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ABSTRACT: The relationship between experiment and theory in electrocatalysis is one
of profound importance. Until fairly recently, the principal role of theory in this field was
interpreting experimental results. Over the course of the past decade (roughly the period
covered by this review), however, that has begun to change, with theory now frequently
leading the design of electrocatalytic materials. Though rewarding, this has not been a
particularly easy union. For one thing, experimentalists and theorists have to come to
grips with the fact that they rely on different models. Theorists make predictions based
on individual, perfect structural models, while experimentalists work with more complex
and heterogeneous ensembles of electrocatalysts. As discussed in this review,
computational capabilities have improved in recent years, so that theory is better represented by the structures that
experimentalists are able to prepare. Likewise, synthetic chemists are able to make ever more complex electrocatalysts with high
levels of control, which provide a more extensive palette of materials for testing theory. The goal of this review is to highlight
research from the last ∼10 years that focuses on carefully controlled electrocatalytic experiments which, in combination with
theoretical predictions, bring us closer to bridging the gap between real catalysts and computational models.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This review provides a progress report on the fruitfulness of
the theory/experiment marriage in the field of catalysis, and
specifically electrocatalysis in nanoscale materials, since about
2008. The combined use of theoretical calculations and
experimentally observed activity is now a partnership that is
almost taken for granted in catalysis research (Figure 1).1−4 In
the field of electrocatalysis, theory and experiment have
converged at nanocatalysts in the size range of ∼1−3 nm. In
this range and assuming a high degree of structural uniformity,
the full power of density functional theory (DFT) can be
brought to bear.
From a theoretical perspective, computational power and

tools continue to improve, leading to better accuracy and the
ability to evaluate larger and more complex structures. With
modern computers, DFT can regularly treat nanoparticles
(NPs) having <∼300 atoms within a reasonable time frame.
Accordingly, NPs in this size range are particularly amenable
for correlating theory and experiment, because DFT can treat
all atoms in the system explicitly. This allows accurate first-
principles assessment of the unique properties of small NPs.
For electrocatalysis, site heterogeneity, geometric structures,
surface tension, and the unique electronic structure arising
from quantum confinement effects are particularly relevant.5

Therefore, while this review is focused primarily on NPs in the
<300 atom (<∼2 nm) size range, larger sizes are also
considered in some illustrative cases.
From an experimental perspective, constantly improving

synthetic and materials characterization methods, particularly
operando (i.e., in situ) methods, lead to more monodisperse
and better-defined materials that are beginning to approach the
(perfect) uniformity of theory. These factors allow theorists to
refine their calculations, with the ultimate goal being
computational design of electrocatalysts that are tailored for
high activity and specificity.
In addition to the convergence of theory and experiment in

the 1−3 nm size range, there are other reasons why such
electrocatalysts are scientifically interesting and technologically
important. First, the percentage of the total atoms present on
the surface of NPs in this size range is much higher than that
for bulk materials. For example, surface atoms account for 63%
of the total atoms in a 1.6 nm cuboctahedral NP. In most cases,
this results in higher per-atom catalytic activity compared to
larger particles or bulk surfaces. Second, metal NPs having

diameters of just a few nanometers often exhibit unique
electrocatalytic properties due to finite size effects.1 Compared
to monometallic NPs, bimetallics offer even more avenues for
optimizing electrocatalytic performance. For example, while Rh
and Au are classically immiscible metals in the bulk phase, they
can alloy at the nanoscale and exhibit composition-dependent
activity.6 The increased activity of bimetallic NP electro-
catalysts is often explained in terms of geometric, ligand, and/
or ensemble effects.7

DFT and DFT-derived theories facilitate the field of
electrocatalysis in several ways. First, DFT can determine the
atomic structures of NPs, including the elemental distribution
in nanoalloys. This is an especially effective approach when
theory and experiment are combined, because experiments can
provide information about the atomic structures, which in turn
allows for further refinement of theory for resolving
structures.6,8−10 Second, the energetics and kinetics of
electrocatalytic reactions can be probed by DFT. Third, design
principles and strategies derived from theoretical studies can be
used to make predictions for experimental validation. In other
words, theory can lead experiment as well as interpret
experimental results. Finally, electrocatalysis is intrinsically
complex due to the charged metal/electrolyte interface, but
theoretical studies are moving toward more realistic models to
provide fundamental insights about electrocatalyst stability and
the effects of applied potential, pH, and solvation.11−15

In addition to theoretical challenges, there are also
numerous experimental hurdles that must be crossed. Fore-
most in this regard is the difficulty associated with synthesizing
highly active, well-defined, and stable metal NPs that are
appropriate for DFT calculations. However, there are now wet
synthetic techniques that make it possible to synthesize a wide
variety of NPs having different compositions, shapes, and
sizes.16 This high level of synthetic control has led to the
discovery of increasingly active catalysts, such as alloy and
core@shell formulations, having controlled compositions and
structures. For example, NPs having long-range order have
been obtained by thermal annealing of random alloy NPs
under reducing atmospheres. In some cases these ordered
materials display improved electrocatalytic activity and
stability,16,17 but computational insight is necessary to fully
understand these effects.
Accurate DFT analysis relies on a detailed understanding of

NP structure. Therefore, the difficulty in thoroughly character-
izing metal NPs, down to their exact atomic arrangements, still
places a limitation on the correlation of theory and experiment.
For adequate characterization of nanocatalysts, particularly
those having sizes <3 nm, multiple characterization techniques
are required to sufficiently elucidate the structure. High-
resolution transmission electron microscopy (HR-TEM), X-
ray absorption spectroscopy (XAS), X-ray diffraction (XRD),
and cyclic voltammetry (CV) are often used in the analysis of
nanoscale electrocatalysts, and therefore, a brief overview of
these characterization techniques will be discussed later in this
review.
Even when a high level of synthetic control is achieved and

complete characterization of the catalyst is possible, a common
shortcoming in many studies correlating structure to catalytic
function is that the theoretical models rely on structural
information determined prior to electrocatalysis. Unfortu-
nately, however, extremely small metal NPs are often unstable
under electrocatalytic conditions, meaning the active form of
the catalyst may not be the same as the structure determined
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prior to electrocatalytic experiments.18−20 Examples of this
include agglomeration or ripening of NP catalysts during
electrocatalysis21,22 and adsorbate-induced restructuring of the
NP surface.23,24 While these types of overall structural changes
may be observed when ex situ characterization of the catalyst is
performed both before and after electrocatalysis, this approach
to characterization does not provide insight into the
mechanism of instability. Advances in operando methods
have proven valuable in this regard and will be discussed
throughout this review.
To summarize, an improved understanding of the theory

and experiment nexus will lead to the logical discovery of new
nanomaterials for electrocatalytic applications. Accordingly, we
first discuss how first-principles theory is coupled to synthesis,
characterization, and electrocatalytic measurements. This is
followed by a more in-depth analysis of specific case studies
involving electrocatalytic reactions of particular intrinsic or
technological importance, including the oxygen reduction
reaction (ORR), carbon monoxide oxidation, and the carbon
dioxide reduction reaction (CO2RR). We conclude with some
thoughts on future needs and how the field is likely to evolve in
the coming years to achieve them.

2. TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES FOR COMPARING
EXPERIMENT TO THEORY

2.1. Theoretical Methods for Interpreting and Predicting
Electrocatalytic Behavior

Computational methods have been employed for decades to
gain a molecular level understanding of experimental
observations. For electrocatalytic studies, theoretical methods
have been employed to predict atomic structures of NPs and
nanoalloys,1 facilitate structural characterization of catalysts,25

elucidate reaction mechanisms,26 and screen for new
catalysts.27

2.1.1. Theoretical Methods for Determining NP
Structures. Determining the surface structure of pure and

alloy NPs is critical for understanding their function as
electrocatalysts. The thermodynamically stable structures of
NPs of a given size and composition can be determined
independently by theoretical methods.28 Calculations based on
these atomic surface structures can then describe their
electrocatalytic function.
Theoretical methods for determining structure usually

couple methods that describe the energetics of the target
system with those that can efficiently explore configuration
space. DFT calculations can describe the energy of NPs with
good accuracy, but they become prohibitively expensive when
the system size reaches hundreds of atoms. Less accurate but
more efficient model Hamiltonians, including bond-breaking
models,29 Ising models,30 empirical force fields,28,31 and most
recently neural network potentials,32 have been proposed for
larger NPs. Various algorithms have also been developed to
efficiently explore configuration space, including Monte Carlo
methods with properly designed attempting movements28,31

and global minimization methods including simulated
annealing, basin hopping,33,34 minima hopping,35 genetic
algorithms,36,37 and machine-learning algorithms.38

Although thermodynamically stable structures can be readily
obtained using the above-mentioned theoretical methods, real
NP electrocatalysts are generally metastable, especially when
the synthetic processes are kinetically controlled and no
annealing treatment is applied. Unfortunately, the kinetics of
the synthesis process is typically too complex to simulate
directly. A different approach is to use computational methods
to determine stable atomic structures of synthesized electro-
catalysts that agree with structural characterization data from
experiment. For example, the reverse Monte Carlo (RMC)
method was developed to reconstruct atomic structures using
X-ray scattering, neutron scattering, and extended X-ray
absorption fine structure (EXAFS) spectroscopy by fitting
experimental data using simulated spectra.39−41

RMC methods, however, often cannot unambiguously
determine atomic structure and are biased toward structures

Figure 1. Iterating between theoretical predictions, synthesis, characterization, and electrochemical evaluation results in a design cycle to accelerate
the discovery of novel catalysts.
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of maximum entropy. To circumvent this problem, DFT- or
empirical-potential-based simulations can be used to constrain
the atomic models to those that are reasonable.42−44 A recent
example of this approach used a supervised machine-learning
method to discover relationships between NP geometries and
corresponding simulated X-ray absorption near-edge structure
(XANES) spectra (Figure 2).45 The machine-learned model
was subsequently able to determine the 3D geometry of Pt
NPs based upon experimental XANES spectra.

2.1.2. The Computational Hydrogen Electrode (CHE).
Once the structure of a NP has been determined, methods for
probing the electrocatalytic properties are then required for the
computational determination of structure−property relation-
ships. One of the key factors for determining electrocatalytic
activity is the overpotential, which is the additional potential
beyond the equilibrium value required to drive electrocatalytic
reactions. The overpotential of a specific electrocatalyst surface
can be readily obtained using the computational hydrogen
electrode (CHE) method developed by Nørskov and co-
workers.46 In this method, the energy of each (H+ + e−) pair in
the elementary electrochemical steps is replaced by the energy
of 1/2H2, as defined by the equilibrium of the normal hydrogen
electrode (NHE). Thus, the reaction energies of elementary
steps at different potentials can be calculated by simply raising
or lowering the reaction energy in equilibrium with H2
according to the change in potential relative to the standard
hydrogen electrode (SHE, Figure 3). Using the CHE, the
theoretical overpotential can be calculated as the limiting
potential needed to render all elementary steps exothermic.
Although extremely useful, the CHE method is far from a

complete description of the complex electrochemical interface,
because it only treats the catalyst/adsorbate interaction
explicitly with DFT. In electrocatalytic systems, solvation,
surface charging effects, and specifically adsorbed ionic species
can all play a role in influencing the kinetics of electrocatalytic
reactions.
There are three primary models of the electric double layer:

(1) introduction of an electric field with or without explicit
solvent molecules;47 (2) addition of explicit charge on the
electrode with prescribed counter-charge distributions using an
explicit or continuum solvent model;48−53 and (3) explicit
inclusion of both charges and ions with explicit solvent

molecules.11,54,55 Among the methods developed for simulat-
ing the electrochemical interface, it is worth mentioning grand
canonical electronic DFT, in which the number of electrons
and the balancing charge appearing in the continuum
electrolyte can be automatically and continuously changed,
as guided by the prescribed electrode potential. This method is
a valuable tool for studying electrochemical interface and
electrocatalysis under constant potential conditions.52

2.1.3. Scaling Relationships and Sabatier Analysis.
Accurate catalytic reaction kinetics calculated with DFT cannot
typically be used directly for catalyst screening or design due to
the computational cost and the large number of possible
systems that can be screened. It is helpful, therefore, to identify
a small set of microscopic descriptors that govern the reaction
kinetics and use them to efficiently perform the catalyst
screening/design.27 This task is enabled by two important
scaling relationships. The first, which is commonly known as
the Brønsted−Evans−Polanyi (BEP) relationship, is that
activation energies for elementary surface reactions are strongly
correlated with reaction energies.56,57 The second scaling
relationship describes the linear relationships of adsorption
energies of adsorbates across different transition metal surfaces.
An example of this type of scaling relationship is that the
binding energies of CHx, OHx, NHx, or SHx linearly correlate
with the binding energies of C, O, N, and S for a series of
transition metal surfaces (Figure 4).58,59 Such correlations
reduce the number of independent variables required to
describe activity.
The catalytic activity as a function of selected descriptors can

be evaluated by a Sabatier analysis60 or by microkinetic
modeling.61 The resulting activity−descriptor relationship
should follow the Sabatier principle of catalysis, which states
that the adsorption strengths on the optimal catalyst should be
neither too weak nor too strong. This principle can be
expressed graphically with a 3D volcano plot, passing through a
maximum activity at the optimal binding energies (Figure 5).46

Once the volcano plot is derived from detailed mechanistic
study, convenient adsorption energy calculations can be used
to screen for catalysts having the desired optimal adsorption
strength.

Figure 2. Example of supervised machine learning (SML) used in
deconvoluting experimental in situ XANES data to obtain NP
structures. Reproduced with permission from ref 45. Copyright 2017
American Chemical Society.

Figure 3. Example of a free-energy diagram for the ORR on Pt(111)
surfaces constructed using the CHE method. The free-energy profile
is examined at three different electrode potentials (U). Reproduced
with permission from ref 46. Copyright 2004 American Chemical
Society.
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2.1.4. Summary of Theoretical Techniques for
Analyzing NP Electrocatalysts. Theoretical calculations
are vital for understanding the intricacies of electrocatalytic
systems. Subtle information regarding nanocatalyst structure
can be elucidated theoretically, using, for example the RMC
method. CHE models are often used to analyze the energetics
of electrochemical transformations over catalytic surfaces. The
information gained from these studies continues to guide and
inspire design strategies that encourage creative construction of
active sites to overcome the often activity-limiting scaling
relationships that exist between reactive species on a surface. It
is now the job of theoretical chemists to continue pushing the
limits of current computational methods beyond the simple
CHE model by striving to simulate realistic electrocatalytic
interfaces. As we continue to probe this space between

tractable theoretical models and complicated experimental
conditions, we can begin to refine the very questions we are
asking about these systems, paving the way for clearer answers.
2.2. Techniques for Synthesizing Well-Defined, Nanoscale
Electrocatalysts Relevant to Theory

2.2.1. Individual NPs as Model Electrocatalysts. One
of the main limitations of correlating theory and experiment in
electrocatalysis is that all ensembles of real electrocatalysts are,
at least to some degree, structurally heterogeneous, while
theory usually only considers a single, perfect structure. This
means that the ideal system for coupling theory and
experiment involves the study of a single, well-defined NP
having a naked (or ligand-free) surface. There are two
approaches for preparing single-particle electrocatalysts: in
situ and ex situ synthesis.
In situ methods involve electrodeposition of a single NP

onto an electrode surface.62−66 However, the mechanisms of
metal nucleation, deposition, and subsequent particle growth
are still poorly understood and difficult to control.67−70

Moreover, the presence of the electrode makes detailed
structural characterization of individual NPs prepared in this
way nearly impossible. There is one example in the literature in
which individual, well-defined ∼400 nm NPs have been
deposited and fairly well characterized (Figure 6).62 At least for

now, however, this approach is not directly applicable to
quantitative correlation of theory and experiment for electro-
catalysts smaller than ∼100 nm. In this size range, detailed
characterization is very difficult. A possible exception may be
when the NP electrocatalyst consists of a single atom, but even
then, definitive characterization is not possible at this time.71,72

Figure 4. Scaling relationship of SH and S, on close-packed (black)
and stepped (red) surfaces of face-centered cubic transition metals.
Adsorption energies are referenced to the clean surface and the
corresponding molecule in the gas phase. Reproduced with
permission from ref 59. Copyright 2007 The American Physical
Society.

