical properties of
the electrocatalyst, including good conductivity, abundant valid
active sites and large specic surface.29–31 The good catalytic
activity towards ORR benets from the Co–N bond. Moreover,
pyrrole delivers sufficient pyrrolic N for such coordination,
while the good polymerizability of pyrrole renders a promising
precursor structure towards M–Nx catalyst with sufficient active
sites.32–35

Upon the coordination, the limitation of pyrrole solubility in
aqueous media was overcome through the use of glucose as
a hydrotropic agent beneting from its hydrolysis that gener-
ated hydroxymethylfurfural to enhance the hydrotropic effect
on pyrrole dissolution.36 Meanwhile, glucose also acted as the
RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29119–29127 | 29119
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carbon source for the fabrication of porous carbon matrix.
Subsequent to the construction of the Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2
coordination, ORR catalyst (Co–pyrrole/MPC) was prepared by
spray-drying the precursor suspension containing glucose,
Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2, and nano-CaCO3 as the template, and
calcinating under a high-temperature.37–40

The structure of Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor was
investigated through a series of material characterizations,
while the catalytic performance of the product catalyst (Co–
pyrrole/MPC) was evaluated by electrochemical analyses in
three-electrode conguration and DBFC.
Fig. 2 (a) Glucose dissolved in water, (b) Co(NO3)2 dissolved in water,
(c) pyrrole dissolved in water, (d) pyrrole dissolved in glucose solution,
(e) pyrrole added to Co(NO3)2 solution, (f) pyrrole added to Co(NO3)2–
glucose solution.
2. Method and procedures
2.1. Catalyst preparation

Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor was synthesized with a small
molar ratio of pyrrole to Co(NO3)2 for utilization of the utmost
attachment points in pyrrole. 17.4 g glucose monohydrate and
1.0 mmol of Co(NO3)2$6H2O were dissolved in 50 mL deionized
water. The obtained solution was mixed with the emulsion con-
taining 17.4 g nano-CaCO3 in 20 mL deionized water to form
a homogeneous suspension. 2.0 mmol of pyrrole was then added
to the suspension dropwise in dark. Aer stirring for 30 minutes,
the suspension was subjected to hydrothermal treatment or spray-
drying at 160 �C for preparing catalyst precursor
(Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2). The last step was to carbonize the
precursor which was performed via heating at 900 �C in nitrogen
atmosphere for 2 hours. Aer the template was removed by HCl
etching, the porous catalyst (Co–pyrrole/MPC) was then obtained
by overnight drying in vacuum at 60 �C. The overall strategy for
obtaining the catalyst was showed in Fig. 1.
2.2. Physical characterization

The structure and morphology of the synthesized samples were
characterized by X-ray diffraction (XRD) under the use of Rigaku-D/
MAX-2550PC diffractometer with Cu-Ka radiation (l ¼ 1.5406 �A),
scanning electron microscopy (SEM, Zeiss Corp.) operated at 5 kV,
and transmission electron microscope (TEM, Hitachi H-9500)
operated at 300 kV. The polymerization of Co-coordinated
pyrrole was studied by Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy
(FTIR) and Co K-edge X-ray absorption near-edge structure
Fig. 1 The scheme of overall strategy for obtaining the catalyst.
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(XANES). The infrared spectra of the synthesized samples in KBr
pellets were recorded by Nicolet-IR560 FTIR spectrometer at the
spectral resolution of 4 cm�1. XANES measurements were per-
formed on BL15U1 at Shanghai Synchrotron Radiation Facility
(SSRF) in China. The XANES data was analysed using a computer
program IFEFFIT. Taking tetramethylsilane (TMS) as the internal
reference, chemical shis were displayed in d values (ppm). Based
on the results of XANES, electron paramagnetic resonance (EPR),
and X-ray photoemission spectroscopy (XPS), the effect of catalytic
sites on ORR was discussed in details. The N species and their
relative contents of the synthesized catalysts were identied by
means of PHI-5000C ESCA system (PerkinElmer) with Mg Ka
radiation (hn ¼ 1253.6 eV). All XPS spectra refered to the C 1s level
of 284.6 eV to correct the peak shi due to the charge accumula-
tion on the sample. XPS Peak 4.1 soware was used to t and
deconvolute the raw data.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020



