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1 Department of Inorganic Chemical Technology and Nonmetals, Faculty of Chemical Engineering and
Technology, University of Zagreb, Marulićev trg 20, 10000 Zagreb, Croatia
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Abstract: For p-type semiconductor nanoparticles, such as the cobalt oxide spinel, enhancing the
nanoparticle geometry can expose more of the surface and bring up the sensitivity and applicability,
pointing to even more advantageous behaviour in comparison to n-type semiconductors which
are known for a somewhat faster reactivity. Here, we present a strategy that relies on fostering a
simple synthetic route that can deliver reasonably or comparably performing p-type-semiconducting
partially 1D-Co3O4 material prepared under less technically and economically demanding conditions.
Structurally monophasic Co3O4 nanoparticles with a spinel structure were indicated by powder
X-ray diffraction, while the presence of traces of organic-phase residuals in otherwise chemically
homogeneous material was observed by Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy. Scanning elec-
tron microscopy further showed that the observed fine nanoparticle matter formed agglomerates
with the possible presence of rod-like formations. Interestingly, using transmission electron mi-
croscopy, it was possible to reveal that the agglomerates of the fine nanoparticulated material were
actually nanostructured, i.e., the presence of 1D-shaped Co3O4 rods embedded in fine nanopar-
ticulated matrix was confirmed. In conjunction with the N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms,
discussion about the orientation, exposure of nanostructured rod domains, and derivative geometry
parameters was possible. The nanostructured Co3O4 material was shown to be stable up to 800 ◦C
whereat the decomposition to CoO takes place. The specific surface area of the nanostructured
sample was raised. For the purpose of testing the photoactivity of the prepared samples, simple
sorption/photodegradation tests using methylene blue as the model pollutant were performed.
The degradation performance of the prepared nanostructured Co3O4 was better described by a
pseudo-second-order fit, suggesting that the prepared material is worth further development toward
improved and stable immobilized photocatalysts.

Keywords: cobalt spine; p-semiconductor; photocatalysts; nanostructured; transmission electron
microscopy

1. Introduction

Semiconducting materials based on mixed metal oxides are convenient for application
as gas sensors, photocatalysts, or photovoltaics, due to some of their unique properties
but also some quite general advantages. Namely, gas sensors require materials with a
vapour-sensitive surface, photocatalytic systems require materials with an oxygen-sensitive
surface, and photovoltaic devices require materials with a photon-sensitive surface. The
unique properties are specific electronic structure properties yielding specific bandgaps
and specific surface reactivity conditions, while general advantages are the ability to be
derived over a low-price synthesis, into a robust material, whose thermodynamics and
reaction mechanisms are well known and are widely applicable.

Among various metal-oxide-based materials for interaction with harmful or toxic gases,
various n-type semiconductor materials (SnO2, ZnO, TiO2, WO3, In2O3, and Fe2O3) [1–3] and
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p-type semiconductor materials (NiO, CuO, Mn3O4, and Co3O4) [4–7] have emerged. Hav-
ing the equivalent morphologies, n-type semiconductors are known for a somewhat faster
reactivity (response), leading to a considerably lower amount of p-type semiconductor-
related reports [7]. Among those, a cobalt oxide (Co3O4) spinel is found. It is a mixed-
valence spinel of CoO and Co2O3 with a high-oxygen-content, p-type semiconductor with
an indirect band gap in the range between 1.6 and 2.2 eV. Its p-type conductivity originates
from oxygen over-stoichiometry caused by metal vacancies as well as excess interstitial
oxygen. As previously suggested, Co3O4 is studied for application in energy storage [8],
catalysis [9], sensors [10], electrochemistry [11], magnetism [12], and gas sensing. For
example, catalytic and sensing fields of application for Co3O4 heavily rely on surface
performance which, in turn, heavily relates to morphologic properties and thermal stability
properties. Specifically, for photocatalytic performance, operation occurs under ambient
conditions; for sensing performance, the operation is usually at elevated temperatures
above 200 ◦C; for catalytic performance, operations at even higher temperatures are re-
quired [8–10]. We bring about the necessity to enhance the investigation of morphology
development and thermal stability in order to show the importance of Co3O4 p-type mate-
rial for the abovementioned application. Namely, when electrons become trapped, charge
carrier pairs are created. Under ambient conditions, oxygen species readily adsorb at the
Co3O4 surface, causing the creation of additional charge carriers at the surface. Oxidizing
gases other than the atmospheric oxygen, O2, for example, ozone or nitrous oxide, generally
tend to enhance this effect, while reducing gases tend to decrease this effect, both of which
affect surface conductivity, i.e., yield a qualitative and quantitative electric signal [7,13].
Finally, the materials can be utilised in constituents of the photovoltaic devices.

