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Abstract: Fe-N-doped carbon (Fe-N-C)-based electrocatalysts are considered to be promising alterna-
tives to replace Pt-based catalysts for oxygen reduction reactions (ORR). Here, we reported a simple
and effective approach to prepare Fe-N-C-based electrocatalysts with the shape of two-dimensional
nanosheets (termed Fe/NCNSs) to enhance the ORR performance. Fe/NCNSs were prepared by the
calcination of Fe/Zn dual-metal ZIFs nanosheets as precursors. Benefiting from its higher specific
surface area, electrochemically active surface area, and proportion of pyridinic N and Fe-N, the
optimized Fe/NCNS showed excellent ORR performance both in acidic (E1/2 = 0.725 V vs. RHE) and
alkaline (E1/2 = 0.865 vs. RHE) media, being 23 mV more negative and 24 mV more positive than that
of a commercial Pt/C. The optimized Fe/NCNS also exhibited long durability. In addition, the Zn-air
battery with Fe/NCNS-1 and RuO2 as the air catalyst exhibited high power density (1590 mW cm−2

at a current density of 2250 mA cm−2) and superior charging/discharging durability.

Keywords: oxygen reduction reaction; electrocatalysts; ZIFs; Fe-N-C

1. Introduction

Zinc-air batteries (ZABs) are a next-generation promising energy conversion technol-
ogy due to their high energy conversion efficiency, low-cost and environmentally friendly
characteristics [1–3]. Nevertheless, the sluggish kinetics of the oxygen reduction reaction
(ORR) at the cathode limits their development [4–7]. Though Pt-based materials have
proved to be effective catalysts, their commercialization is impeded by their high cost,
poor methanol tolerance and CO deactivation. Therefore, there is an urgent need to ex-
plore efficient and low-cost nonprecious metal catalysts (NPMCs) to replace Pt. Among
NPMCs, Fe-N-doped carbon (Fe-N-C, N, nitrogen, C carbon)-based electrocatalysts are
of considerable interest due to their promising performance in ORR. Despite the progress
made, Fe-N-C-based electrocatalysts still need further development to take the place of
commercial Pt electrocatalysts, especially in acidic media.

To enhance the performance of ORR for Fe-N-C-based electrocatalysts, multiple charac-
teristics including the effective exposure of active sites, short diffusion distance for reactants
to active sites and fast electron transport are pivotal. Two-dimensional carbon materials,
such as graphenes or N-doped carbon nanosheets, have all the aforementioned advantages
to facilitate the ORR process [8–10]. Therefore, Fe-N-C-based electrocatalysts with the shape
of two-dimensional nanosheets are expected to exhibit efficient ORR performances due to
their easily accessible active sites, unique electronic properties, and large specific surface
areas. Zeolitic imidazolate frameworks (ZIFs) have an inherent N element and exhibit
zeolite-like structural topologies and regulable morphologies with exceptional thermal
and chemical stability, which are considered to be desirable precursors to fabricate porous
N-doped carbon-based functional materials [11,12]. For instance, Zhang et al. [13] presented
a defect-rich ultrathin Co(OH)2 nanoarray by etching ZIF-L-Co—the activity is 3–4 times
higher than that of the commercial RuO2 and superior to that of the reported exfoliated
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bimetallic catalysts. Guan et al. [14] synthesized a novel dual-metal 2D ZIF by introducing
surfactant (PVP)—the derived materials exhibited a power density of ~125.41 mW·cm−2

for a Zn-air battery with an extraordinary cyclability over 673 h.
Herein, we reported a simple and effective approach to prepare Fe-N-C-based elec-

