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Abstract: Development of convenient, economic electrocatalysts for oxygen reduction reaction (ORR)
in alkaline medium is of great significance to practical applications of aluminum-air batteries. Herein,
a biomass chitin-derived carbon material with high ORR activities has been prepared and applied as
electrocatalysts in Al-air batteries. The obtained cobalt, nitrogen co-doped carbon material (CoNC)
exhibits the positive onset potential 0.86 V vs. RHE (reversible hydrogen electrode) and high-limiting
current density 5.94 mA cm−2. Additionally, the durability of the CoNC material in alkaline electrolyte
shows better stability when compared to the commercial Pt/C catalyst. Furthermore, the Al-air battery
using CoNC as an air cathode catalyst provides the power density of 32.24 mW cm−2 and remains the
constant discharge voltage of 1.17 V at 20 mA cm−2. This work not only provides a facile method to
synthesize low-cost and efficient ORR electrocatalysts for Al-air batteries, but also paves a new way
to explore and utilize high-valued biomass materials.
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1. Introduction

Environmental deterioration and the depletion of finite resources stimulate research to seek
and develop clean energy storage and conversion devices for the future. Metal (Al, Li, Zn, etc.)-air
batteries [1–3] are considered the most promising candidates to replace the current fossil fuels due
to their low carbon emissions, high theoretical specific capacity and energy density, etc. Among the
batteries listed above, the Al-air battery is most abundant in the Earth’s crust and possesses a high
energy density (8.10 Wh g−1) [4], which gives the Al-air battery considerable potential to be widely
used; however, its poor electrochemical performance constrains its practical application.

Oxygen reduction reaction (ORR) is a key reaction affecting the discharged performance of energy
storage devices such as fuel cells and metal-air batteries [5–7]. In order to enhance the discharged
performance of these devices, a platinum-based electrocatalyst is commonly applied to overcome
the sluggish ORR kinetics and accelerate the reaction process [8–11]. Despite the fact that platinum
(Pt)-based catalysts are considered the most efficient ORR electrocatalyst, their expensive price and
poor durability has limited their practical application [12–14]. Thus, great efforts have been devoted
to exploring low-cost and high-performance carbon-based electrocatalysts. Among various carbon
materials, graphene [15], carbon nanotubes (CNTs) [16] and activated carbon [17] are most frequently
used in the preparation of carbon-based electrocatalysts due to their excellent physical and chemical
properties. Although these carbon materials have shown remarkable catalytic activity, their cost still
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limits their application. Therefore, it is important to seek another substitute for synthesizing a low-cost,
carbon-based ORR electrocatalyst.

Biomass materials are the ideal carbon precursor for synthesizing ORR catalysts due to their
renewability and large-scale and low-cost production [18–25]. Recently, several studies reported
biomass-derived ORR catalysts with efficient catalytic activities. Li and co-workers [26] reported
a low-cost method for transforming woody biomass into a single-atom, dispersed ORR catalyst.
Wu et al. [27] synthesized kelp-derived, multilayer-graphene-encapsulated cobalt nanoparticles,
which could possess efficient and stable electrocatalytic properties. Wei et al. [28] reported a
reed-stalk-based Si-Fe/N/C ORR catalyst inspired by the Si-promoting graphitization findings. Deng
et al. [29] described an activated carbon sheet derived from chitin, which was an efficient non-metal
bifunctional electrocatalyst for both ORR and oxygen evolution reaction (OER). Li et al. [30] designed
three-dimensional, honeycomb-like, nitrogen-doped carbon nanosheet/graphene nanonetwork films,
which were prepared by dissolution and coagulation of chitin and graphene oxide in NaOH/urea
aqueous solution using a repeated freezing–thawing process. Deng et al. [31] reported a chitin-derived
porous carbon loaded with Co, N, and S heteroatoms, which showed excellent performance towards
ORR, OER, and hydrogen evolution reaction (HER).