There are a lot of routes reported on how to prepare Co3O4 nanoparticles [14]. In gen-
eral, the majority of them rely on complex, toxic, or expensive precursors, time-demanding
or high-temperature processing, etc. [14]. Therefore, the solvothermal route has been recog-
nised and is a significant milestone for simple, affordable, and convenient preparation of
Co3O4 nanoparticles with high purity and homogeneity [14]. To reach the area of advanced
materials, conventional Co3O4 nanoparticles have to be nanostructured to increase the ma-
terial’s specific surface area and pore volume [15,16]. In the following sections, we discuss
Co3O4 nanostructures according to their performance for superstructured morphologies
from zero-dimensional (0D) nanoparticles to three-dimensional (3D) networks, but with a
focus on 1D nanoformations. Among nanostructured Co3O4 materials, the architectures of
1D Co3O4 nanorods, hollow nanotubes, porous nanowires, and nanofibers were evidenced
as promising for advanced materials application. Of all the three mentioned areas where
the Co3O4 nanostructures can be utilised, the material performance greatly depends on the
material’s morphology and assembly. Thus, reports on the morphological control, including
crystal size, external shape, surface structure, crystal orientation, controllable pore, stacking
manners, aspect ratios, and even crystalline densities, are highly interesting [17,18].

Porous structures were found to be beneficial for gas sensing on behalf of increasing
the surface reactive sites and facilitating the diffusion of target gases. One-dimensional
nanofibers containing widely necked particles were more advantageous for achieving a
high gas-sensing response with the less-elongated nanofibers showing more narrow inter-
particle contacts [19]; in addition, hydrothermally derived mesoporous, macroporous, and
1D Co3O4 materials can have several times more effective gas-sensing than their isotropic
0D nanoparticle counterparts [20]. Choi et al. controlled the solvothermal reaction to
yield cobalt-containing precursors in the form of nanorods, nanosheets, and nanocubes
and converted all of them into nanostructured Co3O4 without morphological variation;
they observed better gas-sensing responses, which was attributed to the less agglomerated
nanostructures [21].

Co3O4 has been considered as a convenient candidate for the photodegradation of or-
ganic dyes in wastewater treatment due to its thermodynamic stability and other favourable
properties such as low cost, easy preparation, and environmental friendliness [22]. As
conventional wastewater treatment cannot completely degrade the pollutants down to non-
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hazardous substances, advanced oxidation processes (AOPs) were introduced as convenient
tools for eliminating various organic pollutants from water under UV–VIS irradiation in the
presence of photocatalysts [23]. In contrast to the widely used TiO2-based materials, Co3O4
has a narrower band gap (in the VIS part of the solar spectra, around 2 eV), better surface
availability, and beneficial physical and chemical properties. The water contaminated with
organic dyes discharged by various industries such as paint, textiles, paper, and plastics
poses a great threat to the environment [24]. Co3O4 nanoparticles exhibit enhanced catalytic
activity compared to bulk Co3O4, because of their large surface-to-volume ratio, size- and
shape-dependent properties, and high concentration of under-coordinated active surface
sites [22,25]. In comparison to other metal oxides, the performance of Co3O4 nanoparticles
has been shown as advantageous many times [26–28]. Therefore, it is of great importance
to control the preparation of nanosized Co3O4. Nanostructured Co3O4 has even been used
in all-oxide heterojunction photovoltaics [29,30].