trocatalysts with the shape of two-dimensional nanosheets (termed as Fe/NCNSs) by the
calcination of Fe/Zn dual-metal ZIF-8. The optimized Fe/NCNS exhibited outstanding
ORR activity and durability in both acidic and alkaline media. The half-wave potential of
the optimized Fe/NCNS was 0.725 V (all potentials were vs. RHE hereinafter) in acidic
media, and only 23 mV more negative than that of commercial Pt/C (0.748 V). Further,
the current density still preserved about 80% of its initial current density after 120 h in an
electrochemical stability test, superior to the commercial Pt/C and many other reported
catalysts. Likewise, the optimized Fe/NCNS also showed an excellent ORR performance
in alkaline media with a half-wave potential of 24 mV more positive than commercial
Pt/C and outstanding electrochemical stability. More importantly, the rechargeable Zn-air
battery using Fe/NCNS-1 as the air electrode exhibited high power density (1590 mW
cm−2 at a current density of 2250 mA cm−2), a low charge–discharge gap (0.63 V at 5 mA
cm−2) and long-term stability (over 300 cycles at 5 mA cm−2).

2. Results and Discussion

The schematic synthetic route is displayed in Scheme 1. Scanning electron microscope
(SEM) images in Figure S1 show that the prepared Fe/Zn-ZIFs exhibited the shape of two-
dimensional nanosheets. It can be observed that the aggregation of nanosheets began to
appear in Fe/Zn-ZIF-2, indicating that Fe played a role in morphology control. Fe/NCNSs
maintained their shape after carbonization (Figures 1a and S1). The transmission electron
microscope (TEM) image of Fe/NCNS-1 in Figure 1b further demonstrated its morphology
of nanosheets. Scattered nanoparticles were found in Fe/NCNS-1. The high-resolution
TEM (HRTEM) image in Figure 1c shows the lattice fringe of 0.202 nm in nanoparticles,
indexed as (110) plane of cubic Fe0, and demonstrating the Fe nanoparticles [15]. The lattice
spacing of carbon sheets on the edge of Fe nanoparticles was 0.36 nm, corresponding to the
(002) plane of graphitic carbon and illustrating that Fe nanoparticles were encapsulated
by several layers of graphite carbon. The distortion of the fringe can be clearly observed
(highlighted by a yellow circle) in Figure 2c. Structural defects have been reported to
be beneficial to the electrochemical performance [16] and the distortion was expected to
enhance the catalytic activities. The element distribution of Fe/NCNS-1 was investigated
by energy dispersive spectrum (EDS) elemental mapping analysis. As shown in Figure 1e–i,
C, N, O and Fe elements were well dispersed in Fe/NCNS-1.
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X-ray powder diffraction (XRD) was performed to characterize their composition
and chemical phase. As shown in Figure S2, Fe/Zn-ZIFs showed similar XRD patterns,
indicating that Fe3+ was absorbed on the surface of ZIFs or captured in the cavities [17].
XRD patterns of Fe/NCNSs in Figure 2a display that Fe/NCNSs exhibited two distinct
broad peaks at around 26◦ and 44◦, indexed as (002) and (101) planes of partially graphitized
carbon [18,19]. In the XRD pattern of Fe/NCNS-2, diffraction peaks at 44.8◦ and 82.3◦ were
ascribed to (110) and (211) planes of metallic Fe, and others corresponded to Fe3C (JCPDS
No. 35-0772) [20]. No obvious peaks relating to metallic Fe or Fe3C were observed in the
XRD pattern of Fe/NCNS-1, indicating that only a small amount of metallic Fe or Fe3C
formed in Fe/NCNS-1. Raman spectra of Fe/NCNSs are displayed in Figure 2b. The ID/IG
values of Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1 and Fe/NCNS-2 were 1.28, 1.25 and 1.24, respectively,
demonstrating their similar carbon structure.