Figure 5. Representative volcano plot showing ORR activity as a
function of both the *O and *OH binding energies on metal catalysts.
Reproduced with permission from ref 46. Copyright 2004 American
Chemical Society.

Figure 6. (top) Illustration of the use of square-wave voltammetry to
electrodeposit single Pt nanocrystals on carbon nanoelectrodes.
(bottom) Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) image of an
electrodeposited Pt nanocrystal. The scale bar is 500 nm. Adapted
with permission from ref 62. Copyright 2018 The Royal Society of
Chemistry.
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An alternative approach to the study of single-particle
electrocatalysts involves ex situ synthesis and characterization,
followed by immobilization of the NP onto an electrode
surface.73−75 Alternatively, in scanning electrochemical cell
microscopy (SECCM),76 nanoelectrodes are scanned over
individual NPs in an ensemble to analyze their electrochemical
behavior. SECCM is even more advantageous when combined
with another imaging technique, such as optical imaging
(Figure 7).77 These ex situ approaches for studying single NPs

suffer from an inability to structurally characterize the single
NP catalyst, especially after the electrochemical studies.
Because single NPs most relevant to this review (<3 nm)
cannot be sufficiently well characterized to yield meaningful
correlation to theory, these approaches are not discussed
further. Interested readers are referred to the relevant
literature.71,78−81

2.2.2. Monometallic NP Ensembles. Because it is, at
present, not possible to thoroughly characterize and evaluate
individual NPs, we are often forced to study ensembles
consisting of many NPs, which, as discussed earlier, are
inherently heterogeneous in nature. The more structural and
compositional heterogeneity that exists within an ensemble of
electrocatalytic NPs, the more complicated predictive DFT

calculations become. Thus, synthetic methods that yield a high
degree of NP monodispersity are critical for comparison of
theory and experiment. Even in these cases, however, it is
important to realize that a small subpopulation of uncharac-
terized NPs can still contribute to observed electrocatalytic
activity.82

Additionally, because small metal NPs are inherently
unstable, they are usually covered with a monolayer or sub-
monolayer of monomeric or polymeric ligands. In addition to
providing stability, the ligands or capping agents used during
NP synthesis can also be used to control the structure and
composition of the resulting NP;83−86 however, the ligands
themselves can alter the electrocatalytic activity of the
underlying metal NP.87−92 Keeping these limitations in
mind, a brief introduction to the principal synthetic techniques
currently used for preparing metal nanoscale electrocatalysts
with a high level of synthetic control is provided next.
The chemical reduction of metal salts in the presence of

mediating/passivating ligands is still one of the most common
synthetic techniques for preparing NPs.84,93−96 The simplest
reaction conditions often employ the reduction of metal
precursors using BH4

− or H2 at room temperature.95,97

Unfortunately, many metal precursors do not readily
decompose at room temperature, and therefore, elevated
temperatures are often required. Solution-based syntheses of
metal NPs in organic solvents at high temperatures are broadly
defined as solvothermal methods.98 At elevated temperatures,
the ligand or solvent itself can be employed as the reducing
agent. An example of the latter is the polyol method, wherein
high-boiling poly(glycol) solvents, such as ethylene glycol,
serve a dual purpose as both solvent and reducing agent.99−101

Thermal decomposition, or thermolysis, methods are
particularly useful for solvothermal preparation of nanoscale
transition metal electrocatalysts.102−105 For example, this
synthetic method has been reported for the synthesis of Co
and Ni NPs,83,106 which have received increasing attention
over the last several years as ORR electrocatalysts.8,107−109

Thermolysis involves the decomposition of metal precursors
with heating followed by subsequent nucleation and particle
growth. There are two main synthetic methods for thermal
decomposition: the heat-up method and the hot-injection
method.102,110 In the heat-up method, the metal precursors are
slowly heated in the presence of solvent, reducing agent, and
stabilizing ligand. In the hot-injection method, an organic
solvent, commonly an alkylamine, is heated to several hundred
degrees Celsius prior to the injection of the metal precursor
solution into the reaction solution.111

The major difference between the heat-up and hot-injection
methods is that the heat-up method allows thermodynamic
control over metal nucleation and particle growth, while the
hot-injection method may be governed by kinetically
controlled processes.102 Metal carbonyl compounds are often
employed as metal precursors during thermolysis procedures,
because they easily decompose with heating.112 The addition
of a stabilizing ligand to the synthesis can result in an even
greater level of synthetic control. Poly(vinyl)pyrrolidone
(PVP) is commonly employed for this purpose, because it is
stable under the reaction conditions employed for thermol-
ysis.26 Additionally, oleylamine has been found to function as
solvent, reducing agent, and surfactant at elevated temper-
atures in one-pot syntheses.105,106,110,113

Seed-mediated reduction has quickly become one of the
standard methods for preparing well-defined electrocata-

Figure 7. Generalized procedure for probing individual NPs via
optically targeted electrochemical cell microscopy (OTECCM). (a)
Au nanorods were first dispersed onto a noncatalytic substrate
electrode at low coverages (<0.1 μm−2) via drop coating. (b) The
resulting samples are first characterized optically using a hyperspectral
imaging protocol. (c) Targeted electrochemical measurements are
then made via scanning electrochemical cell microscopy (SECCM)
on optically identified NPs. The overall process is efficient, typically
taking just a few minutes to characterize 5−10 NPs. Reproduced with
permission from ref 77. Copyright 2018 American Chemical Society.
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lysts.93,114,115 The advantage of this technique is that the
presence of a metal seed results in preferential reduction of
metal ions onto the seed particles. This ensures that NP
growth only occurs on the pre-existing seeds, and hence, it
affords a high level of control over the size and geometry of the
resulting NPs. Importantly, ligands present during the
synthesis can be used to favor metal deposition on desired
facets of the metal seed, allowing for even greater shape
control.92,99,116 For monometallics, this method is mainly used
to impart shape control for larger particles. The normal size
range of the metal seeds employed in seed-mediated syntheses
is 5−10 nm,117 and that means this approach is usually not
appropriate for preparing the smaller materials required for
whole-particle comparison to first-principles theory.
Regardless of the synthetic method used, surface ligands are

usually necessary to provide NP stability and increase synthetic
control. The importance of ligands in colloidal systems
continues to inspire investigation into the mechanisms of
ligand-induced structural control during metal nucleation and
particle growth.83−86,99,118−120 For example, the use of
different ligands to control the shape of resulting PtRu
nanocrystals was recently reported by Dong and co-workers.86

They showed that, by varying the ammonium complex used as
the stabilizing ligand, the shape could be controlled from
nanowires to nanorods to nanocubes (Figure 8).

One commonly used ligand is oleylamine, which, as
previously mentioned, can act as the solvent, reducing agent,
and stabilizing ligand at elevated temperatures.106,110,121 A
mixture of oleylamine and oleic acid is often employed in
tandem during syntheses,100,104,105,122 while other commonly
used ligands include PVP123−126 and citrate.97,127 The
synthetic flexibility of peptides as structure-controlling ligands
is also having an important impact on the field of NP
synthesis.128 In some cases, polymers can act as the surfactant
via inverse micelle encapsulation methods.125,129 Control over
NP structure can be modified depending on the chemical and
physical properties of the polymer, such as the functional
groups present and molecular weight.130

The strong interaction of thiol ligands with metal surfaces
can poison catalytic reactivity.131,132 However, Au NPs
stabilized with thiol ligands are an active area of research in
electrocatalysis.133−135 Specifically, monolayer-protected Au
clusters (MPCs, typically <2 nm) will be discussed in the
CO2RR section. A special case of these catalytic systems
includes atomically precise thiolated Au nanoclusters. These
types of cluster systems are excellent model electrocatalysts
because their molecular composition can be known ex-
actly.136−138 However, the protecting ligands strongly modu-
late the electronic structure of the metal cluster, resulting in
molecular-like properties. Accordingly, the previously dis-
cussed rules for tuning metal NP reactivities do not apply
for these materials. Atomically precise clusters are, therefore,
beyond the scope of this review, and interested readers are
referred to a recent review article.139

2.2.3. Nanoalloy Ensembles. While monometallic NPs
are still widely studied as promising electrocatalysts, bimetallics
have begun to dominate the field. This switch in emphasis is
driven by the potential to modify the binding energy of
reactants and products on the NP surface due to interactions
between the two metals. For example, random nanoalloys
present different ensembles of atoms on their surface (Figure
9), and this can provide a means for tuning the number and
types of active sites present on a metal NP for a given reaction.
For instance, a study of classically immiscible RhAu

nanoalloys showed that the activity toward the ORR could
be tuned using ensemble effects.6 DFT calculations predicted
that the Rh1Au2 triatomic ensemble possessed the most
optimal binding energies for ORR reaction intermediates. This
prediction was subsequently confirmed experimentally. The
ensemble effect has also been shown to be responsible for the
observed tunability of ORR activity in both AgPd and PdAu
nanoalloys.140,141 Thus, the type and level of mixing in
nanoalloys is increasingly important in electrocatalysis,
particularly in regard to correlation of theory and experiment.
To achieve more uniform nanoalloys, the synthetic

techniques discussed previously for preparing monometallic
NPs have also been successfully used to prepare a wide variety
of unique bimetallic catalysts. For example, simple co-
reduction can be used to form bimetallic NPs by introducing
two different metal species to the reaction solution and
reducing them simultaneously.142,143 In contrast, sequential
reduction of metals in a single reaction solution can lead to
core@shell or alloy NPs, and in some cases a mixture of
both.144 Bimetallics can also be synthesized by thermoly-
sis.104,118,145

During thermolysis, the exact temperature required for
decomposition, as well as the rate of decomposition, is
dependent on the metal species itself. These decomposition

Figure 8. (top image) Synthetic scheme for obtaining multiple
geometries of PtRu nanostructures using three different capping
ligands. (bottom image) Synthetic morphological and structural
characterizations of PtRu nanocrystals. Representative TEM images of
(a, d) PtRu nanowires, (b, e) PtRu nanorods, and (c, f) PtRu
nanocubes. Adapted with permission from ref 86. Copyright 2017
American Chemical Society.
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rates have an impact on the structure of bimetallics. For
example, if both precursors decompose simultaneously, then
alloy NPs may form.28,104,113,121 If one precursor has a lower
decomposition temperature, however, it will nucleate first,
perhaps leading to the formation of core@shell NPs.146

Additionally, both chemical reduction and thermolysis
techniques can be used in tandem to attain otherwise hard-
to-synthesize compositions and morphologies of NPs.147

Seed-mediated co-reduction (SMCR) can lead to the
formation of alloys when two different metal salts are
coreduced in the presence of small metal seeds.148 A notable
use of this synthetic method is the ability to prepare alloys of
metals possessing large lattice mismatches, such as PdCu.121

For example, the Skrabalak group showed that different
geometries of PdCu NPs can be obtained by changing both
the Pd:Cu precursor ratio and/or the pH, making the SMCR a
versatile synthetic technique (Figure 10).149 If the identities of

the metal salt and the metal seed are different, however, then
core@shell particles can result. Significantly, core@shell NPs
of only a few nanometers have recently been reported using the
SMCR synthetic method.115,144

SMCR has recently been used to transform random PdCu
nanoalloys to monodisperse electrocatalysts having a highly
ordered, intermetallic composition.150 Intermetallic NPs have
been reported to exhibit both increased activity and stability
toward various electrocatalytic reactions.150−152 In contrast to
the SMCR synthetic method discussed in the previous
paragraph, most intermetallic NPs are obtained via post-

synthetic annealing of random nanoalloys in a reducing
environment of forming gas (i.e., 5% H2/N2 gas).

150 Elevated
temperature, however, can lead to NP instability via
agglomeration and ripening.
Additionally, if the random alloy precursor NPs are not

sufficiently uniform in size and composition, then the
intermetallic NPs obtained during thermal processing will
consist of different degrees of atomic ordering. This
heterogeneity makes it difficult to determine the intrinsic
catalytic reactivity of the ordered phase, thereby limiting the
use of DFT calculations in predicting and understanding the
true reactivity of intermetallic NPs as electrocatalysts. For this
reason, as well as those previously stated, monodisperse, well-
defined nanoalloys are vital for improved understanding and
designing of novel electrocatalysts for practical applications.

2.2.4. Interactions between Electrocatalytic NPs and
Supports. Regardless of the synthetic technique used or the
resulting NP composition, electrocatalytic NPs are usually
immobilized on a high-surface-area support, such as carbon
black101,121,153 or a metal oxide layer.154−156 While the support
itself can influence electrocatalytic performance,141,157−160

immobilization may stabilize the NPs and thus make it
possible to remove stabilizing ligands prior to electrocatalysis.
Ligand removal is usually necessary to attain maximum activity
of the catalytic surface and to simplify theory.
Ligand removal is commonly achieved by treating the

catalyst at high temperature,111,161,162 but electrochemical
methods are also used to remove ligands and other
contaminants from the surface of electrocatalysts.123,161,163

Both methods can, however, lead to undesirable structural
changes, including sintering, agglomeration, and dealloy-
ing.164−166 Therefore, despite advances in synthetic methods
that lead to well-defined NPs having desirable structures and
compositions, difficulties during ligand removal and NP
activation often cause an increase in polydispersity and
heterogeneity of a given electrocatalyst ensemble. This may
make it even more difficult to identify the catalytically active
structures and hence frustrate comparison to theory. Over-
coming this problem remains an open challenge in the field of
electrocatalysis.

2.2.5. Dendrimer-Encapsulated Nanoparticles (DENs).
One method that overcomes some of the synthetic limitations
mentioned heretofore, especially those associated with ligand
removal, is called dendrimer encapsulation. Dendrimer-
encapsulated nanoparticles (DENs) are synthesized by taking
advantage of highly dendritic polymers, or dendrimers, as
synthetic templates for NP formation.4,167,168 The typical size
of DENs is in the range of just a few atoms to ∼300 atoms,
making them very well suited for comparison to
theory.10,167−169 Commercially available poly(amidoamine)
(PAMAM) dendrimers are the most commonly employed
for the synthesis of DENs; however, the use of other
dendrimers,170−175 such as poly(propyleneimine) (PPI), has
been reported.168

Figure 9. Illustration of oxygen (red circle) binding to four different triatomic surface ensembles where A and B are two different metals.