All the above results suggest that porous 1D nanostructured Co3O4 can easily serve as
a highly performing material because of its high specific surface area. To prepare specifically
1D Co3O4 nanoparticles, one can use the template approach, which is, again, complex or
slow, whereas direct chemical deposition, electrospinning, hydrothermal, and solvothermal
synthesis are more favourable. Nanostructured Co3O4 can be prepared via intermediate
cobalt carbonate, cobalt hydroxide, and cobalt carbonate-hydroxide, where, during their
thermal annealing, the morphology becomes preserved [31–33]. It was shown that on
behalf of co-precipitation followed by calcination, small nanorods 6–8 nm in diameter
and 20–30 nm in length can be prepared [34]. It was found that the temperature of the
solvothermal processing was the most important parameter for achieving the rhombic
shape of the nanostructured 1D particles [35].

Here, we report on the simple course of solvothermal synthesis of Co3O4 that allowed
the preparation of nanostructured formations in the matrix. The characterisation methods
focused on describing compositional and structural aspects of the derived material. The
foremost important was the description of the morphologic parameters with respect to
thermal stability, both of which are fundamental for photocatalytic or photovoltaic or
sensing applications. Photocatalytic efficiency was confirmed under some restrictions, but
more importantly, high sorption efficiency was confirmed, which can be further optimized.

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Phase Development and Thermal Evolution

Figure 1 presents the PXRD pattern of the sample synthesized by the solvothermal
method. Observed diffraction peaks at 19.00, 31.27, 36.85, 38.54, 44.81, 55.66, 59.36, 65.24,
and 68.63◦2θ correspond to (111), (220), (311), (222), (400), (422), (511), (440), and (531)
planes of cubic Co3O4 (ICDD PDF#42-1467). There are no residual peaks corresponding to
other cobalt oxide phases or unassigned peaks. As can be seen, the diffraction peaks are
broad due to the nanosized crystallites. The average spinel crystallite size was calculated
by the Scherrer method and yielded 65 nm. The diffractogram was fitted and, using ICDD
data, the aspect ratio of the peaks was compared. The comparison coefficient of 0.996 for the
(220) plane suggests complete concordance with the isotropic particle configuration of the
ICDD reference. However, the comparison coefficient of 0.706 for the (400) plane suggests
the opposite. It seems that the particles in the samples are statistically not isotropic. At this
point, the attempts to describe the exact aspect ratio to 1D or 2D configuration would be
too speculative.

Figure 2 shows the FTIR spectra of the synthesized nanoparticles in the wavenumber
range of 700–500 cm−1. Two strong bands at 660 and 560 cm−1 were observed. Bands
at 660 and 560 cm−1 are due ν(Co–O) modes and are typical for crystalline Co3O4 [36].
Namely, Co3O4 is a mixed-valence compound having a spinel structure with oxygen atoms
arranged in a cubic close-packed structure where Co2+ occupies tetragonal while Co3+

takes the octahedral interstices [17]. Therefore, the peak at 660 cm−1 is attributed to the
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tetrahedrally coordinated Co2+, while the peak at 560 cm−1 can be assigned to octahedrally
coordinated Co3+ [37].
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Figure 2. Infrared ATR spectrum of the prepared Co3O4 nanoparticles.

Thermal evolution and thermal behaviour of the derived nanoparticles were inves-
tigated by simultaneous thermal analysis that inherently provides us with more relevant
information. Namely, the whole course of the sample evolution was monitored rather than
properties at a given discrete state as with other methods, which makes the pinpointing of
applicability ranges much more possible in order for adjustments in future experiments.
Figure 3 shows TG and DTA curves in the temperature range between 25 ◦C and 1000 ◦C,
recorded with a constant heating rate of 10 ◦C min−1. The removal of the persisting
solvents and adsorbed water is responsible for the first two endothermic peaks on the
DTA curve, which are accompanied with minor mass loss observable on the TG curve.
Following this, a somewhat stronger endotherm and mass loss are observed and ascribed
to the decomposition of the remaining impurities related with precursors residuals. With
the further increase in the heating, in the temperature range between 820 ◦C and 910 ◦C,
one can observe a strong exotherm followed by considerable mass loss. These features are
a consequence of the cobalt oxide spinel decomposition to cobalt (II) oxide [38]. Octahedral
Co3+ cations undergo reduction due to the surface oxygen release at elevated temperatures
in lean oxygen environments [39]. The reaction entropy is dominated by the oxygen gas
release and the Gibbs energy of reaction products is decreased [40]. The sample mass loss
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in this temperature range is 6%, which indeed roughly fits the oxygen loss in the spinel
decomposition process following the equation:

Co3O4 → 3CoO + 1/2O2 (1)
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2.2. Morphological Characteristics

Figure 4 shows representative SEM micrographs taken at different magnifications.
As can be seen, the sample consists of agglomerated particles. Higher magnifications
enable closer inspection that reveals that the agglomerates actually consist of much finer
particles with nonuniform nonisotropic particle shape. The agglomerates are similar in
size; the magnification of the SEM micrographs is not sufficient to discuss the particle
size distribution of the domains within the agglomerates beyond any doubt. However, it
may be said that the particles forming agglomerates seem to have a narrow particle size
distribution in the submicron range. Interestingly, one can observe that the mentioned
domains may be elongated in shape. For more detail, TEM is necessary.
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The transmission electron microscopy is much more revealing towards shape and size
distribution of the particles that form the agglomerates. Only for the purpose of comparison
of nanostructured cobalt oxide with conventional cobalt oxide nanoparticles in TEM, we
prepared conventional cobalt oxide nanoparticles at a much lower temperature than of
the solvothermal reaction. Figure 5a–d show those nanoparticles; the agglomerates are
dispersed relatively successfully, so the domain particles are predominately isotropic with
a quite narrow particle size distribution with size values centred at 25 nm. Nanoformations
with specific aspect ratios (1D, 2D) are not evidenced.
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Figure 5. Transmission electron microscopy micrographs of the conventional Co3O4 nanoparticles:
(a) Co3O4 nanoparticle matrix; (b) Co3O4 nanoparticle agglomerate; (c) Co3O4 nanoparticles fringes,
and (d) Co3O4 nanoparticle agglomerates at lower magnification.

Figure 6a–d show TEM micrographs for the nanostructured cobalt oxide spinel. In this
case, the micrographs show a completely different appearance of the particles, solvother-
mally derived at the temperature of 235 ◦C. The average particle size distributions seem
to be somewhat greater than in the case of conventional nanoparticles. In this case, one
may say that some matrix is retained with more or less the same nanoparticle shape and
size distribution; however, a plethora of nanoformations with a specific aspect ratio, i.e.,
nanorods, that are embedded in the matrix are observed. The nanorods actually range from
elongated particles, nanoplates, or nanorods about 30 nm in diameter and 2–3 times the
length, to nanowires about 10 nm in diameter and up to 10 times the length.

Catalysts 2022, 12, 1162 6 of 13 
 

 

The transmission electron microscopy is much more revealing towards shape and 

size distribution of the particles that form the agglomerates. Only for the purpose of com-

parison of nanostructured cobalt oxide with conventional cobalt oxide nanoparticles in 

TEM, we prepared conventional cobalt oxide nanoparticles at a much lower temperature 

than of the solvothermal reaction. Figure 5a–d show those nanoparticles; the agglomerates 

are dispersed relatively successfully, so the domain particles are predominately isotropic 

with a quite narrow particle size distribution with size values centred at 25 nm. Nanofor-

mations with specific aspect ratios (1D, 2D) are not evidenced.  

 

Figure 5. Transmission electron microscopy micrographs of the conventional Co3O4 nanoparticles: 

(a) Co3O4 nanoparticle matrix; (b) Co3O4 nanoparticle agglomerate; (c) Co3O4 nanoparticles fringes, 

and (d) Co3O4 nanoparticle agglomerates at lower magnification. 

Figure 6a–d show TEM micrographs for the nanostructured cobalt oxide spinel. In this 

case, the micrographs show a completely different appearance of the particles, solvother-

mally derived at the temperature of 235 °C. The average particle size distributions seem 

to be somewhat greater than in the case of conventional nanoparticles. In this case, one 

may say that some matrix is retained with more or less the same nanoparticle shape and 

size distribution; however, a plethora of nanoformations with a specific aspect ratio, i.e., 

nanorods, that are embedded in the matrix are observed. The nanorods actually range 

from elongated particles, nanoplates, or nanorods about 30 nm in diameter and 2–3 times 

the length, to nanowires about 10 nm in diameter and up to 10 times the length. 