N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms were used to investigate their specific surface
area and pore size distribution. Figure 2c depicts the characteristics of combined type II and
type IV isotherms, indicating the existence of micropores and mesopores [21]. The surface
areas of Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1 and Fe/NCNS-2 were 780.9, 740.4, and 329.9 m2·g−1,
respectively. It can be concluded that Fe not only played a role in morphology control
but also regulated the surface area of Fe/NCNS. The pore size distribution of Fe/NCNSs
mainly peaked at 1.7, 3.9 and 13.3 nm (Figure 2d), further demonstrating the co-existence
of micropores and mesopores. Compared with Fe/NCNS-0 and Fe/NCNS-2, Fe/NCNS-1
exhibited more mesopores, which were expected to offer more active sites [22].
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The X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) survey spectra of Fe/NCNSs in Figure S3
demonstrated the C 1s, N 1s, O 1s and Fe 2p peaks without other signals. Figure 2e gives
the high-resolution Fe 2p spectrum. The peaks at 710.8 and 725.4 eV were attributed to Fe
2p3/2 and 2p1/2 of Fe2+. Further, the binding energies of 714.4 and 732.8 eV were ascribed
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to Fe 2p3/2 and Fe 2p1/2 of Fe3+, respectively [21]. No Fe0 peak can be found in the split Fe
2p spectrum, probably due to the thick carbon layers covering the small Fe particles [23].
In Figure S3, the O 1s spectra of Fe/NCNSs can be split into two deconvoluted bands
at 531.8 and 533.3 eV which are assigned to O-C and O-C=O, respectively [24]. For C 1s
spectra, three deconvoluted peaks at 284.4, 285.5 and 286.7 eV can be attributed to C-C, C-N
and C=O, respectively [25]. In Figure 2f, N 1s spectra of Fe/NCNS-1 and Fe NCNS-2 were
deconvoluted into four peaks at 398.8, 399.9, 400.7 and 401.7 eV assigned to pyridinic N,
Fe-N, pyrrolic N and graphitic N, respectively [19,26]. N 1s spectra of Fe/NCNS-0 showed
deconvoluted peaks of pyridinic N, pyrrolic N and graphitic N. Fe/NCNS-1 possessed a
higher proportion of pyridinic N and Fe-N compared to Fe/NCNS-2, which would favor
the ORR performance [27].

The ORR performance of Fe/NCNSs was first investigated in 0.5 M H2SO4 solution.
The cyclic voltammetry (CV) curves of Fe/NCNSs are shown in Figure S4. No distinct
characteristic peaks were observed in the CV curves of Fe/NCNSs in the N2-saturated elec-
trolyte, while the CV curves in the O2-saturated electrolyte all exhibited obvious cathodic
peaks, illustrating their ORR performance. The positive cathodic peak of Fe/NCNS-1
suggested that Fe/NCNS-1 would be the best catalyst in ORR. The linear sweep voltammo-
gram (LSV) curves and the comparison of half-wave potential and jK at 0.85 V are displayed
in Figure 3a,b. The half-wave potential of Fe/NCNS-0-, Fe/NCNS-1- and Fe/NCNS-2-
modified electrodes were 0.429, 0.725, and 0.718 V, respectively. Fe/NCNS-1 displayed
the most positive half-wave potential and was only 23 mV more negative than that of
commercial Pt/C (0.748 V). Moreover, Fe/NCNS-1 displayed a similar kinetic current
density (jK) (3.0 mA·cm−2) to that of Pt/C (3.1 mA·cm−2) at 0.85 V, indicating its superior
ORR performance. The excellent catalytic performance in acidic media outperformed many
other reported catalysts (Table S1). The electrochemically active surface areas (ECSAs) of
Fe/NCNSs were investigated to evaluate their electrochemical activity. Figure S5 shows
the CV curves at the different scanning rates of 5, 10, 20, 30, 40 and 50 mV·s−1 and the
corresponding correlation between the current density at 1.81 V and the scan rate. The elec-
trochemical capacitance (Cdl) was calculated to be 7.6, 22.1, and 9.3 mF·cm−2, respectively,
demonstrating the highest ECSA of Fe/NCNS-1.