As numerous works reported, synthesizing non-precious ORR catalysts with high catalytic activity
often requires further treatments such as activation [32] or hydrothermal [33] and chemical vaporous
deposition [34]. However, intricate production steps are unpractical in industry and cannot achieve
mass production. Herein, a one-step pyrolysis method was developed for preparation of a Co and
N co-doped biocarbon catalyst derived from chitin. The obtained biomass, carbon-based material
exhibits high catalytic activity and superior durability, which is comparable with the state-of-the-art
noble-metal catalyst (Pt/C). The outstanding ORR performance can be attributed to the synergetic effect
of the N-content functional group, the Co nanoparticles, and the carbon framework. Furthermore,
an Al-air battery was assembled with a Co and N co-doped biocarbon electrocatalyst as an air cathode,
which achieved high power density (32.24 mW cm−2) and excellent energy storage performance,
indicating the Co and N co-doped biocarbon catalyst could easily be utilized as an efficient electrocatalyst
in the Al-air battery.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Morphological and Structural Characterization

The morphology of as-prepared catalysts was first characterized by SEM and TEM. As shown
in Figure 1a and Figure S1, a large number of pores are randomly distributed in the carbon skeleton
of NC and CoNC. Furthermore, numerous particles are distributed in and on the skeleton of CoNC.
In the TEM image shown in Figure 1b, several nanoparticles ranging from 15 nm to 40 nm can be
observed in CoNC. From HR-TEM in Figure 1c, these nanoparticles are encapsulated in the CoNC
skeleton and possess lattice spacing of 0.212 nm corresponding to Co particles. Raman spectra were
applied to assess the defects of as-prepared materials. As shown in Figure 1d, Raman spectra of the
NC and CoNC both have two obvious peaks (denoted as D band and G band) located in 1350 cm−1

and 1590 cm−1, which correspond to local defects of carbon materials and graphite degree graphitic
in-plane vibration of the carbon materials, respectively. The intensity ratio of D band and G band
(ID/IG) indicates the defect degree of carbon materials. The ID/IG of the CoNC and NC is about 1.06
and 0.95, respectively, which suggests that the CoNC materials contain more defects in the carbon
skeleton than those of NC. Subsequently, the difference in morphology was further discussed via a
nitrogen adsorption-desorption measurement. Based on nitrogen adsorption-desorption isotherms
(Figure 1e), it can be noted that the CoNC possessed higher specific surface areas (~165 m2 g−1) than
that of NC (~106 m2 g−1). Likewise, the CoNC also showed the lowest average pore size (2.99 nm),
lower than that of NC (5.47 nm) (Figure 1f). The possible reason for the above phenomenon might be
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ascribed to the sharp shrinking of the carbon matrix and catalytic effect induced by transition metal
during the pyrolysis process [35,36].Catalysts 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 9 
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results corresponded to the observation of the SEM and TEM images, suggesting that there are Co 
particles in CoNC. In a high-resolution C1s spectra of CoNC (Figure 2b), the detected peaks can be 
deconvoluted into 284.6 eV, 286.4 eV, 289.1 eV, and 285.4 eV, and each of them indicates the existence 
of C-C bond, C=O bond, O-C=O, and C-N bond in CoNC, respectively. Among these element peaks, 
the existence of a C-N bond implies the successful doping of N elements into the carbon skeleton. 
Subsequently, the types of N doped in carbon materials can be studied by high-resolution N1s 
spectra. As shown in Figure 2c, the N1s spectra can be fitted well with 398.4 eV, 399.2 eV, and 402.2 
eV, which represent pyridinic-N, pyrrolic-N, and graphitic-N, respectively. It should be noted that 
the pyridinic-N is the first place where carbon-based ORR catalyst absorbs O2 and starts the ORR [37–
40]. Meanwhile, the graphitic-N can become the electron-donor and facilitate charge mobility. As 
shown in Figure 2c and Figure S2, the CoNC material has a higher proportion of pyridinic-N and 
graphitic-N in N species than that of the NC material, which could further suggest that the CoNC is 
able to provide more efficient ORR performance than the NC.  
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Figure 1. The SEM and TEM images of cobalt nitrogen co-doped carbon material (CoNC) (a–c). Raman
spectra (d), N2 adsorption/desorption isotherms (e) and the corresponding pore size (f).