Figure 10. (A) STEM and (B) TEM and (inset) electron diffraction
of an individual PdCu particle synthesized using seed-mediated co-
reduction (SMCR). The nanocrystal was also characterized using
STEM-EDS elemental mapping: (C) Pd only, (D) Cu only, and (E)
an overlay of Cu and Pd signals. Adapted with permission from ref
149. Copyright 2017 The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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In a basic synthesis of DENs, a metal salt precursor is added
to a solution of dendrimers and subsequently reduced with
BH4

− at room temperature (Figure 11).176 This synthetic

method leads to one zerovalent NP per dendrimer while
allowing for good synthetic control over both size and
composition.177,178 In addition to monometallic DENs, alloy
and core@shell DENs can also be prepared.179−181 For
example, AuM (M = Pd, Pt, Rh) alloys,169,176,182 as well as
PdAu@Pt alloy-core@shell DENs,10,158 have recently been
successfully synthesized and employed as electrocatalysts.
While a wide variety of DEN structures can be prepared,
enhanced atomic diffusion in such small NPs can sometimes
lead to structural and compositional rearrangements during, or
even before, electrocatalysis.183,184

For electrocatalytic studies, DENs can be dispersed onto a
Vulcan carbon support, drop-cast onto metal oxides, or
electrochemically grafted to carbon electrodes via oxidation
of the peripheral functional groups of the dendrimers.185

Notably, in all of these cases, DENs have been shown to
behave as ligand-free electrocatalysts and exhibit high catalytic
activity.168,175,186,187 In other words, even though the

dendrimer is usually present during electrocatalysis and
therefore able to stabilize the encapsulated NP, it does not
impact electrochemical measurements.

2.2.6. Mass-Selected NPs. While a high level of synthetic
control has been realized using the techniques mentioned thus
far, there are still limits on the degree of control over the size
and compositional monodispersity of nanoscale electro-
catalysts. One recently developed technique that overcomes
these limitations is the use of mass spectrometry to mass-select
metal clusters synthesized in the gas phase, followed by soft-
landing techniques to deposit very small, monodisperse metal
clusters onto support materials for use as electrocatalysts
(Figure 12).188,189 Both the ligand-free nature and the
extremely small size of mass-selected metal clusters (<2 nm)
make this type of system ideal for comparison of electro-
catalytic results to DFT calculations.190−193

The small size of metal clusters, in combination with the
necessary deposition onto a solid support, makes mass-selected
electrocatalysts very difficult to characterize using traditional
techniques. One study overcame this limitation by using the
mass-selection technique to deposit Pt clusters on carbon-
coated TEM grids (Figure 13).194 The use of TEM grids as the

Figure 11. General synthetic routes for alloy (top) and core−shell
(bottom) DENs. Adapted with permission from ref 176. Copyright
2009 American Chemical Society.

Figure 12. Illustration showing a model system for studying cluster size effects toward electrocatalysis using the mass-selected synthetic template.
Reproduced with permission from ref 189. Copyright 2016 American Chemical Society.

Figure 13. Combined use of dual-barrel scanning electrochemical cell
microscopy (SECCM) and an inverted optical microscope to
characterize Pt NP stability during the ORR. Reproduced with
permission from ref 194. Copyright 2018 American Chemical Society.
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cluster support allowed for subsequent microscopic analysis
prior to evaluation of their properties as ORR electrocatalysts.
While use of this recently developed technique works best for
studying monometallic clusters, larger, bimetallic NPs have
also been reported.195,196 The many advantages of using mass-
selected electrocatalysts are discussed in a recent review.191

2.2.7. Summary of NP Synthetic Methods for Electro-
catalysis. Great progress has been made in developing
precision synthetic methods for synthesizing electrocatalysts
having properties that are appropriate for correlating theory
and experiment. Nevertheless, there is a long way to go before
this field matures. The ideal model electrocatalytic system is a
single, stable, structurally well-defined NP attached to an inert
electrode surface. For now, however, that goal is unattainable,
and therefore, we are forced to deal with simultaneous
evaluation of large numbers (ensembles) of particles with the
assumption that their average electrocatalytic response can be
represented by a single theoretical model. While this approach
works fairly well for monometallic electrocatalysts, the
situation is more complicated for bimetallics due to ligand
and ensemble effects that are difficult to control experimen-
tally. Intermetallic NPs that exhibit well-defined arrangements
of atoms on their surfaces are beginning to emerge, and they
will likely be able to address this problem. Currently, these
materials still suffer from some limitations, however, as they
tend to be rather large and hence not fully compatible with
whole-particle, first-principles theory. They also suffer from
problems associated with sample heterogeneity in regard to
atomic arrangement.

2.3. Characterization Techniques for Electrocatalysts

Once synthesized, thorough characterization of electrocatalysts
is vital to ensure accurate correlation of theory and experiment.
Characterization of metal NPs having sizes in the <3 nm range
is especially difficult and requires a combination of techniques
to elucidate structure and composition. Given adequate
experimental characterization data, theoretical calculations
and simulations can help determine the final structure as
well as predict the catalytic activity of NP electrocatalysts.197

While knowing the initial composition and structure of a
metal nanocatalyst is important, a second factor that needs to
be considered when studying nanoscale electrocatalysts is their
stability under catalytic, or operando, conditions.166,198 As
mentioned earlier, the structure of very small NPs is often
inherently unstable and degradation of electrocatalysts can
occur within seconds under the influence of electrochemical
reactions.21 In this section, we will provide a brief overview of
the characterization techniques that are particularly effective
for obtaining the type of structural information that is required
for ensuring accurate correlation of theory and experiment.
These techniques include those based on X-ray diffraction and
absorption, electron microscopy and related methods, and
electrochemical characterization methods.
2.3.1. X-ray Diffraction (XRD). In XRD, X-rays scatter

from a crystalline material, resulting in a unique diffraction
pattern that can provide valuable structural information. XRD
techniques are widely used to analyze the lattice spacing of
NPs, thereby providing insight into their crystalline structure
as well as qualitative compositional information such as the
degree of atomic mixing.199,200 Because traditional XRD
techniques require crystalline materials, samples can be
analyzed while supported on amorphous substrates such as
carbon.201 This is especially advantageous for studying

electrocatalysts because they are often prepared as carbon
inks. The small size of the crystalline facets of NPs creates
peak-broadening, which can be used to estimate their size in
accordance with the Scherrer equation.200 Synchrotron-based
high-energy X-ray diffraction (HE-XRD) is especially useful for
analyzing metal NPs due to the capability to achieve surface-
sensitivy.199,202 Unfortunately, for NPs <3 nm in diameter, the
Bragg diffraction peaks become so broad that most structural
information is lost.
The limitation of sample crystallinity required for XRD can

be overcome by coupling HE-XRD with atomic pair
distribution function (PDF) analysis. PDF analysis takes into
consideration the total scattering of the sample, including both
traditional Bragg peaks as well as those from diffuse scattering
centers, and therefore, it is useful for characterizing disordered
nanomaterials.203,204 Experimental atomic PDF spectra can be
fit using simulated structural models to yield quantitative
information about NP structure and atomic environ-
ment.205−207 HE-XRD also enables operando characterization
and can be used to closely probe structural and phase
transformations of nanocatalysts under a range of condi-
tions.109,208,209 For example, dissolution of Ni from ∼3 nm
PtNi nanoalloys has been analyzed during electrochemical
cycling using in situ HE-XRD.210 Structural changes have also
been observed in PtNi and PtNiCo nanocatalysts during
operando HE-XRD/PDF studies during the ORR (Figure
14).207 As accessibility to synchrotron facilities continues to
increase, these types of operando studies will continue to
advance our understanding of dynamic structural and
compositional changes of electrocatalysts. Such information
is vital for improving their durability and activity.
Small-angle X-ray scattering (SAXS) complements XRD and

has emerged as a useful tool for nanocatalyst character-
ization.211 While XRD analyzes X-rays scattered at wide angles
relative to the incident beam, SAXS relies on the energy of X-
rays scattered at angles of just 0.5−10°. XRD results in
Angstrom-scale resolution, while SAXS is limited to a lower
resolution of ±0.1 nm.211 Therefore, SAXS analysis provides
information about NP size distributions and structural features
on the scale of 1−100 nm, and XRD is necessary to obtain
atomic-scale information such as the extent of alloying in a
sample.
There are two main advantages of SAXS that make it an

increasingly important technique for nanocatalyst character-
ization. First, noncrystalline materials, including liquids and
powders, can be analyzed with minimal sample preparation.
Second, SAXS has the ability to monitor catalyst changes in
situ during electrochemical measurements.212,213 However,
catalyst supports (e.g., Vulcan carbon or metal oxides) utilized
in electrochemical studies can interfere with SAXS analysis.214

A technique known as anomalous SAXS (ASAXS) utilizes a
synchrotron energy source to overcome this limitation of
background interference from the support. ASAXS probes the
metal of interest at different X-ray energies, allowing the signal
from the support to be distinguished from the sample.214 In
one report, for example, ASAXS was used to monitor both the
average size and the composition of PtCu nanoalloys during
electrochemical leaching experiments.215 A recent review
provides additional information about the relationship between
theory and NP characterization by SAXS.211

2.3.2. X-ray Photoelectron Spectroscopy (XPS). In
contrast to the high-energy X-rays discussed for XRD, XPS is a
surface-sensitive technique that traditionally utilizes “soft” X-
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rays with energies in the range 200−2000 eV. The absorption
of these lower energy X-rays enables examination of the
binding energies of core-level electrons as they are ejected
from approximately the first ∼10 nm of a conductive
sample.216 Because the binding energies of core electrons are
sensitive to the atomic number of the element, the identity of
the elements in the sample can be determined by referencing
the experimentally collected XPS spectra to known binding
energies of particular elements. For the same reason, XPS is
sensitive to the oxidation state of elements present in NPs.
The atomic percentage of each element near a NP surface

can also be determined by XPS. One important caveat,
however, is that this review article is primarily concerned with
NPs in the <3 nm size range and, therefore, the escape depth
of the electrons exceeds the diameter of the NPs. This means
that, for this class of NPs, XPS is really a bulk analysis tool. The
use of synchrotron radiation allows for surface-sensitive
measurements, even for small NPs.217−220 However, the
detection limit of XPS is only in the parts per thousand

range, and the measurements are usually performed in
ultrahigh vacuum. This latter requirement has severely limited
in situ applications of XPS to electrocatalysis, but that is
changing with the development of an ambient pressure version
of the methodology.221−226

2.3.3. X-ray Absorption Spectroscopy (XAS). Another
important tool in the field of electrocatalysis is X-ray
absorption spectroscopy (XAS).25 In this technique, the
incident photon energy is scanned through a range where
the excitation of the core electrons of metals to unoccupied
states above their Fermi level can be observed. Near the
absorption site, multiple scattering resonances result from the
interaction of the excited photoelectron with neighboring
atoms, producing absorption peaks that provide information
about the local electronic and geometric structure. Element-
specific studies can be conducted by probing a sample with X-
rays that are equal to or just above the specific binding energy
for a core electron of a known atomic species. This type of
analysis is known as X-ray absorption fine structure (XAFS)
and encompasses two main spectral regions of interest: X-ray
absorption near-edge structure (XANES) and extended X-ray
absorption fine structure (EXAFS).17

Although there is no well-defined cutoff between the
XANES and EXAFS regions of an absorption spectrum,
XANES is generally associated with energies extending from
the pre-edge region to energies ∼30−50 eV above the
absorption edge. The EXAFS region extends to energies
∼1000 eV above the absorption edge. The XANES region is
sensitive to oxidation state and the coordination chemistry of
the absorbing atom, while EXAFS is used to determine
interatomic distances, coordination numbers, and the identity
of nearby neighbors of the absorbing atom.17,227 Therefore,
these techniques provide highly useful information about
electrocatalyst structure; for example, they can distinguish
between alloy or core@shell structure of a nanocatalyst. For
nanomaterials in which surface and core atoms are present in
roughly equal numbers, EXAFS can also provide specific
surface information (though for particles larger than several
nanometers in diameter, XAS spectra are dominated by the
core atoms). Other advantages of XAS include the ability to
easily study both amorphous and crystalline electrocatalysts
operando.182,228−230 Finally, XAS is an averaging technique, so
it is highly complementary to electron microscopy.195,209

2.3.4. Electron Microscopy (EM). Transmission electron
microscopy (TEM) is another important method used for the
analysis of electrocatalytic materials. It involves passing a beam
of electrons through a sufficiently thin, conductive sample and
then monitoring the images formed. A marked advantage of
EM is its ability to provide atomically resolved structural
information about individual NPs. When coupled with energy
dispersive X-ray (EDX) spectroscopy, TEM can also provide
elemental analysis of NPs.
Scanning transmission electron microscopy (STEM) in-

volves rastering the electron beam across the surface of the
sample. By detecting scattered electrons outside of the path of
the transmitted electrons, use of Z-contrast microscopy (also
known as high-angle annular dark-field imaging, HAADF)
allows for straightforward interpretation of atomic config-
urations. HAADF-STEM is especially good for studying
bimetallic NPs that have similar lattice spacings but different
atomic numbers due to the relative scattering efficiencies of
low- and high-Z elements, and therefore different resulting
intensities (Figure 15).231 Additionally, compared to TEM,

Figure 14. Example of HE-XRD/PDF analysis of different structures
of PdNi bimetallic NPs. Reproduced with permission from ref 207.
Copyright 2016 The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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STEM improves the resolution of EDX spectroscopy for
elemental analysis.
Because EM is not an averaging method, it is highly

complementary to XAS and diffraction methods. The
importance of correlating structural information obtained
from multiple characterization techniques is highlighted by
the limitation of TEM in identifying sub-nanometer atomic
species. This is significant, as few-atom clusters, and even
single metal atoms, can be active electrocatalysts.232−235 For
example, a recent report by Henkelman and co-workers
demonstrated that pure Rh clusters in this size range were
present in a RhAu alloy sample and that they contributed to
the observed electrochemical ORR activity.6 While these Rh
clusters were not initially visible using TEM, EXAFS
measurements suggested their presence. This motivated the
authors to search for and identify them using HAADF-STEM.
This example highlights the shortcomings of standard TEM
while simultaneously demonstrating the importance of using
advanced EM techniques to observe all catalytic species
present in an ensemble sample.
From the perspective of electrocatalysis, the principal use of

EM is analysis of catalysts before and, in some cases, after a
reaction. However, even when post-mortem catalyst analysis is
undertaken, one usually compares different particles in the
ensemble. Because of this spatial limitation, information
regarding the time scale and mechanism of changes in
electrocatalyst structure is not available. One approach for
addressing this problem is a technique known as identical-
location TEM (IL-TEM), which provides a means for
analyzing the same NPs before and after electrocatalytic
reactions.236−239 Additionally, IL-TEM has been used to gain
atomic-level insight into the nucleation and growth of
electrodeposited Au NPs during synthesis (Figure 16).68

Studies appropriate for IL-TEM analysis are conducted using
“finder grids”, which feature distinct markings that facilitate

navigation on the grid. For electrocatalytic experiments, this
method usually requires that a TEM grid be used as the
working electrode. This challenge in experimental design and
the fact that analysis still must be carried out under a vacuum
have limited the adoption of this method.
The very exciting method of in situ electrochemical EM is

just now beginning to be available.70,240,241 While the thin SiN
windows used with in situ cells minimize loss of resolution,
most of the limitations of this technique stem from the
products of water hydrolysis created by the interaction of the
beam with the aqueous solvent. Therefore, while this type of
analysis is not yet commonplace, cells for in situ EM are now
commercially available,70 and it is an area of active research
that will be transformative for the study of electrocatalysis as
the technology advances and becomes more accessible.