To further investigate the electron transfer pathway and H2O2 yield, the rotating ring
disk electrode (RRDE) technique was employed (Figure 3c). The electron transfer number
(n) was calculated to be 3.87, 3.98 and 3.96 for Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1 and Fe/NCNS-2,
respectively, indicating their 4-electron-dominated electron transfer path. H2O2 yield was
2.4% for Fe/NCNS-1 and 6.5% and 4.3% for Fe/NCNS-0 and Fe/NCNS-2, respectively.
The ideal n value of Fe/NCNS-1 and the lower hydrogen peroxide yield for Fe/NCNS-1
disclosed its best catalytic activity in ORR. The ORR kinetics of Fe/NCNSs are further
studied by calculating their Tafel slopes (Figure 3d). The Tafel slope values for Fe/NCNS-0,
Fe/NCNS-1 and Fe/NCNS-2 and commercial Pt/C were 376, 115, 127, and 101 mV·dec−1,
respectively, indicating that Fe/NCNS-1 exhibited a similar kinetic rate to the commercial
Pt/C during ORR. The comparable performance of Fe/NCNS-1 to commercial Pt/C in
ORR was attributed to its higher specific surface area, ECSA and proportion of pyridinic N
and Fe-N.

Moreover, the tolerance to methanol (1 M CH3OH) (Figure 3e) and electrochemical
stability (Figure 3f) were investigated by chronogalvanometry. Almost no obvious change
in the current density was observed for Fe/NCNS-1 after adding methanol into the acidic
solution, showing its superior tolerance to methanol compared with the commercial Pt/C.
After the electrochemical stability test for 120 h, the current density still preserved about
80% of its initial current density, outperforming many other catalysts reported to date in an
acidic electrolyte [28–30].
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1600 rpm·min−1 in 0.5 M H2SO4, (b) comparison of jk at 0.85 V and E1/2 of Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1,
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The Electrocatalytic ORR performance of the Fe/NCNSs in 1 M KOH electrolyte was
also investigated. The CV curves of Fe/NCNSs are shown in Figure S6. Distinct charac-
teristic peaks were not also observed on the CV curves of Fe/NCNSs in the N2-saturated
electrolyte, while the CV curves in the O2-saturated electrolyte all exhibited obvious ca-
thodic peaks. LSV curves and the comparison of half-wave potential and jK at 0.85 V are
displayed in Figure 4a,b. Fe/NCNS-1 exhibited the best ORR activity with the half-wave
potential of 0.865 V, more positive than that of commercial Pt/C (0.841 V), Fe/NCNS-2
(0.851 V) and Fe/NCNS-0 (0.753 V). The outstanding ORR activity of Fe/NCNS-1 is further
confirmed with its high kinetic current density (jK) at 0.85 V (vs. RHE) of 22.3 mA·cm−2,
which is 1.3 and 4.7 times those of Pt/C (17.1 mA·cm−2) and Fe/NCNS-0 (4.7 mA·cm−2),
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respectively. In Figure 4c, n was calculated to be 3.51, 3.94, 3.92 for Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1
and Fe/NCNS-2, respectively, indicating their 4-electron-dominated electron transfer path
in alkaline electrolytes. H2O2 yield was 23%, 2% and 3% for Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1 and
Fe/NCNS-2, respectively, and the electrochemical capacitances (Cdl) were calculated to be
4.4, 6.5 and 5.4 mF cm−2, respectively (Figure S7). Furthermore, the Tafel slope values (141,
81, 87, and 95 mv·dec−1 for Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1, Fe/NCNS-2, and commercial Pt/C),
respectively, in Figure 4d indicated the fastest kinetic rate of Fe/NCNS-1 during ORR in
alkaline electrolyte. Besides, Fe/NCNS-1 also showed remarkable tolerance to methanol
and electrochemical stability (Figure 4e,f). After the electrochemical stability test for 120 h,
the current density still preserved about 90% of its initial current density. The results also
suggested that Fe/NCNS-1 also possessed excellent ORR activity in alkaline electrolytes.
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The application of Fe/NCNS-1 as the air cathode in rechargeable ZABs was investi-
gated. Figure 5a showed that the LED panel can be continuously powered by the prepared
ZAB with Fe/NCNS-1 + RuO2 as the air cathode. The high open circuit voltage of 1.69 V
was attributed to the excellent ORR performance of the Fe/NCNS-1. The discharge polar-
ization curves and the corresponding power density of the ZAB were shown in Figure 5b.
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The ZAB showed a higher discharge voltage at the same current density relative to ZAB
with Pt/C + RuO2 as the air cathode, suggesting its better rechargeability and energy
efficiency. Furthermore, the peak power density was calculated on a basis of the discharge
polarization curve for the batteries. Figure 5b indicated that ZAB with Fe/NCNS-1 + RuO2
as the air cathode displayed a much higher power density of 1590 mW cm−2 than ZAB
with Pt/C + RuO2 as the air cathode (1175 mW cm−2). The excellent catalytic performance
in ZABs outperformed many reported Fe-N-C materials (Table S2). Figure 5c showed the
cycling curves recorded at the constant current density of 5 mA cm−2 with 10 min for each
cycle. The charge/discharge voltage gap was 0.63 V at 5 mA cm−2. Further, the voltage
gap increased by only 0.08 V after 300 cycles, suggesting the excellent charge/discharge
cycling performance of the battery with Fe/NCNS-1 + RuO2, even under highly oxidative
operating conditions in 6 M KOH.
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Figure 5. (a) Open circuit measurements for the Zn-air battery with Fe/NCNS-1 + RuO2 and
Pt/C + RuO2 as air catalysts; (b) discharge polarization curves and the corresponding power den-
sity of the Zn-air batteries, (c) cycling stability of Fe/NCNS-1 + RuO2 and Pt/C + RuO2 at dis-
charge/charge current densities of 5.0 mA cm−2.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Synthesis of Fe/NCNSs

