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A General Strategy for the Preparation of Hollow Carbon Nanocages by
NH4Cl-Assisted Low-Temperature Heat Treatment

Shang Jun Teng ,[a, b] Jian Nong Wang,*[b] Bao Yu Xia,[a] and Xiao Xia Wang[c]

Nanostructured graphitic carbon materials have well-de-
veloped crystalline structures, high electrical conductivity,
good thermal stability, and oxidation resistance at low tem-
perature.[1–4] As a result they have potential applications in
many fields as adsorbents, energy storage media, catalyst
supports, and electrode materials. Particularly, it has been
proposed that such materials can lead to a higher electro-ACHTUNGTRENNUNGcatalytic activity and improved durability when used as a
catalyst support compared with conventional amorphous
carbon.[5–7] Carbon nanocages (CNCs) have a special hollow
structure with graphitic shells and show excellent perfor-
mance as a catalyst support in proton exchange membrane
fuel cells (PEMFC).[8–11]

To date, some methods have been developed to prepare
CNCs.[8,9,12–15] Chemical vapor deposition (CVD) is a widely
employed technique due to its simplicity and high yield.
This method involves the catalytic decomposition of mole-
cules containing carbon atoms. The catalyst is generally a
transition metal (e.g., Fe) and the metal forms the core for
the formation of external graphitic shells. To obtain hollow
CNCs, it is necessary to remove the encapsulated metal par-
ticles.

At present, little attention has been paid to the removal
of the metal particles encapsulated in the CNCs. Boiling in
concentrated acid (HNO3, H2SO4, HCl, etc.) is a generally
used method.[13,16–20] But these acids have strong oxidation
effects, which damage the graphitic structure and also cause
a significant loss of carbon material. In addition, strong
acids are not desirable for large-scale production because of
high costs and environmental concerns.[16–18,21–23] Further-
more, when CNCs are prepared at high temperature by
CVD, they have a well-developed and thick graphitic struc-
ture, and thus the trapped metal particles cannot be re-
moved because of the high resistance of the graphitic shells
to acid oxidation.[21–27]

In this study, we report a simple and low cost method for
the preparation of hollow CNCs. First, iron/graphite core–
shell nanoparticles are produced by pyrolysis of a mixture of
acetylene and iron carbonyl. Then, the core–shell nanoparti-
cles are heat treated in the range of 300–500 8C in the pres-
ence of a very cheap chemical, namely, NH4Cl. Finally, they
are mixed with water and filtered. As will be shown, the Fe
particles trapped by graphitic shells can be removed with
little damage to the graphitic structure and with minimal
loss of the carbon material. The possible mechanism will
also be discussed. The hollow CNCs thus obtained are dem-
onstrated to show improved electrochemical catalytic activi-
ty when used as a support material for Pt than CNCs ob-
tained by acid processes.

The as-prepared samples of iron/graphite core–shell nano-
particles formed as a black powder and the XRD pattern is
illustrated in Figure 1 a. The peak at 2q=26.18 could be at-
tributed to diffraction from the (002) planes of the hexago-
nal structure of graphite. The highest peak appearing at
2q= 44.98 could be attributed to the diffraction of the (110)
plane of Fe, the (031) plane of Fe3C, and the (101) plane of
graphite. The rest of the peaks are related to Fe3C. A TEM
image of the sample is shown in Figure 1 b. As can be seen,
the as-prepared particles have sizes in the range of 30–
50 nm. Furthermore, each nanoparticle has an iron/graphite
core–shell structure (inset in Figure 1 b). The thickness of
the shell of the particle is about 4–8 nm.
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After heat treatments with NH4Cl, the samples were ex-
amined by XRD (Figure 2). As can be seen in Figure 2 a,
the peaks for (NH4)3FeCl5 appeared after heat treatment at
300 8C in addition to the diffraction peaks for NH4Cl. After
being filtered with water, (NH4)3FeCl5 and NH4Cl disap-
peared and only graphitic carbon remained. After heat
treatment at 400 8C, as can be seen in Figure 2 b, NH4FeCl3