2.3.5. Electrochemical Methods. The final character-
ization technique we discuss is electrochemical methods.
Determination of the electrochemically active surface area
(ECSA) of a catalyst is important for correctly evaluating
current densities and therefore specific activity. There are
several methods for obtaining an ECSA measurement for metal
NPs, most of which involve cyclic voltammetry in acidic media.
Four commonly cited methods are the integration of the
reduction peak of metal oxides,233,242−245 integration of
hydrogen adsorption and desorption peaks,108,141,246−251

integration of CO oxidation peaks,71,252 and underpotential
deposition (UPD) of (usually) Cu or Pb followed by
integration of the subsequent oxidation peak.230,253−258 Note,
however, that addition of any ligand, whether it be hydrogen
atoms, molecules like CO, or a metal, to the surface of a <2−3
nm NP can result in substantial structural changes.24,259

The UPD potentials of Cu (or Pb) are sensitive to the
identity of the underlying metal,169,174,260 NP size,261,262 and
surface facets.263,264 These sensitivities in deposition potential
make UPD a useful technique for surface-sensitive nanocatalyst

Figure 15. Structural investigation of an atomically ordered-AuCu NP with high resolution. Aberration-corrected HAADF-STEM images of an
ordered-AuCu NP (a, b) and magnified STEM images of the center of the particle together with overlapping schematics of structural projections (c,
d). Atoms in orange and blue color represent gold and copper, respectively. Adapted with permission from ref 231. Copyright 2017 American
Chemical Society.
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characterization.263,265 Notably, the presence of discrete UPD
potentials for Cu deposition on different Pt NP facets could be
successfully predicted using DFT, even on NPs <2 nm (Figure
17).266 Interestingly, this study demonstrated that Cu does not
deposit on corner and edge atoms, thereby leading to an
incomplete shell. A concern with performing UPD prior to
catalytic studies, however, is that some reactive Cu or Pb atoms

might remain and participate in the observed catalytic
activity.267

2.3.6. Summary of NP Characterization Techniques
for Electrocatalysis. As demonstrated in this section,
characterization methods appropriate for evaluation of electro-
catalysts have improved markedly over the past decade or so.
Despite these advances, however, surprisingly few studies of
electrocatalysts provide post-mortem information. This is
particularly problematic for studies that correlate theory and
experiment, because evolution of catalyst structure during
electrocatalytic experiments renders the initial structural
characterization useless. Even when post-mortem data are
provided, they may or may not be relevant to the electro-
catalytically active species. Fortunately, in situ and operando
methods are becoming accessible, if not routine. At present, in
situ electrochemical methods are widely available, operando
XAS measurements are becoming more commonplace, and the
recent remarkable advances in EM hold out the promise of
real-time structural analysis of single NPs under reaction
conditions.

3. CORRELATING CATALYTIC STRUCTURE TO
ACTIVITY FOR WELL-DEFINED
ELECTROCATALYTIC SYSTEMS

3.1. The Oxygen Reduction Reaction (ORR)

The oxygen reduction reaction (ORR) is the cathode reaction
that occurs in low-temperature proton-exchange-membrane
fuel cells (PEMFCs), which electrochemically convert the
chemical energy stored in hydrogen fuel into electrical
power.268 PEMFCs are the key technology for using hydrogen
fuel in the transportation sector and are predicted to play an
important role in alternative energy schemes. However, the
slow kinetics of the ORR, even on Pt, results in a significant
overpotential for oxygen reduction.269

To make PEMFCs economically feasible, significant research
efforts have been devoted to developing active, low-cost, and
durable ORR electrocatalysts. These research efforts can be
roughly divided into four categories: (i) understanding the
reaction mechanism of the ORR and identifying active sites on
Pt surfaces; (ii) optimizing the activity and selectivity of Pt
ORR catalysts; (iii) discovering non-Pt ORR electrocatalysts;
and (iv) improving the stability of ORR catalysts under
reaction conditions. In this section, we summarize some key
developments in each of these areas by emphasizing recent

Figure 16. Identical-location STEM (in annular dark-field mode) still
images of early stage electronucleation and growth focusing on
isolated atoms, atomic clusters, and NPs. (a−c) One example of how
a NP forms from an atomic cluster over a 30 ms electrodeposition
time period. The scale bar is 2 nm. Electrodeposition was carried out
by applying −0.5 V vs SCE for (a) 5 ms, (b) 10 ms, and (c) 30 ms.
Reproduced with permission from ref 68. Copyright 2018 American
Chemical Society.

Figure 17. Cu deposition process shown with (a) Pt147
DFT and (b) (SO4)Pt147

DFT‑half models. Reproduced with permission from ref 266. Copyright
2012 American Chemical Society.
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research that demonstrates synergy between theory and
experiment.
3.1.1. Mechanism of the ORR on Pt Catalysts. The

ORR can proceed via either a two-electron or a four-electron
reaction pathway. In the two-electron pathway, the O2
molecule is partially reduced to yield H2O2 (eq 1). For
PEMFCs, however, the energy-efficient four-electron pathway
to water is preferred (eq 2).

EO 2H 2e H O 0.70 V2 2 2 0+ + → { = }+ −
(1)

EO 4H 4e 2H O 1.23 V2 2 0+ + → { = }+ −
(2)

Depending on whether or not the O−O bond dissociates
before the reduction step, the four-electron pathway can adopt
the dissociative pathway (eqs 3−5)

O 2 2O2 + * → * (3)

2O 2H 2e 2OH* + + → *+ − (4)

2OH 2H 2e 2H O 22* + + → + *+ −
(5)

or the associative pathway (eqs 6−10)
O O2 2+ ∗ → * (6)

O H e OOH2* + + → *+ −
(7)

OOH H e O H O2* + + → * ++ −
(8)

O H e OH* + + → *+ − (9)

OH H e H O2* + + → + ∗+ −
(10)

The chemical intermediates on the catalyst surface that are
involved in the electron-transfer steps are *O, *OH, and
*OOH.
Using DFT to calculate the adsorption free energies of the

intermediates, Nørskov proposed a simple computational
hydrogen electrode (CHE) model to evaluate the reactivity
of different transition metals (TMs) toward the four-electron
ORR pathway.46 On TM surfaces, the rate-limiting potentials
(Urlp) are defined as the lowest applied potential required to
render every reduction step downhill in free energy.
The 2D volcano plot shown in Figure 18 was constructed

using the Sabatier analysis method and calculated Urlp values.
46

This plot shows the activity trend of TMs toward the ORR as a
function of oxygen binding energies. Catalysts located on the
left side of the volcano bind oxygen too strongly, and therefore,
the activity of the ORR is limited by the desorption of OH*. In
contrast, for catalysts on the right side of the volcano that
weakly adsorb oxygenated species, adsorption of *OOH on the
surface is hindered, retarding the ORR activity. Pt lies closest
to the top of the volcano due to its intermediate oxygen
binding strength, which is consistent with experimentally
observed trends. This volcano plot also suggests that the most
efficient ORR catalyst would have an oxygen binding energy
∼0.1 eV lower than Pt.56 This simple model, which is based
solely on thermodynamics, beautifully explains the high ORR
activity of Pt and provides a guideline for further optimizing
ORR catalysts. Therefore, recent research has gone into
lowering the oxygen binding energy on Pt surfaces using the
techniques discussed throughout the next several sections.
3.1.2. Optimizing ORR Activity on Pt Surfaces.

Inspired by the foregoing theoretical insights, a number of
experimental strategies have been explored to weaken the

binding energies of oxygenated species on the Pt surface.
These include compressing the surface-Pt lattice spacing
(strain effect) and alloying Pt with other TMs (ligand effect).
These approaches can shift the d-band center of surface Pt
atoms downward in energy, leading to weaker binding of
intermediates and therefore increased ORR activity.270,271

The use of the strain effect to tune the oxygen binding
energy of a catalyst has previously been demonstrated by
depositing a Pt monolayer on different planar, macroscopic
metal substrates.272−274 For example, a Pt monolayer
supported on Pd(111) exhibited improved ORR activity
compared to a Pt(111) single crystal. This increase in activity
was attributed to compressive strain of the Pt overlayer, as was
later confirmed theoretically by Mavrikakis.274 The use of the
strain effect to modulate the ORR activity of a Pt shell has also
been reported for NPs.275−278 The synthesis of these
electrocatalysts typically involves UPD of Cu onto a metal
NP, followed by galvanic replacement of the Cu shell with Pt.
This approach makes it possible to deposit a single monolayer
of a noble metal shell, thereby improving ORR activity.279

Sometimes the compressive strain exerted on a Pt shell can
be too strong, leading to degraded ORR activity. In such cases,
the strain on the Pt overlayer can be reduced by forming either
thicker (i.e., multilayer) Pt shells or Pt islands.278,280,281

Thicker Pt shells can be synthesized using multiple, sequential
UPD-galvanic replacement cycles. For example, Adzic et al.
reported using this method to deposit multiple Pt overlayers
on ∼3 nm Ru NPs.278 They observed optimal ORR activity for
Pt shells that were two monolayers thick. DFT calculations for
these materials show that two monolayers of Pt optimized the
binding energies of O and OH on the surface and therefore
supported the experimental findings.
Modulating the compressive strain of a metal shell to

increase ORR activity has been theoretically and experimen-
tally explored for many other systems. For example, this design
strategy has proven to be effective even for alloy shells that are
Pt rich (rather than exclusively Pt).273,282 Strain in Pt shells can
also be tuned by varying the composition of an alloy
core.10,283,284 For example, as the percentage of Cu in a
PtCu random alloy core increases in PtCu@Pt2ML NPs, the
ORR activity also increases.282 The surface binding energies of
alloy-core@Pt systems have been screened theoretically to

Figure 18. Representative volcano plot showing ORR activity as a
function of oxygen binding energy on different metal catalysts.
Reproduced with permission from ref 46. Copyright 2004 American
Chemical Society.
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evaluate optimal alloy compositions for increased ORR
activity.285 One promising structure that was predicted is
Pd0.72Au0.28@Pt, which was subsequently validated experimen-
tally.10

While this type of PdAu@Pt catalyst was shown to have high
ORR activity, there is a strong drive in the field to develop
increasingly active electrocatalysts while simultaneously
decreasing the amount of expensive, noble metals. Therefore,
alloying Pt with 3d TMs, including Ni, Co, Fe, and Cu, is now
a widely employed strategy to boost ORR activ-
ity.107,272,286−288 A successful example of this approach
includes FePt@Pt core@shell NPs, as demonstrated by the
Sun group.249 Both the structure and composition of the FePt
alloy core act to modulate the surface strain of the Pt shell.
Specifically, face-centered tetragonal (fct) FePt@Pt NPs
exhibited higher ORR activity compared to a face-centered
cubic (fcc) structure, which has an overstrained Pt shell.
Substitution of some of the Fe for Cu in the core resulted in
FeCuPt@Pt NPs having superior ORR activity, a finding that
was predicted by DFT calculations and hybrid quantum
mechanics/molecular mechanics (QM/MM) simulations.249

This provides a good example of how a high level of synthetic
control can be used in conjunction with theory to develop
increasingly active electrocatalysts.
Sometimes fundamental studies of macroscale surfaces point

NP research in productive directions. For example, geometric
effects on the activity of macroscopic Pt3Ni crystals for the
ORR were explored by the Markovic ́ group.289 The order of
catalytic activity for the different low-index surfaces was found
to be Pt3Ni(100) < Pt3Ni(110) ≪ Pt3Ni(111). Specifically,
Pt3Ni(111) surfaces, synthesized under ultrahigh vacuum
(UHV) conditions, were found to have 90-fold higher ORR
activity compared to a commercial Pt/C catalyst. To
understand the increased ORR activities observed, Monte
Carlo simulations predicted that the NP structure should
undergo Pt surface segregation, which induced the formation
of a Pt skin with a Ni-rich underlayer.290,291 This structure
leads to substantial destabilization of the oxygenated
adsorbates due to a d-band shift as a result of the ligand
effect from the underlying Ni.271,272

Clearly, macroscale single crystals are not appropriate for use
in PEMFCs, but the foregoing findings challenged the field to
create nanoscopic electrocatalysts having similar properties.
This resulted in the synthesis of shaped PtNi NPs exposing
(111) facets on the surface. The specific shapes that have been
investigated include nanoframes,292 icosahedra,293 and octahe-
dra.294−299 An example of highly active octahedral PtNi NPs
was reported by Strasser in 2012.300 By utilizing low-
temperature solvothermal methods, monodisperse, surfactant-
free, 9.5 nm PtNi alloy octahedra were prepared. These
materials exhibited a 10-fold increase in Pt mass activity,
reaching 1.45 A/mgPt.
Additionally, it was recently reported that the ORR activity

of PtNi NPs can be further enhanced by substituting other d-
metals, such as Cr,301 Co,302−304 and Mo.305,306 Specifically,
compared with commercial Pt/C catalysts, Mo-doped Pt3Ni
octahedral NPs were found to be more active than commercial
Pt/C catalysts, exhibiting a 73-fold enhancement in mass
activity toward ORR.307 DFT calculations suggested that the
high ORR activity of this Mo−Pt3Ni/C catalyst stems from
segregation of Mo atoms to edge and vertex sites of the
octahedral NPs, thereby modifying the binding strengths of
reactive intermediates. It should be noted, however, that no

direct experimental evidence was reported to confirm the
preferential segregation of Mo to the edges and vertices. The
difficulty of achieving this level of structural characterization
highlights one of the principal difficulties of correlating theory
and experiment.
In addition to 3d TMs, other metals combined with Pt have

also been explored for the ORR.273,308−310 For example, in a
theoretical study by Nørskov, computational screening was
performed on Pt alloyed with early TMs.311 PtSc and PtY were
identified as the most stable Pt binary alloys, with their ORR
activity predicted to be better than that of pure Pt.
Electrochemical measurements showed that the activities of
bulk, polycrystalline Pt3Sc and Pt3Y electrodes were enhanced,
relative to pure Pt, by factors of 1.5−1.8 and 6−10,
respectively. Although the activity of these electrocatalysts is
quite promising, synthetic methods for preparing well-defined
PtSc or PtY alloy NPs having controlled compositions are
currently unavailable.