Fig. 3 FTIR spectra of Co(NO3)2, pyrrole, Co–pyrrole and Co–pyrrole–glucose in KBr pellets. The Co–pyrrole and Co–pyrrole–glucose
represent the deposits in Co(NO3)2 and Co(NO3)2–glucose solution, respectively.
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2.3. Electrochemical measurements

CHI 1140A electrochemical workstation (CH Instruments) was
used to evaluate the electrocatalytic activity of the catalyst in
a three-electrode system. The homogenous catalyst ink was
formed by mixing 8.0 mg catalyst sample, 0.2 mL Naon solu-
tion (5 wt%) and 3 mL ethanol by ultrasound. The working
electrode consisted of 20 mL catalyst ink loaded onto the glassy
carbon electrode (3 mm in diameter) and then dried at room
temperature. Calomel electrode (SCE) and Pt-wire electrode in
saturated KCl solution were used as reference electrode and
counter electrode respectively. The cell and reference electrode
Fig. 4 (a–c) TEM images, (d) EDS spectrum of Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
were connected with a salt bridge. The cyclic voltammograms
(CVs) were recorded in O2-saturated solutions at 25 �C and the
scanning rate was 10 mV s�1 in alkaline (0.1 M KOH) and acidic
(0.5 M H2SO4). According to the pH value of the electrolyte, the
potentials were converted to a values vs. reversible hydrogen
electrode (RHE).

E(V vs. RHE) ¼ E(V vs. SCE) + 0.241 + 0.0591

� pH, at 25 �C (1)

Linear sweep voltammetry (LSV) analysis was performed by
rotating disk electrode (RDE) (RDE-2, BASi Inc.). According to
the geometric area of the disk electrode, the electron transfer
number of ORR (n) is estimated. The approximate K–L equation
is as follows:

j�1 ¼ jk
�1 + {0.62nFAeC0D0

2/3v�1/6u1/2}�1 (2)

In which j is the disk current, jk is the kinetic current, F is the
Faraday constant, u is the rotation angular frequency and n is
the number of electrons transferred per O2 molecule via ORR.
Published data of O2 saturated concentration (C0), diffusion
coefficients (D0) of O2 in 0.1 M KOH and 0.5 M H2SO4 solution,
and kinematic viscosity (v) of 0.1 M KOH and 0.5 M H2SO4

solution were used, F ¼ 96 485 C L�1; D0 ¼ 1.96 � 10�5 cm2 S�1;
C0 ¼ 1.15 � 10�3 mol L�1; v ¼ 0.008977 cm2 S�1 (0.1 M KOH), v
¼ 0.01 cm2 S�1 (0.5 M H2SO4).22,24 RDE CVs were also tested at
25 �C and a scan rate of 10 mV s�1. The working electrode of
RDE was loaded with 5 mL catalyst ink onto the polished glassy
carbon electrode and then dried at room temperature.

The performance of the synthesized catalyst was veried in the
alkaline fuel cell compared with that of the commercial Pt/XC-72
catalysts (28.6 wt% Pt/C). A test cell with an active area of 6 cm2
RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29119–29127 | 29121



Fig. 5 (a) XANES spectra of Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 and three reference samples, (b) EPR spectra of Co(NO3)2 and Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2.