rather than (NH4)3FeCl5 formed and the intensities of the
peaks corresponding to NH4Cl became weaker than those at
300 8C, suggesting a lower amount of NH4Cl in the final
product. After filtration with water, NH4FeCl3 and NH4Cl
disappeared and only graphitic carbon remained. When the
heat treatment temperature was increased to 500 or 600 8C,
the original NH4Cl could no longer be observed and instead
FeCl2 and FeCl2·2H2O were observed, as shown in Figure 2 c
and d. After filtration with water, FeCl2 and FeCl2·2H2O dis-
appeared and there was only graphitic carbon in the sample.
These results indicate that NH4Cl-assisted low-temperature
heat treatment is an effective method to remove the Fe par-
ticles trapped by well-developed graphitic shells.

Figure 3 shows the TEM images of the sample after
NH4Cl treatment at 400 8C and filtration with water. The
TEM image shows that the Fe particles have been removed
completely. The size of the hollow cages is 30–50 nm for the
outer diameter with the shell thickness being 4–8 nm (Fig-
ure 3 a), which is consistent with the as-prepared sample.
HRTEM illustrates that the cage shell is composed of well-

Figure 1. XRD pattern (a) and TEM image (b) of the as-prepared
sample; *=C, ~=Fe, !=Fe3C.

Figure 2. XRD patterns of CNC samples after heat-treatment with NH4Cl (marked H) and after further filtration in water (marked W): a) 300, b) 400,
c) 500, d) 600 8C; *=C, *=NH4Cl, ~= (NH4)3FeCl5, !=NH4FeCl3, &= FeCl2, &=FeCl2·2H2O.
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defined graphitic layers with a spacing of 0.34 nm (Fig-
ure 3 b).

The graphitization of the present hollow CNCs can be fur-
ther characterized by Raman spectroscopy as shown in the
inset of Figure 3 b. The spectrum of the CNCs shows two
peaks characteristic of the graphite structure at approxi-
mately 1350 and 1581 cm�1, respectively. The peak at
1581 cm�1 can be identified as the G peak of the perfect
crystalline graphite arising from the zone-center E2g mode,
and the peak at 1350 cm�1 as the D peak assigned to the A1g

zone-edge phonon induced by the disorder in the graphite
lattice.[24–27] The ratio of the integrated intensities of G and
D bands (IG/ID = 1.50) of the CNCs indicates that the
graphitization of the present hollow CNCs remained quite
good after heat treatment at 400 8C.

N2 adsorption/desorption experiments were carried out to
analyze the pore structures of CNCs obtained by NH4Cl
treatment (Figure 4). The measurements showed that the
CNCs heat treated at 300, 400, and 500 8C had a specific sur-
face area SBET of 137, 164, and 150 m2 g�1, respectively. As
shown in Figure 4 a, the CNC samples exhibit typical IV iso-
therms with H1 hysteresis.[28–29] The obvious hysteresis of de-
sorption for CNCs from NH4Cl treatment between the par-
tial pressures P/P0 of 0.5 and 1.0 suggests the existence of
predominant mesopores.[30] At low pressures (P/P0<0.3),
the uptake for the sample resulting from NH4Cl treatment

demonstrates the existence of more micropores (inset in Fig-
ure 4 a, the enlarged adsorption isotherms). The mesopore
size distributions determined by the Barrett–Joyner–Halen-
da (BJH) method are shown in Figure 4 b. The mesopore
size distributions are similar for different samples (Fig-
ure 4 b), but the pore volumes of the 400 and 500 8C samples
are slightly larger than the 300 8C one. The reason for this
difference might be that iron particles could be removed
more completely when treated at higher temperatures.
Measurements showed that acid treatment induced more
mesopores in the CNCs than the NH4Cl treatment (see Fig-
ure S1 in the Supporting Information).