Typically, Fe/Zn dual-metal ZIFs (Fe/Zn-ZIFs) were prepared according to previously
reported methods [31] with a slight modification. In brief, 0.1512 g ZnCl2 and different
amounts of FeCl3·6H2O (0.000 g, 0.0375 g or 0.0749 g) were dissolved in 40 mL of deionized
(DI) water. Then, a 40 mL solution of 2-Methylimidazole (0.985 g) was added. The mixture
was stirred vigorously for 24 h at room temperature. Fe/Zn-ZIFs were collected through
centrifugation, washed with water and dried at 60 ◦C for 12 h. Fe/Zn-ZIFs with Fe/Zn
ratios of 0:16, 1:16 and 2:16 were denoted as Fe/Zn-ZIF-0, Fe/Zn-ZIF-1 and Fe/Zn-ZIF-2.
Fe/Zn-ZIFs were then carbonized at 900 ◦C for 2 h in a N2 atmosphere. The obtained
products were marked as Fe/NCNS-0, Fe/NCNS-1 and Fe/NCNS-2.
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3.2. Preparation of Modified Electrodes

3 mg catalyst in 1.25 mL absolute ethanol was sonicated for 30 min to form a uniform
dark ink. Then, 36 µL of ink was coated on the prepolished rotating ring disk electrodes
(RRDE, Shanghai, China, 4 mm in diameter) with a covering layer (6 µL) of Nafion (0.5 wt%,
Alfa Aesar, Suzhou, China). The modified electrodes were dried at room temperature.

3.3. Electrochemical Measurement

All electrochemical tests were conducted using an electrochemical workstation (CHI
760E, Shanghai, China and Solartron 1287 & 1260, Shanghai, China) in 0.5 M H2SO4 and
0.1 M KOH. The saturated Ag/AgCl electrode and graphite rod were used as a reference
electrode and counter electrode, respectively. Cyclic voltammetry (CV, scan rate: 50 mV s−1)
and linear sweep voltammetry (LSV, scan rate: 10 mV s−1, rotating speed: 1600 rpm)
were performed in N2-saturated electrolyte and O2-saturated electrolyte, respectively.
Specifically, the potential of the platinum ring was fixed at 2.26 V in 0.5 M H2SO4 and 1.46 V
in 0.1 M KOH. The electrochemical stability was measured by the chronogalvanometry
technique at 1.36 V and 0.66 V in acidic and alkaline media, respectively. Double-layer
capacitance tests were performed at 5, 10, 20, 30, 40, and 50 mV s−1 to evaluate their ECSA.