Fig. 6 (a) N 1s and (b) Co 2p XPS spectra of pyrrole, Co(NO3)2, Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor and Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst.
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was assembled in a direct borohydride fuel cell (DBFC) to evaluate
the performance of the synthesized catalyst. The cathode and
anode catalyst inks were prepared by mixing the catalyst powder,
Naon solution (5 wt%), deionized water, and ethanol with a mass
ratio of 1 : 7 : 3 : 3. The cathode was made from 3.0 mg cm�2

synthesized catalyst which was coated onto a piece of hydrophobic
carbon cloth and then heated at 130 �C for 2 hours, while the
anodesweremade from3.0mg cm�2 commercial Pt/XC-72 catalyst
(28.6 wt% Pt) coated onto a piece of Ni foam. Naon 112
membrane was used as the electrolyte aer sequentially boiling in
3 wt%H2O2 solution, deionized water for 30minutes. The alkaline
borohydride solution (5 wt%NaBH4 in 10 wt%NaOH) was used as
the fuel to run the cell. The performance of the cell was measured
Table 1 Chemical state and percentage content of atomic nitrogen o
catalyst

Samples
Co–N
398.9 eV

Pyridinic-N
399.8 eV

Pyrr
400.

Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 16.6 0 56.6
Co–pyrrole/MPC 19.9 37.2 39.8
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at 25 �C with a fuel ow rate of 15mLmin�1 and a dry O2 ow rate
of 150 mLmin�1. The cell performance evaluation system and cell
guration were described in a previous publication.33
3. Results and discussion
3.1. Characterizations of Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor

As shown in Fig. 2, it can be observed that glucose and Co(NO3)2
could thoroughly dissolve in water. However, when pyrrole was
added into the Co(NO3)2 solution, only few deposits appeared
ascribing to the poor solubility of pyrrole. Interestingly, pyrrole
could be more easily dissolved in glucose solution, which
signicantly contributed to the more deposits when pyrrole was
n the surface of Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor, Co–pyrrole/MPC

olic-N
3 eV

Graphite-N
401.6 eV

Nitro-N 406.8
eV

Total nitrogen
content

0 26.8 16.6
3.1 0 1.75

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020



Fig. 7 CVs of MPC, Co–pyrrole/XC72 and Co–pyrrole/MPC in the (a) alkaline (0.1 M KOH), (b) acidic (0.5 M H2SO4) O2-saturated solutions at
25 �C. Scan rate: 10 mV s�1.
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added to the Co(NO3)2–glucose solution, conrming the
hydrotropic effect that intensied the Co–pyrrole coordination.
It revealed that glucose can act as a hydrotropic agent to
improve the solubility of pyrrole in aqueous media, so as to
enhance the Co coordination with pyrrole.

In addition, the FTIR spectra were carried out to indicate the
structure of the deposits as shown in Fig. 3. It depicted that cobalt
nitrate hexahydrate presented the antisymmetric and symmetric
stretching vibrations (yas(N]O) and ys(N]O)) at 1631 and
1386 cm�1, totally symmetric stretching vibration (ys(ONO2)) at
1031 cm�1, and bending vibration out of plane (g(N–O)) at
823 cm�1, respectively.41,42 Polypyrrole presented the pyrrole ring
fundamental vibration (ys(C–C) and ys(C–N)) at 1540 and
1450 cm�1,43 the ]C–H in-plane vibration at 1255, 1093, and
1033 cm�1, and the N–H stretching vibration at 3290 cm�1.42 The
FTIR results conrmed that the deposits produced in Co(NO3)2
and Co(NO3)2–glucose solution presented very similar IR absorp-
tion with well-maintained nitrato ligand peak. Moreover a strong
absorption peak appeared at 515 cm�1, which could be assigned to
the Co–N bonding, suggesting the formation of Co(polypyrrole)2(-
NO3)2 in both solutions.43 Furtherly, the TEM images (Fig. 4a)
showed that Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 had a microcrystalline struc-
ture with obvious lattice fringes under high-resolution TEM
Fig. 8 N2 adsorption–desorption isotherm and pore size distribution
curve of Co–pyrrole/MPC.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
observation, which belonged to neither polypyrrole nor cobalt
nitrate. Furthermore, the EDS measurement demonstrated the
Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 with a Co : N : O atom ratio of 1 : 4 : 6,
which differed from that of Co(NO3)2 (1 : 2 : 6) but well matched
ratio in form of Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 with a very different
morphology from the polypyrrole. So all these results conrmed
that the reaction of polypyrrole with cobalt nitrate produced new
substance which was supposed to be Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2.