To investigate the performance of the present hollow
CNCs as a catalyst support, the CNCs from the heat treat-
ment at 400 8C were taken as an example. An electrochemi-
cal study of the Pt catalyst (45 wt %, based on theoretical
calculation and determined by thermogravimetry analysis)
supported on CNCs (Pt/CNC (NH4Cl)) was performed. For
comparison, the catalyst supported on CNCs from acid
treatment (Pt/CNC (acid)) according to the method report-
ed in our previous publication[31] and the catalyst supported
on conventional carbon black (Pt/CB, 45 wt %) were also
prepared by the same process.

Figure 5 a shows the XRD pattern and a typical TEM mi-
crograph of the catalyst formed of Pt/CNC (also see Fig-
ure S2 in the Supporting Information). Pt particles are finely
and uniformly dispersed on the CNCs. Statistical estimation

Figure 3. TEM image (a) and HRTEM image (b) of CNCs after heat-
treatment at 400 8C for 1 h with NH4Cl and further filtering in water. The
inset shows the Raman spectrum of the CNCs.

Figure 4. N2 adsorption/desorption isotherms and enlarged N2 adsorption
isotherms at low partial pressure (P/P0<0.3) (a), mesopore size distribu-
tion (b) of the CNCs after heat treatments with NH4Cl at different tem-
peratures and further filtering; &=300, *= 400, ~=500 8C.
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reveals that the average size of the Pt particles on the sup-
port is about 3.0 nm. The mean size of the Pt particles can
also be calculated from the Pt (220) peak of the XRD lines
(Figure 5 b) according to Scherrer�s formula.[27] The value
determined from XRD is slightly less than 3.0 nm, in close
agreement with that from the TEM image.

Figure 5 b shows the cyclic voltammograms of the differ-
ent catalysts using different supports, Pt/CB, Pt/CNC (acid),
and Pt/CNC (NH4Cl). As can be seen, the catalyst Pt/CNC
(NH4Cl) demonstrates stronger hydrogen desorption and
adsorption peaks and thus a higher electroactivity than
other two catalysts.

The electroactive surface area for a catalyst can be esti-
mated from the following equation: a =Q/ ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(m�b), in which
Q is the charge of hydrogen desorption, m is the quantity of
Pt used, and b is the charge required to oxidize a monolayer
of H2 on bright Pt (assumed to be 210 mC cm�2). The Q
value can be calculated from a cyclic voltammogram without
taking into account the contribution of the charge from the
electric double layer. The results presented in Table 1 show

that a for the Pt/CNC (NH4Cl) catalyst is clearly higher
than the Pt/CB and Pt/CNC (acid) catalysts.

The present results expressly reveal that NH4Cl-assisted
low-temperature heat treatment is an effective method to
remove the metal particles trapped in core–shell nanoparti-
cles. The formation of this core/shell structure may be relat-
ed to the activities of the carbon source and metal particles.
At high temperature, the decomposition of Fe(CO)5 yielded
iron nanoparticles that possessed a very high catalytic activi-
ty for the decomposition of C2H2. The decomposed carbon
was dissolved in iron particles. When the temperature de-
creased, carbon would become oversaturated, precipitate,
and then deposit on the surfaces of the iron particles. Conse-
quently, iron/graphite core–shell nanoparticles with graphitic
layers formed.

To get hollow CNCs, the iron particles need to be re-
moved. When iron/graphite core–shell nanoparticles were
boiled in acid, the trapped iron particles could be removed
at the expense of destroying the graphite layers. The com-
pact graphitic shells were first opened at their amorphous
regions by selective oxidation of nitric acid, and then the
iron particles were dissolved by acid through the opened
channels.[13]

When the core–shell nanoparticles were heat treated at
low temperature in the presence of NH4Cl, the iron particles
could be removed completely without damage to graphitic
shells during heat treatment. This may be due to the fact
that there is no reaction, including N doping, between
graphitic carbon and NH4Cl during heat treatment (Fig-
ure S3 in the Supporting Information). Therefore, the mech-
anism for the removal of iron particles by NH4Cl treatment
is different from that of acid treatment and could be related
to the diffusion of iron particles.