The chemical states of as-prepared catalysts were studied by X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy
(XPS). As shown in Figure 2a, the spectrum of CoNC contains four significant peaks with locations at
285 eV, 533 eV, 400 eV, and 782 eV corresponding to the C, O, N, Co elements, respectively. These results
corresponded to the observation of the SEM and TEM images, suggesting that there are Co particles in
CoNC. In a high-resolution C1s spectra of CoNC (Figure 2b), the detected peaks can be deconvoluted
into 284.6 eV, 286.4 eV, 289.1 eV, and 285.4 eV, and each of them indicates the existence of C-C bond,
C=O bond, O-C=O, and C-N bond in CoNC, respectively. Among these element peaks, the existence
of a C-N bond implies the successful doping of N elements into the carbon skeleton. Subsequently,
the types of N doped in carbon materials can be studied by high-resolution N1s spectra. As shown
in Figure 2c, the N1s spectra can be fitted well with 398.4 eV, 399.2 eV, and 402.2 eV, which represent
pyridinic-N, pyrrolic-N, and graphitic-N, respectively. It should be noted that the pyridinic-N is the
first place where carbon-based ORR catalyst absorbs O2 and starts the ORR [37–40]. Meanwhile, the
graphitic-N can become the electron-donor and facilitate charge mobility. As shown in Figure 2c and
Figure S2, the CoNC material has a higher proportion of pyridinic-N and graphitic-N in N species than
that of the NC material, which could further suggest that the CoNC is able to provide more efficient
ORR performance than the NC.
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2.2. Electrocatalytic Characteristics and Active Sites

The electrocatalytic activities of the four as-prepared samples were first investigated via cyclic
voltammetry (CV) tests performed via an electrochemical workstation (CHI 750e) with three-electrode
systems. As shown in Figure 3a and Figure S3, NC and CoNC show obvious redox peaks located at
0.69 V and 0.81 V vs. RHE at O2-saturated KOH solution, and no obvious redox peak can be observed
in CV curves at Ar-saturated KOH solution. This indicates that these redox peaks are formed by the
ORR process. The CoNC catalyst possesses the positive ORR redox peak, which is comparable to the
redox peak (0.82 V vs. RHE) shown in Pt/C (Figure 3b).
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KOH solution.

To further study the catalytic activities and ORR kinetics of the as-prepared catalysts, linear
sweep voltammetry (LSV) tests were characterized with an rotating disk electrode (RDE) electrode.
As shown in corresponding LSV curves (Figure 4a,b, the bar plot corresponds to current density and
the line corresponds to onset potential), CoNC shows the higher positive onset potential (0.86V vs.
RHE) and limiting current density (4.91 mA cm−2) than the PC (0.78 V, 4.33 mA cm−2) and NC (0.84 V,
4.32 mA cm−2) catalysts. Furthermore, these properties of CoNC are comparable to the benchmark
catalyst of Pt/C, for which the onset potential and limiting current density are shown as 0.9 V and
5.67 mA cm−2, respectively.