 

Figure 6. Transmission electron microscopy micrographs of the nanostructured Co3O4 formations: 

(a) 1D Co3O4 nanoformations; (b) ordered 1D Co3O4 nanorods; (c) fringes for 1D Co3O4 nanofor-

mations, and (d) 1D Co3O4 nanoformations agglomerates at lower magnification. 

This nanostructured 1D morphology is particularly obvious from the micrographs in 

Figure 7a–c. Microscopy results point to lower sizes of the particles than the PXRD for the 

Figure 6. Transmission electron microscopy micrographs of the nanostructured Co3O4 formations:
(a) 1D Co3O4 nanoformations; (b) ordered 1D Co3O4 nanorods; (c) fringes for 1D Co3O4 nanoforma-
tions, and (d) 1D Co3O4 nanoformations agglomerates at lower magnification.

This nanostructured 1D morphology is particularly obvious from the micrographs
in Figure 7a–c. Microscopy results point to lower sizes of the particles than the PXRD for
the crystallites. Considering microscopy does not give average nor statistical values and
considering that Scherrer is not sensitive to the crystallite aspect ratio, we think that the
discrepancy between PXRD crystallite and TEM particle size determination does not exist.
In addition, TEM diffraction was omitted as PXRD did not even suggest the presence of
phases other than the cobalt oxide spinel. Overall, from the micrographs of the cobalt oxide
spinel, one must expect considerable specific surface and thereof surface reactivity.
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Figure 7. Transmission electron microscopy high-magnification micrographs of the prepared
1D nanostructured Co3O4 formations: (a) 1D Co3O4 nanoformations in nanoparticulated ma-
trix; (b) visible fringes for 1D Co3O4 at higher magnification; (c) 1D Co3O4 nanoformations at
higher magnification.

The nitrogen adsorption–desorption isotherm of the prepared nanostructured powder
is shown in Figure 8. The isotherms follow type V adsorption–desorption, which com-
plies with the mesoporous microstructure. Adsorption in mesoporous materials normally
occurs in multilayers and is followed by capillary condensation that takes place in the
mesopores. Such a condensation process is accompanied with characteristic hysteresis
of the isotherms. In this particular case, the appearance of the hysteresis loop resembles
the H1 type. Agglomerates or spherical particles arranged in a uniform way often make
relatively connected pores with cylindrical geometry with relatively high pore size and
high pore uniformity, all of which is typical for the H1 hysteresis loop [41]. Using the BET
method, the specific surface area of 44.7 m2 g−1 was calculated. Using the BJH method from
the desorption branch of nitrogen isotherms, the pore size distribution of the nanofeatured
powder was calculated. The material shows a wide bimodal pore size distribution with
an average pore diameter of 20 nm, which is consistent with the nanostructured cobalt
oxide spinel nanoformations embedded within the isotropic and agglomerated cobalt oxide
spinel nanoparticles.
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2.3. Intermediate Functional Properties