3.1.3. Non-Pt ORR Electrocatalysts. In addition to
reducing Pt-loading in ORR electrocatalysts, an even more
desirable and ambitious goal is development of catalysts that
do not contain precious metals (or at least not Pt). The design
principles discussed thus far translate well, for example, to Pd.
As shown in Figure 18, Pd binds oxygenated species just a little
stronger than Pt.109,312−317 For instance, Sun and co-workers
have shown that fct-FePd/Pd NPs are active and stable ORR
catalysts.318 The synthesis of these well-defined nanocatalysts
(∼8.5 nm dia.) involved forming highly ordered fct-FePd NPs,
using chemical reduction and thermal decomposition techni-
ques, followed by reductive annealing. To further increase the
activity of the resulting intermetallic compounds, a Pd-shell
was formed on the fct-FePd NPs via thermal etching of surface
Fe in acetic acid. A fct FePd@Pd electrocatalyst having a shell
thickness of 0.65 nm displayed activity and stability similar to
that of Pt/C. As discussed previously, the results are
interpreted in terms of the strain effect of the Pd shell: a
0.65 nm-thick Pd shell possesses the ideal lattice compression
for maximal ORR activity. In contrast, thicker shells destabilize
the catalyst, while thinner shells are too thin to prevent
leaching of Fe. The high level of synthetic control reported in
this work is particularly well-suited for comparison with theory.
Another design strategy available for preparing Pt-free

bimetallic electrocatalysts for the ORR is to combine one
oxyphilic and one oxyphobic metal on the NP surface to utilize
the ensemble effect to tune the oxygen binding en-
ergy.141,144,315 Recently, the Henkelman group performed
computational screening of Au and Ag alloys as ORR
electrocatalysts.6 The RhAu alloy emerged as a material having
an oxygen binding strength comparable to pure Pt on the
Rh1Au2 ensemble site (Figure 19). This finding was validated
experimentally by synthesizing RhAu NPs via a microwave-
assisted polyol-based synthesis in ethylene glycol and then
testing their ORR activity. Rotating ring-disk voltammetry
(RRDV)6 showed that the theoretical prediction was correct:
the Rh33Au67 electrocatalyst was found to have the highest
ORR activity due to the higher concentration of Rh1Au2 active
sites on the surface. This system is especially interesting
because Rh and Au are immiscible in the bulk phase. This
example again shows that theory can be used to predict the
composition and structure of effective electrocatalysts and that,
when coupled with clever synthetic design, promising new
nanomaterials can emerge.
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3.1.4. Limitations in Catalyst Design: Scaling Rela-
tionships. Although significant advances have been achieved
in the design of better ORR catalysts under the guidance of the
theoretical CHE model, the intrinsic activity of ORR catalysts
has not been notably improved despite substantial effort. This
difficulty originates from the scaling relations of the binding
energies of intermediates.58,59 For the ORR, the optimal
difference between *OOH and *OH should be close to 2 eV
(Figure 20).319 However, the binding energies of *OOH and

*OH cannot be tuned independently; instead, there is a
pervasive linear relationship between the two found on most
metal surfaces, including alloys.56 To break the scaling relation,
the catalyst surface must bind *OH and *OOH differently, by
having, for example, bifunctional sites that bind *OH and
*OOH independently. A number of strategies have been
proposed for this purpose,268,319 including the incorporation of
molecular catalysts that permit more flexibility in tuning
binding energies. While these organometallic complexes are
promising for the future, they are beyond the scope of this
review and will not be discussed further.268 Recently, surface-
bound sulfide species on Pt were found to destabilize OH
adsorption relative to OOH, leading to an enhancement in the
ORR activity of Pt.310 This work presents a promising method
to break the linear scaling relation between *OH and *OOH
on a surface by introducing ligands at controlled surface
coverages. Note, however, that this report focuses on a Pt film

substrate and similar studies on NP surfaces would be
desirable.

3.1.5. Summary of NP Optimization for ORR Electro-
catalysts. This section has discussed the strong interplay
between theory and experiment that has aided in the discovery
of electrocatalysts for the ORR. DFT calculations have shone a
bright light on the fundamental tunability of nanometer-scale
materials in terms of strain, ligand, geometric, and ensemble
effects. Specifically, modulation of the binding energies of O
and OH onto an electrocatalyst can be used to drive synthetic
design. However, despite the high ORR activity that has been
obtained through thoughtful structural control, the stability of
such small NPs under electrocatalytic conditions remains a
serious problem. Indeed, the factors that control stability are
just beginning to be understood by theorists.
3.2. Carbon Monoxide (CO) Electro-Oxidation

CO oxidation is one of the most important model electro-
chemical reactions, and not surprisingly, it has been studied for
many years.320,321 One reason for this is that the relative
simplicity of this reaction makes it conducive for theoretical
studies. From the perspective of technological applications, CO
is important because it adsorbs strongly onto both bulk and
nanoscale metal surfaces, often poisoning electrocatalytic
activity.321−323 For example, trace amounts of CO in a H2
fuel stream will render Pt fuel cell catalysts inactive due to
formation of a CO adlayer on the Pt surface.324,325

Accordingly, many studies have been devoted to developing
CO tolerant fuel cell anode catalysts,126,326−328 and two main
design strategies have emerged. The first involves discovery of
catalysts that have low affinities for CO binding. The second
strategy is to design catalysts that oxidize CO at a low
overpotential, thereby converting CO to CO2 and eliminating
the adsorbed CO adlayer. In this section, we review some of
the key features of CO oxidation catalysts with particular
emphasis on those evaluated using theoretical models.

3.2.1. Pt as a Model Catalyst for CO Oxidation. The
reaction mechanism of CO electro-oxidation on Pt is generally
believed to follow the Langmuir−Hinshelwood (LH) mech-
anism (eqs 11 and 12).267,329

H O OH H e2∗ + → * + ++ −
(11)

OH CO 2 CO H e2* + * → * + + ++ −
(12)

Regarding the detailed kinetics of the CO oxidation reaction
on Pt NPs, there are two principal issues that are still highly
contested areas of active research.330,331 The first issue is
related to the identity of the appropriate kinetic model for CO
oxidation. Some authors report that the reaction kinetics can
be treated within the mean-field approximation.332−336 This
method assumes that CO and OH diffuse rapidly on the
catalyst surface, so that the reaction rate can be expressed
simply in terms of the coverages of *CO and *OH. In contrast,
if *CO is assumed to be immobile on the Pt surface, then the
reaction probably follows a nucleation and growth mechanism,
with *CO and *OH reacting only at the interface of the
adsorbed species.337,338

The second area of debate regarding the kinetics of CO
oxidation is related to an observed preoxidation peak in CO
stripping voltammograms (Figure 21).339 There are conflicting
explanations for this prepeak on Pt catalysts.340−344

Significantly, a recent study combining kinetic Monte Carlo
simulations and differential electrochemical mass spectrometry

Figure 19. Oxygen and hydroxyl binding energies calculated at Rh-
triatomic ensembles on Au(111). The inset shows the optimal
binding configurations of oxygen and hydroxyl at different triatomic
ensembles. The gold, teal, red, and white spheres represent Au, Rh, O,
and H atoms, respectively. Adapted with permission from ref 6.
Copyright 2018 American Chemical Society.

Figure 20. Calculated potentials where an overall electrocatalytic
reaction for ORR becomes endergonic (i.e., limiting potentials).
Adapted with permission from ref 319. Copyright 2015 Oxford
University Press.
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(DEMS) suggested a detailed kinetic model consistent with
both experimental and simulated chronoamperometric tran-
sients (Figure 22).334 The proposed model features three
different stages as a function of increasing applied potential.
First, oxygenated species form at defects, such as step-sites, and

readily react with weakly bound *CO to produce CO2. Next,
*CO on terrace sites can diffuse to the defect sites and react
with the oxygenated species present. Finally, following the
oxidation of a few percent of the total *CO coverage at defect
sites via surface diffusion, oxygenated species can form on
terraces, creating more active sites and enabling complete CO
oxidation on the surface.
While the above study focused only on polycrystalline

surfaces, a recent study by McPherson et al. provided a
different perspective of the CO oxidation mechanism on
NPs.345 In situ infrared (IR) spectroelectrochemistry experi-
ments indicated the facile oxidation of *CO on terraces of the
larger agglomerated Pt particles, relative to *CO on step-sites.
This observation is consistent with previous model studies by
Feliu and co-workers.339 However, information from the
smaller ∼2 nm Pt NPs was only observed as a minor
contribution in both the IR spectra and CO stripping
voltammograms. The challenges of studying the kinetics on
NPs of this scale are an important area of ongoing research in
the field of PEMFCs.346

3.2.2. Au as an Efficient Electrocatalyst for CO
Oxidation. CO electro-oxidation on Au exhibits several
special characteristics. First, adsorbed CO on a Au surface
cooperatively enhances adsorption of an oxidant (i.e., *OH),
leading to the oxidation of CO. This cycle is referred to as self-
promoted CO oxidation.347−349 Second, the effect of solution
pH is very important to the activity of Au electro-
catalysts.348,350 In a recent theoretical study,408 CO binding
strength was predicted to increase with increasing pH. In
alkaline solution, the onset potential for CO electro-oxidation
was found to be 0.5 V (vs RHE) more negative than that in
acidic media, confirming that stronger CO adsorption leads to
better CO electro-oxidation activity on Au(111). This pH-
dependent activity of Au electrocatalysts has been interpreted
in terms of the stronger chemisorption of CO under alkaline
conditions, which then promotes the formation of *OH at low
potentials. In contrast, in acidic solutions, *CO does not
remain chemisorbed on the Au surface when CO is not present

Figure 21. Effect of dissolved CO on its preoxidation on Pt stepped surfaces in 0.1 M HClO4: (A) Pt(13,13,12); (B) Pt(776); (C) Pt(554). Parts
D, E, and F are scaled up images of parts A, B, and C, respectively, to show the time dependence of CO oxidation peaks on Pt step-sites.
Reproduced with permission from ref 339. Copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.

Figure 22. Snapshots of the oxidation of a weakly bound CO adlayer
(COad,w) on defect sites of Pt(111) at 0.61 V (initial 0.03% surface
coverage of CO after adsorption at 0.1 V). COad,s on terraces (red
dots), COad,w next to defects (black), oxygen-containing ad-species
(blue dots), free Pt(111) sites (yellow dots), and COad,s next to
defects (green dots). The CO hopping rate: 0.1 s−1. Reproduced with
permission from ref 334. Copyright 2012 American Chemical Society.

Chemical Reviews Review

DOI: 10.1021/acs.chemrev.9b00246
Chem. Rev. XXXX, XXX, XXX−XXX

Q

http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.chemrev.9b00246


in solution. Accordingly, *OH adsorption occurs at much
higher potentials in acidic solution.
The CO electro-oxidation activity of Au in alkaline solution

can be further enhanced by decreasing the size of Au NPs. It
was demonstrated that Au NPs of 4.2 nm in size have the
highest catalytic activity.351 However, the origin of this size
effect continues to be debated and requires further theoretical
investigations.352 In addition to NP size effects, the activity of
Au NPs in acidic media was reportedly enhanced via electronic
interactions between the Au nanocatalysts and a TiOx
support.244 Specifically, the TiOx substrate induced a negative
charge on the Au NP surfaces, generating an anionic Au
species. This reactive surface site favored the coadsorption of
CO and OH and promoted CO oxidation, as previously
explained by the self-promotion mechanism.361 More recently,
3−5 nm PdAu nanoalloys with different compositions were
synthesized and analyzed for CO oxidation.353 Character-
ization of these NPs demonstrated a Pd-rich surface and a Au-
rich core. Nanoalloys with low % Au contents of 20−30%
demonstrated increased CO oxidation activity relative to pure
Pd NPs. The observed activity trends were attributed to both
ensemble and electronic effects.
While Au NPs for CO electro-oxidation are an ongoing area

of research, it is important to note that the metric used for
calculating CO binding energies (i.e., constant electric field
present in the double layer) is not a good descriptor for
experimental systems, which are instead maintained at constant
electrode potential. Experimentally, CO adsorbates could
significantly modify the surface charge of Au catalysts,
complicating binding energy calculations. Therefore, an
improved understanding of the chemical environment of
catalytic surfaces under experimentally relevant electrocatalytic
conditions may prove invaluable for increasing the accuracy of
theoretical calculations for CO oxidation.
3.2.3. Bifunctional Mechanism for CO Oxidation. It is

now well established that the electrochemical oxidation of CO
on bimetallic Pt-based catalysts occurs via a bifunctional
mechanism.251,354−356 In this mechanism, *OH can form at a
reduced overpotential on the more oxophilic metal and then
react with adjacent *CO species. For Pt-based alloys, the
second metal can induce an electronic effect on neighboring Pt
atoms, weakening the Pt−CO bond. A weaker bond between
CO and Pt tends to reduce overall *CO coverage.357−360 The
surface-coverage of *CO plays an important role in modulating
the reactivity of a CO oxidation catalyst. However, for a

bifunctional catalyst, the surface coverage of the reactive *OH
species also affects CO oxidation, making it more difficult to
control the system experimentally or to model it theoretically.
Despite these experimental and theoretical limitations,

bimetallic NPs have successfully been utilized for CO
oxidation.361 For example, the bifunctional mechanism has
been predicted by theory to be responsible for electro-
oxidation of CO over Pt@Cu NP electrocatalysts (Figure
23).354 DFT calculations suggested that the presence of an
incomplete Cu shell allowed the exposed Pt to bind CO, which
could interact with *OH on nearby Cu atoms to yield CO2.
Notably, this proposed theoretical hypothesis for the enhanced
activity observed over Pt@Cupartial was carefully explored
experimentally using ∼2 nm Pt DENs modified via Cu
UPD.267 The Pt@Cupartial catalyst was initially shown to be
substantially more active in alkaline solution than pure Pt
DENs. After 5 min of CO electro-oxidation, however, the
resulting CV of Pt@Cupartial was similar to pure Pt DENs,
indicating dissolution of the partial Cu shell. Surprisingly, the
onset potential of CO electro-oxidation was still ∼300 mV
more negative than that of pure Pt DENs. The active sites on
this Cu-dissolved Pt@Cupartial catalyst were proposed to be
isolated Cu atoms left on the surface. DFT calculations
confirmed that these isolated Cu sites can specifically adsorb
OH, thereby facilitating reaction with CO adsorbed to the Pt
surface.
A recent study explored the electrocatalytic activity of ∼3.5

nm PtFe bimetallic NPs toward CO oxidation by controlling
the atomic arrangement of the two metals (Figure 24).362 In
this report, PtFe random alloys, as well as Pt3Fe@Pt and Pt@
FexOy core@shell structures, exhibited enhanced CO tolerance
compared to Pt. Specifically, low *CO surface coverages on
PtFe alloys increased the number of Pt sites free for H2
oxidation, indicating a high tolerance against CO poisoning. In
contrast, the Pt surface sites of the core@shell NPs promoted
the facile oxidation of adsorbed CO. Surprisingly, the Pt3Fe
intermetallic catalyst was not as active toward CO oxidation as
alloy or core@shell NPs. The decrease in activity observed for
the intermetallic catalyst was attributed to a heterogeneous
composition with an Fe-rich surface, likely resulting from the
conditions used for annealing (i.e., 650 °C, Ar−H2). In a
similar study, PtSn@Pt alloy-core@shell NPs were shown to
have superior CO tolerance compared to the PtSn alloy and
intermetallic architectures.363 While DFT calculations were not
performed in these studies, they serve as a good example of

Figure 23. Adsorption chemistry of Pt@CuFace NPs toward CO and O2. (a) Four binding site categories: Cu(100), Cu(111), edge, and vertex. (b−
e) The strongest CO and O2 binding geometry on each site. Reproduced with permission from ref 354. Copyright 2017 The Royal Society of
Chemistry.
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how sophisticated synthetic procedures can drive ongoing
theoretical studies on the structure-dependent activities of NP
systems.364

The use of alloy cores to tune the CO oxidation activity of
Pt shells has also been investigated. For example, DFT
calculations and microkinetic analysis predicted enhanced CO
oxidation activity over Pd1−xAux@Pt alloy-core@Pt NPs.365 In
contrast to the bifunctional effect previously discussed, the
AuPd core tunes the relative stability of adsorbed CO and O
on the Pt shell via the ligand effect. The stabilization of reactive
adsorbates was predicted to increase the CO oxidation activity
relative to pure Pt NPs. This activity enhancement was
subsequently confirmed experimentally using PdxAu140−x@Pt
DENs.176 Notably, DFT calculations suggest that the koppa-
shaped trend for activity versus alloy core composition is
driven primarily by structural changes. Specifically, a pure Au
core leads to deformation of the Pt shell and a compression of
the Pt lattice, decreasing activity. In contrast, Pd tends to
segregate on the NP surface, forming an inverted configuration.
A small addition of Au, however, stabilizes the alloy PdAu core,
preventing Au and Pd from diffusing to the NP surface.
In a recent report by Chen et al., the concept of the

bifunctional effect in CO electro-oxidation has been
extended.366 In addition to the introduction of more oxyphilic
surface sites via alloying, two additional strategies to increase
the number of *CO and *OH reactant pairs on the surface
should be mentioned here. First, strongly adsorbed molecular
species in the inner Helmholtz plane can serve as promoters
for OH adsorption. As mentioned previously, strongly
adsorbed CO on Au surfaces can enhance OH adsorption in
alkaline solutions, leading to a self-promoting reaction
mechanism.