Two types of diffusion may occur during heat treatment,
including the inward diffusion of NH4Cl along the graphitic
shells and outward diffusion of Fe. The inward diffusion of
NH4Cl is unlikely because there is no reaction space avail-
able in the core. If a reaction occurred in the core, the
volume of the core would increase. Thus, the graphitic shell
would exert a pressure on the core and this pressure would
hinder further reaction. To continue the reaction, the reac-
tion product needs to diffuse out from the core, but this
would hinder the inward diffusion of NH4Cl. For these rea-
sons the inward diffusion of NH4Cl could hardly occur.

The outward diffusion of Fe may be the main type of dif-
fusion during the removal of iron particles and this was also
observed by other researchers.[32] To promote the outward
diffusion of iron nanoparticles, there must be a driving
force; one suggestion was particle melting.[33] It has been re-
ported that iron nanoparticles become unstable when
heated even at 250 8C.[34] When heated above this tempera-
ture, the original iron particle in the core could have a high
activity and as such have a tendency to cause outward diffu-
sion. The micropores/mesopores and defects existing in
CNCs may provide a facility for the outward diffusion of Fe
atoms to enable the reaction with NH4Cl.

Figure 5. XRD pattern and TEM image of Pt/CNC catalyst (a), cyclic
voltammograms of different catalysts (b); a) Pt/CB, b) Pt/CNC (acid),
and c) Pt/CNC (NH4Cl) (scanning rate 100 mV s�1).

Table 1. Coulombic charge for hydrogen desorption (Q) and electroac-
tive surface area (a) calculated for different catalysts.

Catalyst Q [mC cm�2] a [m2 g�1]

Pt/CB 44.20 52.62
Pt/CNC (acid) 57.50 68.45
Pt/CNC (NH4Cl) 64.80 81.43
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Due to its low sublimation point (�350 8C), NH4Cl would
begin to evaporate at 300 8C and become completely gas-
eous at 400 8C. At these temperatures, NH4Cl could still
exist in the molecular form. When Fe atoms have escaped
from the CNCs, they could react immediately with NH4Cl
existing in the environment. Thus, (NH4)3FeCl5 is formed at
300 8C and NH4FeCl3 at 400 8C. When heated to 500 8C and
above, NH4Cl would completely decompose to NH3 and
HCl. Therefore, the Fe reacts with HCl to form FeCl2. Since
NH4Cl, (NH4)3FeCl5, NH4FeCl3, and FeCl2 dissolve in water,
they can easily be removed from the heated samples.

As a support for Pt nanoparticles, the hollow CNCs from
NH4Cl treatment perform better than hollow CNCs ob-
tained by acid treatment. The main reason for this may be
that CNCs from NH4Cl treatment have a better graphitic
structure and thus a better conductivity than the acid-treat-
ed counterpart. In the present process, the iron particles
were removed by outward diffusion of Fe atoms through mi-
cropores/mesopores or defects existing in CNCs when
heated at low temperature. Therefore, the original graphitic
structure could be preserved with little damage. In addition
to the application as a catalyst support, the present CNCs
could have many other applications in many areas, such as
adsorbents, electrode materials, and energy-storage media
because they have a unique dimension and structure.[35–40]

In conclusion, a simple method was developed for the
preparation of hollow CNCs. First, iron/graphite core–shell
nanoparticles with good graphitization were synthesized by
pyrolysis of acetylene with iron carbonyl. Then, the nano-
particles were heat treated at low temperature in the pres-
ence of NH4Cl and filtered with water. It was found that the
iron particles could be completely removed and hollow
CNCs with good graphitization could be obtained. The
mechanism for removal of iron particles may be that Fe
atoms diffuse out from CNCs and react with NH4Cl or its
decomposition product of HCl. When the hollow CNCs
were used as a support material for Pt nanoparticles, the Pt/
CNC catalyst showed apparent improvement in electro-
chemical activity. Therefore, the present method could be
applied to the production of graphitic carbon on a large
scale. And the resultant CNCs could prove to be practically
relevant for fuel cells and many other technologies.