Next, more characterizations were applied to verify the
compound. Firstly, Fig. 5a compared the XANES spectra of
Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor and three reference samples,
Co, Co(OH)2 and CoOOH. The coordination environment of Co
in the precursor could be determined by comparing the spec-
trum of the tested sample with those of the references. It could
be perceived that the spectrum of Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 was
similar to that of standard sample Co(OH)2, indicating that
most of Co in the precursor existed in the form of cobalt diva-
lent. Fig. 5b presented the EPR spectra of cobalt nitrate and the
Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor. Strong resonance peaks
could be clearly observed for both Co(NO3)2 and
Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 with a g value of 2.0108 and 2.0007,
respectively, indicating the existence of unpaired electrons and
the similar valence state of Co in these compounds.

Then, XPS experiment was carried out to further identify the
composition of the compound. The N 1s spectrum of
Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 conrmed the existence of Co–N (at 398.9
eV) and pyrrolic N (at 400.3 eV) existence44 in addition to –NO2, as
shown in Fig. 5a. The pyridinic nitrogen and Co–Nx structure had
been extensively considered as catalytic centers, which was ex-
pected to boost the according ORR performance. XPS results
showed that graphite-N had the weakest electron yield (sp2

hybridization) with a characteristic peak at 401.6 eV. The lone pair
Table 2 The BET data of Co–pyrrole/MPC

Sample
Surface area
(m2 g�1)

Pore volume
(cm3 g�1)

Pore diameter
(nm)

Co–pyrrole/MPC 833.892 6.335 30.178

RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29119–29127 | 29123



Fig. 9 The SEM images of Co–pyrrole/MPC.
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electrons of pyrrolic-N participated in the conjugation on the ring,
the hydrogen bond increased the electron concentration on the
nitrogen, pyrrolic-N had a peak of 400.3 eV. However, the lone pair
of pyridinic-N did not participate in the conjugation on the ring, so
it had a higher electron concentration than pyrrolic-N, its peak
position was lower than pyrrolic-N. The peak position of Co–Nwas
398.9 eV, which had higher electron concentration than pyridinic-
N. As was shown in Fig. 6a that the coordination compound
(Co(pyrrole)2(NO3)2) contained two chemical states of nitrogen, i.e.,
–NO2 with high N 1s binding energy and Co–N with low binding
energy. Aer heat treatment, Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst was ob-
tained. According to the spectra of Co–pyrrole/MPC, the peak of
–NO2 disappeared, and most of the Co–N bonds and residual
pyrrolic-N were retained. Quantitative analysis showed that
compared with Co(pyrrole)2(NO3)2, the obtained catalyst from heat
treatment hadmore Co–N and pyridinic-N active sites (Table 1), so
the Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst gave great potential to show better
catalytic performance for oxygen reduction. In addition, the Co 2p
spectrum showed that Co in Co(pyrrole)2(NO3)2 also displayed
obvious satellite peaks of cobalt bivalent, indicating that the
valence state of cobalt was not changed by coordination and the
peaks at 781.3 eV and 783.3 eV corresponding to Co–O bond and
Co–N bond respectively. The electron concentration of Co(II) in N–
Co–O2 increased due to the coordination of lone pairs of electrons
on pyrrolic-N with –Co–O2, so Co 2p formed the overlapping peaks
of N–Co–O2, Co–O and Co–N. The peak area of Co–O was twice as
that of Co–N or N–Co–O2, as is shown in Fig. 6b. Aer heat treat-
ment, the spectra of Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst showed that the area
of Co–O and N–Co–O2 decreased relatively, but the area of Co–N
peak increased, which indicated that more Co–N bonds were
formed aer heat treatment. Therefore, a new compound was
produced based on the above results. And according to the XPS,
XANES and EPR tests of the precursor, the valence state of cobalt in
Table 3 The catalytical activity of other catalysts in CV tests46