As numerous works reported, ORR has two major pathways to reduce oxygen into water—the
two-electron pathway and the four-electron pathway, respectively. In the four-electron pathway,
oxygen is directly reduced to water and is able to provide more positive potential during the ORR
process, whereas the two-electron pathway first reduces O2 to H2O2 then further reduces it to water.
Thus, in order to investigate the catalytic pathway for CoNC, the ORR kinetics of CoNC were studied
with RDE at different rotating speeds ranging from 100 rpm to 2500 rpm (Figure 4c). As shown in
Figure 4d, LSV curves combined with the Koutecky-Lecich (K-L) equation are able to obtain several
K-L plots at different potentials, which exhibits good parallelism and linearity, suggesting a first-order
reaction toward ORR. The calculated electron transfer number is 3.73, which closed to the theoretical
value 4, and suggests the four-electron dominant pathway during ORR. Meanwhile, Pt/C also shows
the four-electron dominant pathway as electron transfer number (n = 4.03) calculated from K-L plots
(Figure S4). For further study in ORR kinetic for CoNC, the rotating ring-disk electrode (RRDE)
was used for testing the H2O2 productivity and electron transfer numbers while catalyzing ORR.
As shown in Figure S5, CoNC produces a low proportion of H2O2 (less than 11.8%) and high electron
transfer numbers (about 3.84) when ORR is carried out, while Pt/C shows 5.4% of H2O2 productivity
and a 4.02 electron transfer number. These results elaborate that CoNC possesses the remarkable
ORR catalytic activities in alkaline media and has the potential to be applied in metal-air batteries.
The long-time durability tests were carried out by chronoamperometry measurement at 900 rpm in
O2-saturated 0.l M KOH. As shown in Figure S6, after a 15000 s long-time durability test, the CoNC is
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still able to provide 94.82% of initial current density, while the Pt/C can only maintain 76.64% of initial
current density. This indicates that CoNC holds excellent long-term durability, which further benefits
the stability of batteries assembled with CoNC.Catalysts 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 9 
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Subsequently, the home-built Al-air batteries were assembled with CoNC and Pt/C in order
to demonstrate the practical application performance of catalysts. As shown in Figure 5a, the
polarization curves of Al-air batteries were first used for estimating the capability of Al-air batteries.
The corresponding power density calculated from the polarization curve of CoNC shows that the
maximum power density it can provide is 32.24 mW cm−2, while the maximum power density for
Al-air batteries assembled with Pt/C is 43.70 mW cm−2. The electrochemical impedance spectroscopy
(EIS) was used to analyze the resistance in Al-air batteries. As calculated by the Nyquist plots in
Figure S7, the internal resistance of the Al-air battery with CoNC is 3.46 Ω, which is comparable to
that of the battery with 20 wt% Pt/C (3.29 Ω). In order to assess the long-term working property of
the battery, the galvanostatic discharge performance was tested in a constant current of 20 mA cm−2

(Figure 5b). After a 5000 s test, the voltages of batteries with CoNC and Pt/C decreased 0.04 V and
0.21 V, respectively, and the voltages of batteries with CoNC remained at the constant discharge voltage
of 1.17 V at 20 mA cm−2. The superior durability of batteries assembled with CoNC can be attributed
to the excellent catalytic durability of CoNC.
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3. Experimental Section

3.1. Preparation of Co and N Co-Doped Biocarbon

The Co and N co-doped biocarbon is synthesized by a one-step pyrolysis method. Specifically,
a mixture of chitin (2 g, MYM biological technology company limited, Nanjing, China), CoCl2·H2O
(0.6 g, Fuchen chemical reagents factory, Tianjin, China) and urea (2 g, Beijing Chemical Works, Beijing,
China) were ground thoroughly and dissolved into 40 mL of deionized water. Then the mixture was
stirred overnight with a string speed of 600 rpm to form a homogeneous solution that was then dried
at 60 ◦C for 48 h. Subsequently, the resulting sample was pyrolyzed at 800 ◦C for 1 h at a heating
rate of 5 ◦C min−1 (Sager SG-GS1700). The resultant powder, N and Co co-doped biocarbon material,
was denoted as CoNC. As controls, directly carbonized chitin (PC) and N-doped bio-carbon (NC)
without any Co, were also prepared by the same method. For comparison, 20 wt% Pt/C was prepared
and the loading for Pt was about 20 µg cm−2.