Second, solvated species located in the outer Helmholtz
plane, such as OH or metal cations, can also promote CO
electro-oxidation through a bifunctional mechanism. Generally,
Pt has higher activity for CO electro-oxidation in alkaline
media rather than in acidic media due to the abundant
presence of OH in the electrolyte, facilitating OH adsorp-
tion.367 However, the adsorption energy of OH has also been
found to be pH-dependent, as suggested by recent theoretical
studies.368,369 Additionally, Li+ and Be2+ cations have been
reported to enhance the bifunctional effect on a surface
through noncovalent interactions with adsorbed *OH.370

Casting light on these electrochemical factors in the general
framework of bifunctional electrocatalysis will stimulate new
design strategies for electrocatalysts.

3.2.4. Summary of CO Electro-Oxidation. This section
presented a brief overview of the computational tools and
experimental methods that have been used to gain better
insight into the reactivity of CO electro-oxidation on both
macro and NP electrocatalysts. A notable characteristic of CO
oxidation catalysts is that the presence of *OH can facilitate
CO oxidation at reduced potentials. This is known as
preoxidation. Using both theory and experiment, a strong
relationship between *CO and *OH surface coverages and
catalyst activity has been uncovered. By controlling the
presence of these two competing adsorbates on the surface,
increasingly efficient CO oxidation catalysts can be realized. To
this end, the effort to better understand the bifunctional
mechanism of CO oxidation over bimetallic catalysts is an
ongoing area of research.
The fundamental design concept for bifunctional catalysts

involves use of an oxophilic metal to preferably bind *OH and
an oxophobic metal to bind CO. However, if a catalyst binds
adsorbates too strongly, surface diffusion of the reactive species
can be inhibited, limiting catalytic activity. Therefore,
compositional control can lead to improvements in CO
oxidation catalysts by intentional mixing of *CO and *OH. In
situ characterization techniques, such as DEMS, have allowed a
deeper understanding of the subtle reactivities of the surface
during electrocatalysis. The interplay of improved experimental
and theoretical methods will lead to a better understanding of
CO electro-oxidation and, hence, more CO-tolerant electro-
catalysts.
3.3. The Electrochemical CO2 Reduction Reaction (CO2RR)

3.3.1. Brief Introduction to the Reaction Mechanism
of the CO2RR. Electrochemical reduction of CO2 is an
important reaction in alternative energy schemes. Accordingly,
a large amount of literature is published on this reaction every
year.287,371−374 The reaction pathway for the reduction of CO2
to CO (E0

CO = −0.11 V vs RHE) is given in eqs 13−15.375

CO H e COOH2(g) + + + ∗ → *+ −
(13)

COOH H e CO H O2 (l)* + + → * ++ −
(14)

CO CO(g)* → + ∗ (15)

The rate of formation of CO is driven by both the adsorption
of CO2 to form *COOH on the catalytic surface and the
desorption of the CO product. Electrochemically driven
formation of *COOH is the rate-limiting step on many
electrocatalysts, leading to the large overpotentials observed
experimentally. The final step, eq 15, involves desorption of
CO from the active site, which is not influenced by the

Figure 24. (top) Synthetic scheme for generating different PtFe
bimetallic nanostructures. (bottom) Rotating disk polarization curves
for electrooxidation of CO/H2 mixtures (1000 ppm of CO, balance
H2) on different PtFe catalysts with comparison to E-TEK Pt catalysts
(all catalysts contain 30% total metal loading). Curves were recorded
at 25 °C with 1 mV s−1 scan rates and 1600 rpm rotation rates.
Electrolyte: 0.5 M H2SO4 solution. Reproduced with permission from
ref 362. Copyright 2011 The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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electrochemical potential. Rather, desorption of CO from a
catalytic surface depends on the nature of the metal and the
binding energy of CO at the active site. Another major
limitation of the CO2 reduction activity of an electrocatalyst is
the competing hydrogen evolution reaction (HER, eqs 16 and
17).375

H e H+ + ∗ → *+ − (16)

H H e H2* + + → + ∗+ −
(17)

An alternative pathway is given in eq 18.

H H H 22* + * → + * (18)

The binding of H+ onto most metal surfaces (eq 16) is facile
compared to CO2, and competition for active sites between
these two species significantly impedes CO2 reduction (E0

HER
= 0 V vs RHE). However, *H is necessary on catalytic surfaces
to drive the formation of desirable hydrocarbon products.
Therefore, modulation of the binding energies of *COOH,
*CO, and *H provides a useful tool for tuning CO2RR activity.
Unfortunately, consistent with the types of scaling relation-
ships previously discussed, the binding energies of *COOH
and *CO scale together and cannot readily be tuned
individually. That is, while increasing the binding strength of
*COOH on a surface can increase the CO2 reduction activity,
the *CO binding strength will also increase, thereby potentially
poisoning the surface and offsetting any improvement in
activity. For example, while there are recent reports of Pt-based
nanocatalysts for the CO2RR,

376 the strong binding of CO on
Pt can poison the catalytic surface. Creating Pt nanostructures
having weaker CO binding affinity may reduce poisoning, but
it will also weaken COOH binding which may decrease
activity.
Decreasing the binding energy of *H on active sites for CO

production is another strategy for increasing the CO2RR
activity. While *H is, overall, less sensitive to shifts in binding
energy, H+ adsorption still scales with *COOH binding
(Figure 25).375 These scaling relationships between adsorbates
on an electrocatalytic surface are a challenging aspect of
increasing CO2 reduction activity. While there are recent
reports of catalytic systems capable of breaking the COOH−
CO scaling relationship, most of these consider 2D,377

molecular,378,379 or porous catalysts380 which are outside the
scope of this review and will not be considered further. The use
of surface ligands to preferentially stabilize *COOH and *CO
reaction intermediates over *H has also been reported and will
be discussed in detail in section 3.3.3.
In contrast to the strong binding of CO on Pt surfaces, bulk

Au and Ag electrocatalysts are known to bind CO too weakly,
releasing it almost instantly from the surface once formed. The
weak binding of CO limits formation of further reduction
products so that Au and Ag electrocatalytic surfaces are known
to produce almost exclusively CO and H2 (via the competing
HER).375,381 In contrast, Cu exhibits optimal CO binding
energy (i.e., not too strong nor too weak) that can facilitate
further reduction to hydrocarbons such as methane (E0 = 0.17
V vs RHE, eq 19) and ethylene (E0 = 0.06 V vs RHE, eq
20).382−384

CO 8H 8e CH 2H O2 4 2 (l)+ + → ++ −
(19)

2CO 12H 12e C H 4H O2 2 4 2 (l)+ + → ++ −
(20)

Mechanistically, *CO is acknowledged to be an important
intermediate for the formation of hydrocarbon products from
CO2RR (Figure 26).385 Specifically, in the case of ethylene,
one reaction pathway considered is the dimerization of two
*CO adducts.386 Despite being highly active for CO2RR, Cu
suffers from poor product selectivity control and yields many
different products (albeit with low efficiencies).
Soluble reduction products further complicate both

experimental characterization and theoretical modeling of
some CO2RR catalysts. For example, in addition to hydro-
carbons, Cu is also active for the production of soluble species,
such as methanol.193,383,387 Notably, Pd is known to reduce
CO2 to formic acid with zero overpotential.388−390 Therefore,
an important challenge for theory is predicting the overall
selectivity of a catalyst when competing reaction mechanisms
are possible, as is the case for the CO2RR. For example, corner
sites of Au NPs are predicted by theory to have high activity
for CO production,375 but experimentally, it has been found
that the competing HER greatly decreases CO selectivity.130

This example underscores the importance and utility of using
both theory and experiment to solve problems in electro-
catalysis. Specifically, in this particular case, theorists are able
to predict how the size, shape, and composition of NPs affect
the binding energy of intermediates, and then, these
predictions can be tested experimentally (if NPs matching
the theoretical constructs can be synthesized). We will expand
on these points in the next several sections.

3.3.2. The Effect of Electrocatalyst Size and Surface
Structure on the CO2RR. Different sizes and surface
structures change the binding energies of COOH and CO to
electrocatalyst surfaces, and this in turn can alter reactivity. For
example, Au,20,130,381,391 Ag,256,375 Cu,129,193,392 and Pd393 NP
electrocatalysts all exhibit size-dependent CO2 reduction
activity. This experimentally observed size dependence for
the CO2RR has been attributed to the binding energies of

Figure 25. Scaling relation between EB[*COOH] (upper part) and
EB[*H] (lower part) versus EB[*CO]. Open circles represent binding
energies at nanoparticles, whereas full circles represent binding
energies at the bulk surfaces for Ag (blue) and Au (black). The
vertical dashed line indicates a threshold EB[*CO] between adsorbed
*CO on the catalysts and released CO(g). The horizontal red line
indicates EB[*H] at which the overpotential of HER is 0 V.
Reproduced with permission from ref 375. Copyright 2015 American
Chemical Society.
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COOH, CO, and H on undercoordinated surface atoms, such
as edge, corner, and face sites (Figure 27).256 In contrast and

as mentioned earlier, adsorption of H+ is facile on most metal
surfaces, and therefore, the binding energy of H is relatively
independent of coordination number and hence not easily
tunable.393

While it is generally agreed that H binds favorably on all
active sites, there has been debate in the literature as to which
sites are most active for the CO2RR.

375 In 2013, Sun and co-
workers studied the size- dependence of 4−8 nm Au NPs for
CO2 reduction and reported maximum CO production for ∼8
nm Au NPs.394 They performed DFT studies and concluded
that the increased activity of the 8 nm NPs was due to the
higher number of edge sites present on the surface. It must be
noted, however, that the larger size of the NPs (i.e., >3 nm)
made it impossible to model the entire NP using DFT. Due to
this limitation, Au(111) and Au(211) slab models were used to
represent the NP face and edge sites, respectively, while a Au13
cluster was used to model corner sites.
There have been claims that models of the type described in

the previous paragraph are not appropriate for NPs and that
the entire NP should be used in calculations. For example,
theoretical work by Back et al. disputed the claim that edge
sites of Au NPs are more active for CO production than corner

sites.375 Specifically, by incorporating all of the atoms of an
icosahedral Au309 NP in first-principles DFT calculations, they
concluded that the corner sites of ∼2 nm Au NPs are actually
the most active for CO production. Additionally, while active
on all sites, the HER was determined to be most favorable over
edge sites. The low CO selectivity observed over ∼2 nm Au
NPs has been explained by the favorable HER over all of the
active sites, outcompeting HER. These examples demonstrate
the advantage of including all of the atoms in theoretical
models of nanoscale electrocatalysts.
In contrast to the higher CO2RR activity of corner sites

predicted for Au NPs, the edge sites of Ag NPs were predicted
to possess the optimal binding energy for COOH. That is,
DFT predicted that the stable geometry of 5 nm Ag NPs had
an optimal number of edge sites for COOH binding.375 These
results were used to rationalize previously observed exper-
imental observations, which demonstrated the highest CO
production efficiency for 5 nm Ag NPs.256 Specifically, these
Ag NPs were active for CO production with a reduced
overpotential of ∼300 mV vs polycrystalline Ag.
The synthesis of well-defined, monodisperse Ag NPs is

hindered by the low solubility of certain Ag species in solution
during synthesis, as well as by facile oxidation of Ag NPs once
synthesized. These factors can lead to instability and
subsequent particle growth, and therefore, nanostructured,
macroscopic Ag surfaces are more commonly studied.395−398

Specifically, electrochemical oxidative−reductive etching of Ag
foils in KHCO3 has recently been reported to produce Ag
nanostructures (i.e., Ag nanocorals) that are highly active for
CO2 reduction, while simultaneously suppressing the
HER.399−402 Unfortunately, the morphologies of these nano-
structured catalysts are large and difficult to prepare with
uniform features, and therefore, they are not conducive to first-
principles calculations.
In another study, Pd-based NPs ranging in size from 2.4 to

10.3 nm were examined for CO production.393 These NPs
were synthesized using reduction of a PdCl2 precursor with
NaBH4 in the presence of citrate ligands. Maximum CO
production was observed for the 3.7 nm NPs, reaching a
Faradaic efficiency of 91%. The decrease in activity observed
for Pd NPs <3.7 nm was thought to arise from CO binding too
strongly on the Pd surface, resulting in poisoning and
deactivation of the electrocatalytic surface. DFT calculations
suggested that the stabilization of the *COOH reaction
intermediate is most favorable on the corner and edge sites of
Pd NPs, leading to higher CO activity on those sites. A

Figure 26. Proposed mechanism for the electrochemical reduction of carbon dioxide on copper. Reproduced with permission from ref 385.
Copyright 2011 The Royal Society of Chemistry.

Figure 27. DFT results on the binding energies of the COOH
intermediate (ΔEBCOOH) as a function of Ag nanoparticle size. Ag13
(1.0 nm), Ag55 (1.6 nm), Ag147 (2.2 nm), and Ag309 (2.7 nm) models
with cuboctahedral geometry were examined. Adapted with
permission from ref 256. Copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.
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volcano-shaped plot of turnover frequency (TOF) vs Pd NP
size reveals a clear modulation of CO production with
changing numbers of edge and corner active sites (Figure 28).