Catalysts
Initial reduction
potential (V)

Peak current density
(mA cm�2)

Co/P25/NC 0.79 4.31
1 wt% Pt/C 0.75 2.71
20 wt% Pt/C 0.92 2.94
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the precursor was still bivalent. Therefore, we suspected that the
structure of the Co(polypyrrole)2(NO3)2 precursor was that cobalt
nitrate was connected with nitrogen on two pyrrole rings to form
a Co–N2 structure. In an ideal state, pyrrole polymerized while
coordinated with cobalt, and nally formed a precursor with
double-chain structure.
3.2. Electrochemical properties of Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst

In order to prove the excellent catalytic performance of catalysts
for ORR, different electrochemical properties were tested. Fig. 7
showed the CVs of XC72, MPC, Co–pyrrole/XC72 and the
synthesized Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst in both alkaline and acidic
O2-saturated solutions. It can be seen from the CV curves that
both the initial reduction potential and peak current density of
Co–pyrrole/MPC were the highest among the four catalysts. As
carbon support, XC72 and MPC both showed low catalytic
activity, however, the surface area of MPC could reach to nearly
1000 m2 g�1, meanwhile, that of XC72 was only around 200 m2

g�1,45 so that the MPC catalyst can carry more catalytic sites
than XC72, which makes MPC catalysts show higher catalytic
activity. The N2 adsorption–desorption isotherm and pore size
distribution curve of Co–pyrrole/MPC was showed in Fig. 8, the
specic data was listed in Table 2. As the SEM images showed in
Fig. 9, Co–pyrrole/MPC contained a large number of pores,
Fig. 10 RDE LSVs of Co–pyrrole/MPC and 28.6 wt% Pt/C in the
alkaline (0.1 M KOH) and acidic (0.5 M H2SO4) O2-saturated solutions
at 25 �C at a rotation rate of 1600 rpm. Scan rate: 10 mV s�1.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020



Fig. 11 The K–L plots of Co–pyrrole/MPC in the (a) alkaline (0.1 M KOH), (b) acidic (0.5 M H2SO4) O2-saturated solutions at 25 �C. Scan rate:
10 mV s�1.
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which had a larger specic surface area to support more cata-
lytic active centers. In alkaline electrolyte, the initial reduction
potential and peak current density of Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst
were 0.9 V and 5 mA cm�2 respectively, while in acidic electro-
lyte, those were 0.8 V and 3.5 mA cm�2. Compared with other
articles, the results showed that Co–pyrrole/MPC had relatively
high catalytic activity (Table 3).46 According to the RDE curves
(Fig. 10), the initial reduction potential and peak current
density of 28.6 wt% Pt/C were both slightly higher than those of
Co–pyrrole/MPC in acidic electrolyte. However, in alkaline
electrolyte, 28.6 wt% Pt/C and Co–pyrrole/MPC had similar
initial reduction potential.

Based on the K–L equation (eqn (2)) and the RDE LSV results at
rotation rates of 500, 900, 1000, 1300, 1600 rpm in alkaline elec-
trolytes and 400, 500, 900, 1000, 1300, 1600 rpm in acidic elec-
trolytes (Fig. 11), the calculated n values for Co–pyrrole/MPC were
3.89 and 2.86 respectively, the result in alkaline electrolyte was
close to that for Pt/XC-72 (n ¼ 4), revealing that Co–pyrrole/MPC
was a high-performance non-Pt catalyst which had a great possi-
bility to replace Pt/C as a cathode catalyst in alkaline electrolyte.