3.4. Zinc-Air Battery Tests

The zinc-air battery performance was evaluated in homemade cells. The air cathodes
were constructed by dispersing the electrocatalysts, Fe/NCNS-1 and RuO2 (1:1 wt./wt.) or
Pt/C and RuO2 (1:1 wt./wt.) on 1.5 cm × 5 cm carbon paper with a loading of 5.0 mg cm−2.
Zinc foil was used as the anode. The electrolyte was a mixture of 6 M KOH and 0.2 M
Zn(Ac)2·2H2O. Finally, the galvanostatic discharge cycles were recorded

4. Conclusions

In summary, we synthesized Fe/NCNSs with the attractive morphology of two-
dimensional nanosheets by simple calcination of Fe/Zn dual-metal ZIF-8 precursors,
which are promising ORR catalysts in both acidic and alkaline electrolytes. Among them,
Fe/NCNS-1 proved to be the most efficient ORR catalyst. Specifically, in 0.5 M H2SO4,
the half-wave potential was determined to be 0.725 V, only 23 mV more negative than
Pt/C (0.748 V). Meanwhile, in 0.1 M KOH, the value of the half-wave potential was 0.865 V,
24 mV more positive than commercial Pt/C (0.841 V). Fe/NCNS-1 showed excellent elec-
trochemical stability in both media. The excellent performance of Fe/NCNS-1 in ORR was
attributed to its highest specific surface area, ECSA and proportion of pyridinic N and Fe-N.
Moreover, the rechargeable ZAB using Fe/NCNS-1 + RuO2 as an air electrode exhibited
high power density (1590 mW cm−2 at a current density of 2250 mA cm−2), a low charge–
discharge gap (0.63 V at 5 mA cm−2) and long-term stability (over 300 cycles at 5 mA
cm−2). The work provides a strategy to fabricate two-dimensional efficient Fe-N-C-based
electrocatalysts, helping pave the way for Zn-air batteries.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/catal12101276/s1, Figure S1: SEM images of Fe/Zn-ZIFs (a–c)
and Fe/NCNS (d–f); Figure S2: XRD patterns of Fe/Zn-ZIF-0, Fe/Zn-ZIF-1 and Fe/Zn-ZIF-2; Figure
S3: XPS spectra, O 1s spectra and C 1s spectra of Fe/NCNS-0 (a–c), Fe/NCNS-1 (d–f) and Fe/NCNS-2
(g–i); Figure S4: CV curves (scan rate: 50 mV·s−1) in N2 saturated (black dot line) and O2 saturated
(solid line) 0.5 M H2SO4; Figure S5: CV curves of Fe/NCNS-0 (a), Fe/NCNS-1 (b) and Fe/NCNS-2
(c) at 5, 10, 20, 30, 40, 50 mV·s−1 in 0.5 M H2SO4 and corresponding correlation between the current
density at 1.81 V and the scan rate (d); Figure S6: CV curves (scan rate: 50 mV·s−1) in N2 saturated
(black dot line) and O2 saturated (solid line) 0.1 M KOH; Figure S7: CV curves of Fe/NCNS-0 (a),
Fe/NCNS-1 (b) and Fe/NCNS-2 (c) at 5, 10, 20, 30, 40, 50 mV·s−1 in 0.1 M KOH and corresponding
correlation between the current density at 1.31 V and the scan rate (d); Table S1: The comparison of
ORR activity of Fe/NCNS-1 with reported Fe-based catalysts in acidic electrolyte [32–41]; Table S2:
The comparison of Fe-N-C material electrocatalyst with reported in Zn-air baterries [15,18,19,42–46].
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