We performed only a simple study to prove the activity of the surface by testing the
photoactivity. For the test, the photodegradation efficiency experiment was performed
using the simplest setup and basic dye. The change in the dye concentration vs. reaction
time (30 min in dark and 60 min of irradiation) was measured. Figure 9 presents the MB dye
degradation ratio. Considerable degradation activity was noted in the first 30 min of the
process and was attributed to sorption in the dark. After an additional 60 min of irradiation,
the nanostructured cobalt oxide photocatalyst reached almost complete photodegradation.
Both the adsorption and the photodegradation part of the experiment were governed by the
small amount of the sample available, so the experimental setup with respect to the available
reaction chamber was scaled down to the best of our capabilities. Therefore, we were
able to collect a relatively small amount of concentration measurement of the dye for the
experiment graph (Figure 9). The data were fitted to pseudo-first- and pseudo-second-order
kinetic processes. The constant (k) was obtained from the slope of the linear fit −ln(C/Co)
vs. reaction time, and for the pseudo-second from the linear fit (1/C − 1/Co) vs. reaction
time. The kinetic constant of k = 0.00155 ± 0.00021 L·mg–1·min–1 and the R2 = 94.569%
were better for the pseudo-second-order, indicating that our photocatalytic process was
governed by more factors than just the pollutant concentration, such as light intensity and
by-products formation [42]. We consider that it serves as a point for indicating the sorption
and photocatalytic activity, but does not allow discussion of the reaction mechanisms.
Namely, it is necessary to point out that the experiment surely suffers from some loss
(filter-related losses for each measurement of the concentration) of the powdered material,
so the results must be taken relatively, i.e., absolute values for adsorption in the dark may
be marginally underestimated but the absolute values for subsequent photodegradation are
surely underestimated. Hence, the values for sorption activity are probably quite believable
but the values for the extent of the photocatalytic activity of the nanostructured cobalt
oxide spinel can only serve as an indicator. Because of the abovementioned boundaries,
conducting and comparing the sorption/degradation experiment for the isotropic and
nanostructured cobalt oxide spinel nanoparticles does not make sense. Despite the goal
of this experiment being just to point to the existence of the surface-related photoactivity
of the cobalt oxide spinel nanoparticles, the observed sorption activity is likely a far
better indicator of the enhanced specific surface properties of the nanostructured cobalt
oxide spinel.
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In conclusion, previous characterisation results, including sorption/catalytic efficiency,
nominate the developed nanostructured cobalt oxide materials for the photocatalytic) ap-
plication, especially for the degradation of harmful organic dyes. We wanted to test the
gas-sensing performance as well but we encountered the boundaries of our system. Basi-
cally, the mass yield of our reactor was small, and thus, we were unable to collect sufficient
mass to go through an optimisation process (trials and errors to match optimal content of
the additives) for the preparation of films (of sufficient lateral size to accommodate heaters
for sensing at temperatures normally above 300 ◦C and electrodes for electric performance
testing) by tape casting (inherently a material-inefficient processing for small batches) [43].
Thus, some compromises in the context of the reactors for synthesis and testing are nec-
essary to facilitate the desired scale-up of the material for gas sensing application, which
nevertheless, are considered worth further development. It would be great if we could
have performed sensing performance tests, but we consider that the demonstrated photo-
catalytically beneficial performance proved the viability of the prepared material. Reaching
out to the synthesis and deposition route of Co3O4 films in a single step would resolve the
mentioned limitations and allow more reasonable scale-up efforts.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Materials

The modified procedure was used for the synthesis [36]. Briefly, 10 mL of 0.1 M
ammonia (NH4OH, p.a. Kemika, Zagreb, Croatia) solution was slowly added to the
10 mL of 0.025 M nitrate solution prepared by dissolving cobalt nitrate hexahydrate
(Co(NO3)2 × 6H2O, p.a. Kemika, Zagreb, Croatia) in demineralized water. After stirring
for 30 min, the mixture was transferred in a 50 mL centrifuge tube and cobalt hydroxide
precipitate was separated by centrifugation at 3500 rpm for 5 min. The precipitate was
washed with deionized water and centrifuged. This procedure was repeated 6 times. Then,
the precipitate was transferred in a 20 mL Teflon-lined autoclave. An amount of 0.3 g of
sodium nitrate (NaNO3, p.a. Kemika, Zagreb, Croatia), 8 mL of methanol (CH3OH, p.a.
Kemika, Zagreb, Croatia), and 8 mL of deionized water were then added. An autoclave
was filled to 80% of the total volume and sealed, placed in a laboratory furnace, and heated
at 235 ◦C for 36 h. After cooling, the washing procedure was repeated six more times as
described previously. The derived materials were then dried at reduced pressure.
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3.2. Methods

The powder X-ray diffraction (PXRD) was accomplished using the diffractometer
XRD6000 (Shimadzu, Kyoto, Japan) with CuKα radiation at an accelerating voltage of
40 kV and current of 30 mA. Data were collected between 15 and 70◦ 2θ, in a step scan
mode with steps of 0.02◦ and a counting time of 0.6 s. The average crystallite size was
calculated from the broadening of the (311) diffraction peak using the Scherrer equation [44]:
d = kλ/(βcosθ), where d is the average crystallite diameter, k is the Scherrer constant (0.94),
λ is the X-ray wavelength (0.15418 nm), β is the full-width at half-height of the (311)
diffraction peak corrected for instrumental broadening, and θ is the diffraction angle.