Similar to Pt/C, Co–pyrrole/MPC had higher catalytic activity
in alkaline electrolyte than that in acidic electrolyte. The
Fig. 12 (a) Performance comparison of DBFCs using Co–pyrrole/MPC
polarization stability of the Co–pyrrole/MPC in the DBFC. Catalyst loadi
electrolyte: Nafion 112. Fuel: 5 wt% NaBH4 and 10 wt% NaOH solution a

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
performance of Co–pyrrole/MPC was further veried in an
alkaline fuel cell (e.g. DBFC). The electrochemical performance
of the DBFC using Co–pyrrole/MPC as the cathode catalyst was
shown in Fig. 12a. A peak power density of 325 mW cm�2 was
achieved at ambient conditions, which was higher than that
with commercial 28.6 wt% Pt/C catalyst (260 mW cm�2).
Moreover, Co–pyrrole/MPC demonstrated a good long-term
polarization stability in alkaline electrolytes as shown in
Fig. 12b.

As is shown in Table 4, compared with similar materials in
the previous articles, Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst had much higher
power intensity.47–50

O2 + 2H2O + 4e� / 4OH� (3)

O2 + 4H+ + 4e� / 2H2O (4)

The results showed that the ORR currents and potentials of
Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst in alkaline electrolyte were higher than
those in acidic electrolyte. The total reaction formulas of ORR in
alkaline and acidic electrolyte are shown in eqn (3) and (4). It
was considered that the electrophilic Co(II) could draw nucleo-
philic dioxygen but repel the electrophilic proton, such as the
and 28.6 wt% Pt/C as the cathode catalyst at ambient conditions, (b)
ng in cathode and anode: 3 mg cm�2, anode catalyst: 28.6 wt% Pt/C,
t a flow rate of 15 mL min�1. Dry O2 at 150 mL min�1.

RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29119–29127 | 29125



Table 4 The electrochemical performance of similar catalysts in the
previous articles47–53

Cathode Anode
Temperature
(�C)

Power intensity
(mW cm�2)

FeS–PPy–BP 20 wt% Pt/C 60 140.5
Co–IAA/MPC 20 wt% Pt/C 25 178
Au(Co)/TiO2-NTs 20 wt% Pt/C 25 217
FeIM/ZIF-8 20 wt% Pt/C 80 287
Pt/C Ni–Pt/C 55 140
CoO nanorods/C Co(OH)2–PPy/Bp 30 248
CoOOH–PPy/C Co(OH)2–PPy/Bp 25 101
FeS–PPy/Bp Pt/C 60 140.5

RSC Advances Paper
protons in eqn (4). Most protons were absorbed at nucleophilic
centers such as O in Co–O, and the separation and adsorption of
dioxygen and protons produced space stereoscopic effect, which
hindered the reaction of dioxygen with protons, contributing to
the large polarization of ORR in acidic electrolyte, which led to
the low electrochemical performance.51 Co–pyrrole/MPC
showed high catalytic activity in alkaline electrolyte. Pyrolysis
can effectively increase the number of Co–N2 and pyridinic-N
which were considered as the catalytic sites, as enhanced the
ORR activity. Double-chain structure of the catalyst contributed
to a better electrochemical stability. According to the results of
electrochemical tests, Co–pyrrole/MPC is denitely a promising
ORR catalyst to replace Pt.
4. Conclusions

Taking advantages of coordination and polymerization capa-
bility of pyrrole, we used pyrrole as the ligand to coordinate
Co(II) to prepare Co(pyrrole)2(NO3)2 as catalyst precursor. By
utilizing the higher specic surface area of MPC, the catalyst
with MPC could support more active centers.

The MPC-supported N-containing cobalt catalyst (Co–pyrrole/
MPC) which was synthesized via pyrolysis of precursor containing
glucose, pyrrole and cobalt nitrate had high catalytic performance.
During the preparation process, in addition to the carbon sources,
glucose could also provide increased solubility of pyrrole in water,
which enabled a high-efficiency coordination between pyrrole and
Co(II) upon the polymerization. Co–pyrrole/MPC catalyst exhibited
high ORR activity in alkaline electrolytes, the initial reduction
potential reached 0.9 V and the peak current density reached 5 mA
cm�2 at room temperature. The excellent catalytic performance was
further examined in the direct borohydride fuel cell, the peak power
density reached 325 mW cm�2 at room temperature.
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