Finally, Strasser and co-workers conducted an experimental
and theoretical analysis of the effect of Cu NP size (2−15 nm)
on CO2RR activity.129 These Cu NPs were synthesized using
inverse micelle encapsulation and subsequent treatment with
O2 plasma etching to remove polymers from the NP surface.
They found that, for Cu NPs having sizes of <5 nm, CO and
H2 production was increased compared to that of the more
reduced hydrocarbons observed on bulk Cu electrodes. They
used theoretical models to attribute this to the high binding
energy of CO on undercoordinated surface sites. While these
sites are active for both CO and H2 production, the strong
binding is hypothesized to decrease the surface mobility of *H
and *CO intermediates, preventing the formation of more
reduced hydrocarbons.
CO2RR activity has been observed using carbon-based

electrodes, such as graphene oxide and carbon nano-
tubes.384,403−405 However, it has recently been reported that
the observed activities in these systems actually result from
trace metal impurities, which are common in these types of
materials.406,407 For example, Ager and co-workers demon-
strated that Cu impurities in commercial graphene oxide can
catalyze CO2 reduction to methane.408 These results are
particularly significant, because carbon supports are frequently
used in CO2RR studies and they may host unidentified but
electrocatalytically active impurities. Clearly, this kind of
situation is particularly problematic for correlating experimen-
tal results to theory. In other words, even trace impurities can
lead to erroneous conclusions in electrocatalysis.
3.3.3. The Effect of Ligands on the Selectivity of the

CO2RR. In addition to size effects, the presence of stabilizing
surface ligands can affect the CO2RR. For example, the use of
thiol ligands for stabilizing CO2RR electrocatalysts is typically
avoided due to the strong binding affinity of thiols on metals,
which can poison catalytic surfaces. One well-studied exception
is monolayer-protected Au clusters (Au MPCs).391,409−411

Specifically, Au25(SR)18 clusters have been reported to exhibit
high catalytic activity for the CO2RR.

392,412,413 The high
stability and activity of this catalyst has been attributed to the
unique structure of surface staples of individual Au atoms
bound to thiol ligands (Figure 29a).20,412

DFT calculations have been used to study the CO2RR on
model Au25(SCH3)18

q catalysts having different charge states
(i.e., q = −1, 0, +1).20 Significantly, these calculations
determined that, regardless of the initial charge state, CO
production was only thermodynamically favorable upon
electrochemically driven loss of a ligand (i.e., −SR or −R).
Removal of a thiol ligand (−SR) created an exposed Au surface
atom as an electroactive site for CO formation (Figure 29b).
However, this site was also found to be active for the parasitic
HER. In contrast, selective removal of only the alkyl group
(−R) from the ligand created a unique −Au−S−Au− surface
site (Figure 29c), where the S atom, rather than Au, served as
the active site for the CO2RR (and competing HER). The
electronic properties of the S active site (after loss of an −R
ligand), compared to that of an Au active site (after loss of a
−SR ligand), increased both the activity and the CO selectivity
of the catalyst. This was explained by noting that DFT results
predicted increased stabilization of *COOH and reduced *H
binding on the S active site. While these theoretical findings
are consistent with experimental results412,413 for
Au25(SCH3)18 catalysts, the identity of the proposed active
site has not been independently confirmed experimentally.
This study is another good illustration of the difficulties
involved in definitively identifying theoretically predicted
active sites on catalysts in the <2 nm size range.
Another thiol ligand used for modulating CO2RR activity is

cysteamine (HS−CH2−CH2−NH2).
256,258,410,414 For example,

it has been used on carbon black supports as an anchoring
ligand for Ag NPs during the CO2RR.

256 DFT studies
suggested that the Ag−S bond promotes stabilization of the
*COOH intermediate via localization of unpaired electrons. In
situ attenuated total reflectance infrared (ATR-IR) spectros-

Figure 28. Size dependence of TOF for CO production on Pd NPs at
various potentials. Reproduced with permission from ref 393.
Copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.

Figure 29. (a) Schematic of the fully ligand-protected Au25(SCH3)18
nanocluster. The system is composed of a Au13 icosahedral core
protected by a shell network of six Au2(SR)3 units. The Au, S, C, and
H atoms are colored yellow, blue, gray, and white, respectively. The
labels “A” and “B” on the Au2(SCH3)3 shell network represent the
two distinct types of coordinated sulfur in the NC shell. (b) Active
structure after loss of a thiol ligand. (c) Active predicted structure
after loss of an alkyl ligand from the thiol. Adapted with permission
from ref 20. Copyright 2018 The Royal Society of Chemistry.
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copy, combined with quantum-mechanical-based molecular
dynamics simulations, demonstrated that the terminal −NH2
group of cysteamine increases electrocatalytic activity by
hydrogen bonding with CO2.

258,414 Specifically, the sulfur
atom binds to the metal surface, while the free amine
coordinates with incoming CO2 molecules (Figure 30A,B),
thereby increasing the local concentration of CO2 at the
surface while preferentially stabilizing the formation of
*COOH intermediates over *H.

While cysteamine has been shown to increase the electro-
catalytic activity of Au and Ag NPs for CO formation, a

dependence on carbon-chain length has been observed for
related thiol ligands. For example, while 11-amino-1-
undecanethiol has both a thiol group and a terminal amine,
similar to cysteamine, CO2RR activity was greatly decreased
relative to cysteamine (Figure 30C).258 This was attributed to
the amine group being too far from the catalyst surface to
participate in the electrocatalytic reaction. Replacement of the
primary amine of cysteamine with a pyridinyl group was
reported to induce a change in catalytic selectivity from CO to
formate due to a change in mechanism.410

In a more recent study by Kim et al., the effects of amine-,
thiol-, and carboxyl-functionalized ligands on the CO
selectivity of Ag NPs were analyzed using gas chromatog-
raphy.415 The results showed that the oleylamine ligand
induced the highest CO production efficiency by destabilizing
H binding and the overall suppression of the HER. In contrast,
the thiol ligand resulted in increased overall activity but
decreased selectivity for CO. DFT calculations supported the
claim that amine-capped Ag NPs break the scaling relationship
by stabilizing *COOH and destabilizing *H.
More recently, N-heterocycles (NHC) have attracted

attention as modifying ligands for CO2RR electrocata-
lysts.416−420 For example, ∼7 nm NHC carbene-functionalized
Au NPs exhibited a 30% increase in Faradaic efficiency toward
CO2RR relative to oleylamine-capped Au NPs.421 Tafel
analysis of the CO2RR kinetics of the NHC carbene-
functionalized Au NPs indicated a change in reaction
mechanism. However, computational studies of these types
of complex ligand interactions are difficult to model, making it
hard to elucidate the source of increased activity.

3.3.4. Bimetallic Nanocatalysts for the CO2RR.
Bimetallic electrocatalysts afford another opportunity to
modify the binding energies, and hence activity and selectivity,
of reactive adsorbates on the surface of CO2RR electro-
catalysts. Au-based electrocatalysts, such as AuPd422−424 and
AuCu,255,425−428 have been extensively reported. For example,
the product selectivity over Au@Pd NPs can be tuned by
modulating the Pd shell thickness over the range 1−10 nm,

Figure 30. (A) Chemisorbed CO2 on the cysteamine-functionalized
Ag(111) surface. This illustrates H-bond between −NH2 and CO2.
(B) Chemisorbed CO2 on the Ag(111) surface in the absence of a
stabilizing H-bond. (C) Comparison of turnover frequencies (TOFs)
for CO at −0.6 V (RHE) on functionalized Ag NPs. Adapted with
permission from ref 258. Copyright 2018 American Chemical Society.

Figure 31. (a) Atomic-level reaction pathways and (b) free-energy diagram for CO2RR at singly dethiolated Au144(SH)59, Au114Cu30(SH)59,
Au90Cu54(SH)59, and Au72Cu72(SH)59 nanoclusters. One −SH unit was removed from each structure to create an accessible active site (marked
with a pink asterisk). (c) H2 evolution reaction (HER) free-energy diagram at singly dethiolated nanocluster models. Reproduced with permission
from ref 432. Copyright 2018 American Chemical Society.
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with the C5 product being observed on 10 nm-thick
shells.429−431 In contrast to the hydrocarbon products obtained
using Au@Pd electrocatalysts, alloying Au with Cu has been
reported to increase the selectivity of the catalyst for CO
relative to Au-only NPs.392,428 The size of these AuCu alloys
was also found to be an important factor in their electro-
catalytic performance. Specifically, AuCu NPs having sizes of
<∼5 nm actually exhibited a lower CO:H2 ratio than Au-only
NPs.231 DFT calculations suggested that CO binds too
strongly on AuCu alloys having sizes <2 nm, thereby poisoning
active sites for the CO2RR.

432

Kauffman et al. reported that the strong binding of CO on
AuCu could be reduced by using ∼2 nm, thiol-capped
AuxCu(100−x)(SH)59 nanoalloys.432 Specifically, they observed
that 2-phenylethanethiol ligands increased the CO:H2 ratio
relative to ligand-free AuCu NPs. DFT studies suggested that
the ligand stabilized the *COOH intermediate and destabilized
*H, thereby increasing CO selectivity. As previously observed
for Au25(SCH3)18 NPs,20 ,412 the ful ly thiolated
AuxCu(100−x)(SR)59 NPs are not predicted to be electro-
catalytically active. Instead, in situ electrochemical removal of a
thiol ligand is necessary to form Cu−S surface staples, which
are predicted to be highly active for CO production. It was
suggested that the increased stability of *COOH is due to
favorable interactions on adjacent Cu and Au surface atoms at
the active site (Figure 31a). This mechanism of stabilization
was supported by observed composition-dependent activity
(Figure 31b,c), with the highest Faradaic efficiency for CO
observed for alloys composed of ∼50% Cu.
Another promising method for enhancing the activity of

AuCu nanoalloys involves transforming the NPs from an
atomically random (disordered) to an intermetallic (ordered)
state.231 The seed-mediated reduction of Cu2+ onto Au NP
seeds was used to synthesize AuCu NPs, while different
heating conditions during synthesis induced atomic mixing
between Cu and Au. Intermetallic AuCu NPs having a size of
∼7 nm displayed CO mass activities (A/gAu) 2.6 times higher
than Au-only NPs, but their selectivity toward CO decreased
by ∼10%. DFT calculations attributed the increase in activity
to the compressive strain of a three-atom-thick Au shell on the
surface of the intermetallic core, leading to more favorable
*COOH binding. The formation of the Au shell was the result
of the high processing temperature required to induce
complete atomic ordering to the intermetallic state. Unfortu-
nately, these Au overlayers were also associated with NP
instability and suspected to leach Au, leading to an activity
decrease of ∼15% over 12 h. This study illustrates the need for
better synthetic techniques that will lead to both order and
stability.
In addition to AuCu, other Cu nanoalloys, including

CuAg433−435 and CuPd,100,121,436,437 have been examined as
electrocatalysts for the CO2RR. Due to the minimal miscibility
of Ag with Cu, CuAg alloys with a Cu-rich surface are usually
obtained.433 Due to the limited structural and compositional
control available for CuAg nanostructures, most reports focus
on surface and thin film alloys rather than NPs.438−440 For
example, Jaramillo and co-workers prepared CuAg thin films
using vapor deposition techniques to overcome miscibility
limitations.439 This catalyst was reported to favor the
formation of soluble CO2 reduction products, such as
acetaldehyde and acetate, compared to Cu-only films. The
lack of hydrocarbon formation was determined to result from
both destabilization of oxygenated intermediates (i.e.,

*COOH) and reduced *H surface coverage. These results
demonstrated that effectively increasing the miscibility or
extent of atomic mixing of a system is a promising synthetic
tool for modifying catalytic activity. More recently, “nano-
dimer” structures exhibiting a Ag/Cu interface were reported
to increase both overall CO2 reduction activity and selectivity
for ethylene.440

3.3.5. Summary of Synergy between NP Structural
Design and CO2RR Activity. Despite the vast amount of
research relating to the CO2RR, its full potential is far from
being realized. There are some general guidelines for moving
forward, however. First, the binding energies of *COOH,
*CO, and *H on the surface of CO2RR electrocatalysts are
vital for controlling overall catalytic activity. Second, unlike
reactions like CO electro-oxidation and the ORR, control over
selectivity is an important factor for the CO2RR. Minimizing
H2 production and maximizing hydrocarbon formation is of
foremost importance in this regard. Both activity and
selectivity are controlled by numerous factors, including (for
NPs) the electrocatalyst size, composition, and stability; the
presence and type of surface ligands; the nature of the
electrolyte solution; and the applied potential. This parameter
space is far too large to be probed experimentally, and
therefore, guidance from theory is of special importance.
Operando characterization of the evolution of NP electro-
catalysts is also key to the development of this field.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE OUTLOOKS

The need for structurally diverse electrocatalysts having high
activity and controlled selectivity for technologically relevant
electrochemical transformations is surging well beyond current
capabilities. The key to making progress is the marriage
between experiment and theory and particularly experimental
model systems against which the efficacy of theory can be
benchmarked. Iterations between experiment and theory
combined with constantly increasing computational power
will eventually lead to a point where theory can define efficient
catalytic structures. To achieve this goal, experimentalists must
strive for discovery of new synthetic NP models that can be
directly compared to first-principles theory. This means fairly
small numbers of atoms per NP; a high degree of homogeneity
in size, composition, and structure; atomic-level character-
ization; and good stability under operando conditions. Single-
particle and single-atom electrocatalyst studies are perhaps the
best models for comparison with theory, but huge challenges
must be overcome before these types of systems become
viable.
Theorists, on the other hand, must design more efficient

computational methods. They must also develop methods that
are able to incorporate some degree of NP heterogeneity.
Experimentalists need practical guidance from theorists for
breaking the kinds of scaling relationships discussed in this
article and for predicting electrocatalysts having structures and
compositions that can be synthesized. Finally, an especially
important frontier that has barely been addressed at this point
is the ability to predict the stability of effective electrocatalysts.
The needs described in these final two paragraphs are huge,

and they are sufficient to keep the community of electro-
catalyst scientists and engineers busy for a long time. The clock
is ticking, however, and time is of the essence for finding
efficient electrocatalysts to power transportation and to close
the carbon cycle.
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GLOSSARY
ATR-IR = attenuated total reflectance infrared
BEP = Brønsted−Evans−Polanyi
CO2RR = carbon dioxide reduction reaction

CHE = computational hydrogen electrode
CV = cyclic voltammetry
DEMS = differential electrochemical mass spectrometry
DENs = dendrimer-encapsulated nanoparticles
DFT = density functional theory
EB = binding energy
ECSA = electrochemically active surface area
EDX = energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy
EM = electron microscopy
EXAFS = extended X-ray absorption fine structure
FCC = face-centered cubic
FCT = face-centered tetragonal
HAADF = high-angle annular dark-field
HER = hydrogen evolution reaction
HE-XRD = high-energy X-ray diffraction
HR-TEM = high-resolution transmission electron micros-
copy
IL-TEM = identical-location transmission electron micros-
copy
IR = infrared spectroscopy
LH = Langmuir−Hinshelwood
MPC(s) = monolayer-protected cluster(s)
NHC = N-heterocycle
NHE = normal hydrogen electrode
NP(s) = nanoparticle(s)
ORR = oxygen reduction reaction
OTECCM = optically targeted electrochemical cell
microscopy
PAMAM = poly(amidoamine) dendrimer
PDF = pair distribution function
PEMFC(s) = proton-exchange membrane fuel cell(s)
PPI = poly(propyleneimine)
PVP = poly(vinyl)pyrrolidone
QM/MM = quantum mechanics/molecular mechanics
RDV = rotating disk voltammetry
RHE = reversible hydrogen electrode
RMC = reverse Monte Carlo
RRDV = rotating ring disk voltammetry
SECCM = scanning electrochemical cell microscopy
SEM = scanning electron microscopy
SHE = standard hydrogen electrode
SMCR = seed-mediated co-reduction
SML = supervised machine learning
STEM = scanning transmission electron microscopy
TM(s) = transition metal(s)
TOF = turnover frequency
UPD = underpotential deposition
Urlp = rate-limiting potential
XAFS = X-ray absorption fine structure
XANES = X-ray absorption near-edge structure
XAS = X-ray absorption spectroscopy
XPS = X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy
XRD = X-ray diffraction
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T. R.; Moses, P. G.; Skuĺason, E.; Bligaard, T.; Nørskov, J. K. Scaling
Properties of Adsorption Energies for Hydrogen-Containing Mole-
cules on Transition-Metal Surfaces. Phys. Rev. Lett. 2007, 99, 4−7.
(60) Bligaard, T.; Nørskov, J. K.; Dahl, S.; Matthiesen, J.;
Christensen, C. H.; Sehested, J. The Brønsted−Evans−Polanyi
Relation and the Volcano Curve in Heterogeneous Catalysis. J.
Catal. 2004, 224, 206−217.
(61) Gokhale, A. A.; Kandoi, S.; Greeley, J. P.; Mavrikakis, M.;
Dumesic, J. A. Molecular-Level Descriptions of Surface Chemistry in
Kinetic Models Using Density Functional Theory. Chem. Eng. Sci.
2004, 59, 4679−4691.
(62) Huang, K.; Clausmeyer, J.; Luo, L.; Jarvis, K.; Crooks, R. M.
Shape-Controlled Electrodeposition of Single Pt Nanocrystals onto
Carbon Nanoelectrodes. Faraday Discuss. 2018, 210, 267−280.
(63) Bohn, P. W. Science and Technology of Electrochemistry at
Nano-Interfaces: Concluding Remarks. Faraday Discuss. 2018, 210,
481−493.
(64) Glasscott, M. W.; Dick, J. E. Direct Electrochemical
Observation of Single Platinum Cluster Electrocatalysis on Ultra-
microelectrodes. Anal. Chem. 2018, 90, 7804−7808.