IR spectra were acquired using the Fourier Transform Infrared (FTIR) spectrometer
Vertex 70 (Bruker, Billerica, MA, USA) in Attenuated Total Reflectance (ATR) mode. The
samples were pressed on a diamond prism and the absorbance data were collected between
400 and 4000 cm−1 with a spectral resolution of 1 cm−1 and average of 64 scans.

The morphology was investigated with a Vega EasyProbe3 (Tescan, Brno, Czech
Republic) Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) operating at 30 kV. Samples for SEM
characterization were fixed on a sample holder using double-sided carbon conductive tape,
and then gold-coated using a SC 7620 sputter coater (Quorum, East Sussex, Laughton, UK).

The morphology was investigated with a JEM-ARM200F (Jeol, Tokyo, Japan) Trans-
mission Electron Microscope (TEM). Powder samples for TEM characterization were ul-
trasonically dispersed and were placed on a copper mesh sample holder and subjected
to analysis.

Simultaneous Thermogravimetric and Differential Thermal Analysis (TG-DTA) was
accomplished using a STA 409C (Netzsch, Burlington, MA, USA). For the thermal analysis,
~50 mg of material was placed in Pt crucibles and heated at a rate of 10 ◦C min−1 to 1300 ◦C
in a synthetic air flow of 30 cm3 min−1, and α-alumina was used as a reference.

The surface area was determined by nitrogen gas adsorption–desorption isotherms
obtained at 77 K on ASAP-2000 equipment (Micromeritics Corporation, Norcross, GA, USA)
using the Brunauer–Emmet–Teller model (BET). The samples were previously degassed at
200 ◦C under a dynamic vacuum of 1.3·10−2 Pa. Pore size distributions were calculated
from desorption isotherms by the Barrett–Joyner–Halenda (BJH) model.

The photocatalytic activity was assessed using the methylene blue (MB) degradation
test. For the photodegradation kinetics investigation, 50 mL of 25 mgL−1 of MB solution
was poured in a borosilicate cylindrical glass vessel with a 50 mm diameter and 120 mm
height. A quartz glass tube was placed in the vessel. An amount of 50 mg of Co3O4 was
added to solution; thus, the photocatalyst concentration was 1 g L−1. A Pen Ray lamp
(Analytik Jena GMBH, Upland, CA, USA), with a radiation wavelength of 365 nm and
emission intensity of 2 mW cm−2, was placed inside the quartz tube. The solution was first
stirred for 30 min to establish adsorption equilibrium. After 30 min, the lamp was switched
on and the photodegradation experiment was carried out at 25 ◦C. In order to determine
the methylene blue concentration, aliquots of 4 mL were withdrawn from the suspension
at appropriate time intervals using a filter. The concentrations were determined using a
UV–VIS spectrophotometer Cary 1E (Varian Inc., Palo Alto, CA, USA). For monitoring the
concentration of MB, and hence its degradation, the absorption peak height at a wavelength
of 664 nm (where the maximum was) was used. The methylene blue concentration was
computed using the previously established calibration curve.

4. Conclusions

A facile and affordable course of synthesis for the preparation of nanostructured cobalt
oxide powders was shown in this study.

Diffraction analysis indicated the crystallisation of structurally monophasic Co3O4
nanoparticles with a spinel structure. Infrared spectroscopy showed traces of organic phase
in an otherwise chemically homogeneous material.

Scanning electron microscopy showed that the fine nanoparticle matter formed ag-
glomerates. Transmission electron microscopy revealed that the agglomerates of the fine
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nanoparticulated material actually consisted of 1D-shaped cobalt oxide spinel rods embed-
ded in a fine nanoparticulated matrix. Nitrogen adsorption–desorption isotherms gave a
sample-specific surface area of 44.7 m2 g−1 and enabled discussion of the orientation of
the nanostructured material domains, exposure of nanostructured rods, and derivative
geometry parameters. Thermal analysis showed that the nanostructured Co3O4 material
was stable up to 800 ◦C where decomposition to CoO was observed.

On behalf of basic sorption/degradation tests, it was shown that the prepared nanos-
tructured Co3O4 materials had a chemical and (micro)structural background suitable for
considering application as photocatalysts for the removal of the wastewater micropollu-
tants, but also for continuation of the development of a single-step preparing route that
would particularly favour gas-sensing application.
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