3.2. Physicochemical Characterization

The morphologies of as-prepared catalysts were studied by scanning electron microscopy (SEM)
with a JEOL JSM-7500F field emission scanning electron microscope and transmission electron
microscope (TEM) with a JEOL-2010 electron microscope operating at 200 kV. X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS) was performed on ESCALAB 250Xi (Thermo Scientific, Shanghai, China). A laser
microscope system (B&W TEK BTC 162E) with an exciting laser of 532 nm was applied to study
the Raman shifts. Then, the specific surface area and pore size were studied via automated
gas sorption analyzer (ASAP 2020M-Physisoprtion Analyzer, Changchun, China) at 77 K. The
Brunauer–Emmett–Teller method was used to calculate the specific surface area and the pore size.

3.3. Electrochemical Measurements

The electrochemical measurements were carried on a CHI 750E electrochemical workstation system
with a typical three-electrode cell in 0.1 M KOH solution at room temperature. Glassy carbon electrode,
Ag/AgCl, and Pt wire were used as a working electrode, reference electrode, and counter electrode,
respectively. The catalyst inks were prepared by ultrasonically dispersing 5 mg of as-prepared catalysts,
5 mg of carbon black, and 50 µL of Nafion in 1 mL of ethanol. Then, 20 µL well-dispersed catalyst
inks were loaded on a working electrode (5.5 mm diameter), leading to a 100 µg cm−2 catalyst loading.
The as-prepared electrodes were dried completely at room temperature before the electrochemical
tests. Cyclic voltammetry (CV) was measured in O2- and Ar-saturated 0.1 M KOH electrolyte with a
scan rate of 10 mV s−1. For the ORR kinetics study, the linear sweep voltammetry (LSV) tests were
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performed at rotating rates from 100 to 2500 in O2-saturated electrolyte with a scan speed of 10 mV s−1.
The long-time durability of catalysts was tested in O2-saturated 0.l M KOH by chronoamperometry.

The electrons transfer number during ORR was analyzed from RDE measurements by using the
following Koutecky-Lecich (K-L) equations (Equations (1) and (2)):

j−1 = jK−1 + jL−1 = jK−1 + B−1ω−1/2 (1)

B = 0.2FC0(D0)
2/3v−1/6 (2)

where jL and jK are the limiting current for the electrode reaction of reactive species by the diffusion-
controlled process and the kinetic current, respectively. F (96486.4 C mol−1) is the Faraday constant,
n is the electron transfer number, C0* (1.2 × 10−6 mol cm−3) is the concentration of O2 in 0.1 M KOH
solution, D0 (1.9 × 10−5 cm2 s−1) is the diffusion coefficient of O2 in 0.1 M KOH,ω (rad s−1) is rotation
rate and v (0.01 cm2 s−1) is the kinematic viscosity of the electrolyte [41,42].

3.4. Al-Air Battery Tests

The measurements of Al-air batteries were tested via home-built electrochemical cells. Al plate
(99% purity) and 6 M KOH aqueous solution were used as the anode and electrolyte, respectively.
A cathode was prepared by catalyst layer, carbon cloth (middle layer), carbon-based layer, and the
diffusion layer. The mixture of carbon black and 40% Polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) was coated
onto carbon cloth to form a carbon-based layer that prevents penetration of PTFE in the following
process. A diffusion layer was prepared by applying a 60% PTFE layer coating on the carbon-based
layer and heating it at 370 ◦C for 20 min. Subsequently, a catalyst layer was prepared by loading a
mixture of CoNC, 5% Nafion, and ethanol on the other side of the carbon cloth (25 mg cm−2). For
comparison, the Al-air battery that used commercial Pt/C as an air cathode was fabricated via the
same procedures. The polarization curves and long-term discharge performances were tested by
electrochemical workstation (CHI 750E) under air atmosphere.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, a low-cost method was developed to synthesize efficient ORR catalyst derived
from chitin. The biomass-derived electrocatalyst (CoNC) possesses high specific surface area,
which contributes to enhanced ORR performance, and shows good ORR catalytic activities during ORR
in alkaline media. In addition, Al-air batteries equipped with CoNC electrocatalyst show good power
density and excellent long-term discharging durability, which is attributed to the efficient catalytic
activities of CoNC. This work paves a new way for mass production of low-cost ORR catalyst and the
utilization of biomass product.
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