(65) Liu, S.; Tian, N.; Xie, A. Y.; Du, J. H.; Xiao, J.; Liu, L.; Sun, H.
Y.; Cheng, Z. Y.; Zhou, Z. Y.; Sun, S. G. Electrochemically Seed-
Mediated Synthesis of Sub-10 Nm Tetrahexahedral Pt Nanocrystals
Supported on Graphene with Improved Catalytic Performance. J. Am.
Chem. Soc. 2016, 138, 5753−5756.
(66) Kim, J.; Bard, A. J. Electrodeposition of Single Nanometer-Size
Pt Nanoparticles at a Tunneling Ultramicroelectrode and Determi-
nation of Fast Heterogeneous Kinetics for Ru(NH3)6

3+ Reduction. J.
Am. Chem. Soc. 2016, 138, 975−979.
(67) Ustarroz, J.; Hammons, J. A.; Altantzis, T.; Hubin, A.; Bals, S.;
Terryn, H. A Generalized Electrochemical Aggregative Growth
Mechanism. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2013, 135, 11550−11561.
(68) Hussein, H. E. M.; Maurer, R. J.; Amari, H.; Peters, J. J. P.;
Meng, L.; Beanland, R.; Newton, M. E.; Macpherson, J. V. Tracking
Metal Electrodeposition Dynamics from Nucleation and Growth of a
Single Atom to a Crystalline Nanoparticle. ACS Nano 2018, 12,
7388−7396.
(69) Altimari, P.; Greco, F.; Pagnanelli, F. Nucleation and Growth of
Metal Nanoparticles on a Planar Electrode: A New Model Based on
Iso-Nucleation-Time Classes of Particles. Electrochim. Acta 2019, 296,
82−93.
(70) Yang, J.; Andrei, C. M.; Chan, Y.; Mehdi, B. L.; Browning, N.
D.; Botton, G. A.; Soleymani, L. Liquid Cell Transmission Electron
Microscopy Sheds Light on The Mechanism of Palladium Electro-
deposition. Langmuir 2019, 35, 862−869.
(71) O’Mullane, A. P. From Single Crystal Surfaces to Single Atoms:
Investigating Active Sites in Electrocatalysis. Nanoscale 2014, 6,
4012−4026.
(72) Zhou, M.; Dick, J. E.; Bard, A. J. Electrodeposition of Isolated
Platinum Atoms and Clusters on Bismuth - Characterization and
Electrocatalysis. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2017, 139, 17677−17682.
(73) Yu, Y.; Sundaresan, V.; Bandyopadhyay, S.; Zhang, Y.; Edwards,
M. A.; Mckelvey, K.; White, H. S.; Willets, K. A. Three-Dimensional
Super-Resolution Imaging of Single Nanoparticles Delivered by
Pipettes. ACS Nano 2017, 11, 10529−10538.
(74) Li, Y.; Cox, J. T.; Zhang, B. Electrochemical Responses and
Electrocatalysis at Single Au Nanoparticles. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2010,
132, 3047−3054.
(75) Hao, R.; Fan, Y.; Zhang, B. Imaging Dynamic Collision and
Oxidation of Single Silver Nanoparticles at the Electrode/Solution
Interface. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2017, 139, 12274−12282.
(76) Kai, T.; Zoski, C. G.; Bard, A. J. Scanning Electrochemical
Microscopy at the Nanometer Level. Chem. Commun. 2018, 54,
1934−1947.
(77) Saha, P.; Hill, J. W.; Walmsley, J. D.; Hill, C. M. Probing
Electrocatalysis at Individual Au Nanorods via Correlated Optical and
Electrochemical Measurements. Anal. Chem. 2018, 90, 12832−12839.
(78) Sambur, J. B.; Chen, P. Approaches to Single-Nanoparticle
Catalysis. Annu. Rev. Phys. Chem. 2014, 65, 395−422.
(79) Mirkin, M. V.; Sun, T.; Yu, Y.; Zhou, M. Electrochemistry at
One Nanoparticle. Acc. Chem. Res. 2016, 49, 2328−2335.
(80) Wang, Y.; Shan, X.; Tao, N. Emerging Tools for Studying
Single Entity Electrochemistry. Faraday Discuss. 2016, 193, 9−39.
(81) Baker, L. A. Perspective and Prospectus on Single-Entity
Electrochemistry. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2018, 140, 15549−15559.
(82) Duan, Z.; Timoshenko, J.; Kunal, P.; House, S. D.; Wan, H.;
Jarvis, K.; Bonifacio, C.; Yang, J. C.; Crooks, R. M.; Frenkel, A. I.;
et al. Structural Characterization of Heterogeneous RhAu Nano-
particles from a Microwave-Assisted Synthesis. Nanoscale 2018, 10,
22520−22532.
(83) Bao, Y.; An, W.; Heath Turner, C.; Krishnan, K. M. The
Critical Role of Surfactants in the Growth of Cobalt Nanoparticles.
Langmuir 2010, 26, 478−483.
(84) Ortiz, N.; Skrabalak, S. E. On the Dual Roles of Ligands in the
Synthesis of Colloidal Metal Nanostructures. Langmuir 2014, 30,
6649−6659.
(85) Kluenker, M.; Connolly, B. M.; Marolf, D. M.; Tahir, M. N.;
Korschelt, K.; Simon, P.; Ko, U.; Plana-ruiz, S.; Barton, B.; Pantho,
M.; et al. Controlling the Morphology of Au−Pd Heterodimer

Chemical Reviews Review

DOI: 10.1021/acs.chemrev.9b00246
Chem. Rev. XXXX, XXX, XXX−XXX

AA

http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.chemrev.9b00246


Nanoparticles by Surface Ligands. Inorg. Chem. 2018, 57, 13640−
13652.
(86) Huang, L.; Zhang, X.; Wang, Q.; Han, Y.; Fang, Y.; Dong, S.
Shape-Control of Pt-Ru Nanocrystals: Tuning Surface Structure for
Enhanced Electrocatalytic Methanol Oxidation. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
2018, 140, 1142−1147.
(87) Zhou, Z. Y.; Kang, X.; Song, Y.; Chen, S. Ligand-Mediated
Electrocatalytic Activity of Pt Nanoparticles for Oxygen Reduction
Reactions. J. Phys. Chem. C 2012, 116, 10592−10598.
(88) Kunz, S. Supported, Ligand-Functionalized Nanoparticles: An
Attempt to Rationalize the Application and Potential of Ligands in
Heterogeneous Catalysis. Top. Catal. 2016, 59, 1671−1685.
(89) Guo, Y.; Wu, Y.; Cao, R.; Zheng, S.; Yang, Y.; Chen, M.
Platinum Nanoparticles Functionalized with Acetylene Derivatives
and the Influence of Ligand Length on Their Electrocatalytic Activity.
J. Electroanal. Chem. 2017, 785, 159−165.
(90) Hu, P.; Chen, L.; Deming, C. P.; Lu, J. E.; Bonny, L. W.; Chen,
S. Effects of Para-Substituents of Styrene Derivatives on Their
Chemical Reactivity on Platinum Nanoparticle Surfaces. Nanoscale
2016, 8, 12013−12021.
(91) Schrader, I.; Neumann, S.; Anda, S.; Schmidt, F.; Azov, V.;
Kunz, S. Asymmetric Heterogeneous Catalysis: Transfer of Molecular
Principles to Nanoparticles by Ligand Functionalization. ACS Catal.
2017, 7, 3979−3987.
(92) Rossi, L. M.; Fiorio, J. L.; Garcia, M. A. S. S.; Ferraz, C. P. The
Role and Fate of Capping Ligands in Colloidally Prepared Metal
Nanoparticle Catalysts. Dalt. Trans. 2018, 47, 5889−5915.
(93) Lim, B.; Xia, Y. Metal Nanocrystals with Highly Branched
Morphologies. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2011, 50, 76−85.
(94) Peng, Z.; Yang, H. Designer Platinum Nanoparticles: Control
of Shape, Composition in Alloy, Nanostructure and Electrocatalytic
Property. Nano Today 2009, 4, 143−164.
(95) Song, L.; Liang, Z.; Vukmirovic, M. B.; Adzic, R. R. Enhanced
Oxygen Reduction Reaction Activity on Pt-Monolayer-Shell PdIr/Ni-
Core Catalysts. J. Electrochem. Soc. 2018, 165, J3288−J3294.
(96) Xia, Y.; Xia, X.; Peng, H. C. Shape-Controlled Synthesis of
Colloidal Metal Nanocrystals: Thermodynamic versus Kinetic
Products. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2015, 137, 7947−7966.
(97) Chakraborty, S.; Ansar, S. M.; Stroud, J. G.; Kitchens, C. L.
Comparison of Colloidal versus Supported Gold Nanoparticle
Catalysis. J. Phys. Chem. C 2018, 122, 7749−7758.
(98) Inoue, M.Solvothermal Synthesis of Metal Oxides. In Handbook
of Advanced Ceramics: Materials, Applications, Processing, and Proper-
ties; Elsevier: St. Louis, 2013; pp 927−948.
(99) Biacchi, A. J.; Schaak, R. E. Ligand-Induced Fate of Embryonic
Species in the Shape-Controlled Synthesis of Rhodium Nanoparticles.
ACS Nano 2015, 9, 1707−1720.
(100) Yin, Z.; Gao, D.; Yao, S.; Zhao, B.; Cai, F.; Lin, L.; Tang, P.;
Zhai, P.; Wang, G.; Ma, D.; et al. Highly Selective Palladium-Copper
Bimetallic Electrocatalysts for the Electrochemical Reduction of CO2
to CO. Nano Energy 2016, 27, 35−43.
(101) Zhang, L. M.; Wang, Z. B.; Zhang, J. J.; Sui, X. L.; Zhao, L.;
Han, J. C. Investigation on Electrocatalytic Activity and Stability of
Pt/C Catalyst Prepared by Facile Solvothermal Synthesis for Direct
Methanol Fuel Cell. Fuel Cells 2015, 15, 619−627.
(102) Kwon, S. G. U.; Hyeon, T. Colloidal Chemical Synthesis and
Formation Kinetics of Uniformly Sized Nanocrystals of Metals,
Oxides and Chalcogenides. Acc. Chem. Res. 2008, 41, 1696−1709.
(103) Rao, B. G.; Mukherjee, D.; Reddy, B. M. Novel Approaches
for Preparation of Nanoparticles. In Nanostructures for Novel Therapy;
Elsevier: St. Louis, 2017; pp 1−36.
(104) Zheng, X.; Liu, S.; Cheng, X.; Cheng, J.; Si, C.; Pan, Z.;
Marcelli, A.; Chu, W.; Wu, Z. Synthesis and Characterization of Cu-Pt
Bimetallic Nanoparticles. J. Phys.: Conf. Ser. 2013, 430, 012037.
(105) Wang, C.; Daimon, H.; Onodera, T.; Koda, T.; Sun, S. A
General Approach to the Size- and Shape-Controlled Synthesis of
Platinum Nanoparticles and Their Catalytic Reduction of Oxygen.
Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2008, 47, 3588−3591.

(106) Vivien, A.; Guillaumont, M.; Meziane, L.; Salzemann, C.;
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(208) Schmies, H.; Wang, G.; Kühl, S.; Bergmann, A.; Strasser, P.;
Hornberger, E.; Drnec, J.; Sandbeck, D. J. S.; Cherevko, S.;
Mayrhofer, K. J. J.; et al. In Situ Stability Studies of Platinum
Nanoparticles Supported on Ruthenium−Titanium Mixed Oxide
(RTO) for Fuel Cell Cathodes. ACS Catal. 2018, 8, 9675−9683.
(209) LiBretto, N. J.; Ren, Y.; Zhang, G.; Miller, J. T.; Yang, C.
Identification of Surface Structures in Pt3Cr Intermetallic Nano-
catalysts. Chem. Mater. 2019, 31, 1597−1609.
(210) Tuaev, X.; Rudi, S.; Petkov, V.; Hoell, A.; Strasser, P. In Situ
Study of Atomic Structure Transformations of Pt-Ni Nanoparticle
Catalysts during Electrochemical Potential Cycling. ACS Nano 2013,
7, 5666−5674.
(211) Li, T.; Senesi, A. J.; Lee, B. Small Angle X-Ray Scattering for
Nanoparticle Research. Chem. Rev. 2016, 116, 11128−11180.
(212) Gilbert, J. A.; Kariuki, N. N.; Wang, X.; Kropf, A. J.; Yu, K.;
Groom, D. J.; Ferreira, P. J.; Morgan, D.; Myers, D. J. Pt Catalyst
Degradation in Aqueous and Fuel Cell Environments Studied via In-
Operando Anomalous Small-Angle X-Ray Acattering. Electrochim.
Acta 2015, 173, 223−234.
(213) Ingham, B.; Lim, T. H.; Dotzler, C. J.; Henning, A.; Toney, M.
F.; Tilley, R. D. How Nanoparticles Coalesce: An in Situ Study of Au
Nanoparticle Aggregation and Grain Growth. Chem. Mater. 2011, 23,
3312−3317.
(214) Binninger, T.; Garganourakis, M.; Han, J.; Patru, A.; Fabbri,
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