Experimental Section

Preparation of core–shell nanoparticles : The iron/graphite core–shell
nanoparticles were prepared by a CVD approach. N2/C2H2 mixed gases
were flowed through the liquid iron carbonyl (Fe(CO)5) into a quartz re-
actor heated at 1000 8C. N2 was used as a carrier gas at a flow rate of
140 Lh�1 and C2H2 as the carbon source at 60 mL min�1. The prepared
sample was collected in a glass bottle connected to the quartz reactor.

Removal of the metal core : The as-prepared sample was mixed with
excess NH4Cl and placed at one end of a quartz tube. The tube was evac-
uated and filled with N2 to atmospheric pressure. The heat treatments
were carried out at temperatures of 300–600 8C for 60 min. After cooling
to ambient temperature, the heated sample was directly washed with
water and filtered. The sample collected on the filter was dried at 80 8C
for 3 h. For the purpose of comparison, the as-prepared sample was also

refluxed in a mixed acid solution of HCl and HNO3 with a volume ratio
of 3:1 at 120 8C for 6 h. The solution was diluted with distilled water, and
similarly filtered, washed, and dried.

Characterization of CNCs : The X-ray diffractometer (XRD) was operat-
ed at 35 kV and 200 mA with nickel-filtered CuKa radiation as an incident
beam (D/max 2550VL/PC) to study the crystallization of carbon and
other phases contained in the samples. Typical transmission electron mi-
croscopy (TEM) and high resolution transmission electron microscopy
(HRTEM) with a cold field emission gun (JEOL-2010F, accelerating volt-
age of 200 kV) were used to investigate the microstructure and morphol-
ogy of the sample. Nitrogen adsorption/desorption isotherms of CNC
samples were measured at 77 K using a BELSORP instrument (BEL Inc.
Japan). The sample was outgassed at 200 8C under a nitrogen flow for 2 h
prior to the measurement. The total surface area was calculated from the
Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) equation from the adsorption data at
relative pressures from 0.04 to 0.2. The mesopore size distribution
(>2 nm) was determined by the Barrett–Joyner–Halenda (BJH) method
and the micropore size distribution (<2 nm) was studied by the micro-
pore analysis method (MP method).[27] Raman spectroscopy was carried
out to examine the perfection of the hollow CNCs obtained from heat
treatment using a Horiba Jobin Yvon HR 800UV with a 514.5 nm excita-
tion wavelength laser.

Preparation of Pt/CNC catalyst and electrochemical activity : Pt/CNC cat-
alysts were prepared by polyol reduction. The amount of Pt deposited
was 45 wt % (Figure S4 in the Supporting Information). At first, CNCs
were sonicated in ethylene glycol to form a slurry. Then, the slurry was
heated up to around 140 8C. A chloroplatinic acid (CPA) solution, pre-
pared by dissolving CPA (H2PtCl6) in ethylene glycol, was added slowly
into the CNC slurry. The mixture was refluxed at 140 8C for 3 h. After
cooling to room temperature, the catalyst was filtered, washed with dis-
tilled water, and dried for the subsequent measurement. Glassy carbon
(GC) (Bas electrode, 0.07 cm2) was polished to a mirror with a 0.3 mm
alumina powder suspension before each experiment and served as an un-
derlying substrate of the working electrode. To prepare the composite
electrode, the Pt/CNC catalyst was dispersed ultrasonically in the mixed
solution of ethanol and 5 wt % Nafion solution and a 20 mL aliquot was
transferred on to a polished glassy carbon substrate. The amount of Pt on
the electrode was controlled to be 0.4 mg cm�2 on all electrodes. After
the evaporation of ethanol, the resulting thin catalyst film covered the
glassy carbon substrate. Then, the electrode was dried at room tempera-
ture and used as the working electrode. The electrochemical activities of
the catalysts were characterized by cyclic voltammetry (CV). The experi-
ments were performed by using a three-electrode cell with an EG&G po-
tentiostat (Model 366A) at ambient temperature and 0.5m H2SO4 was
used as the electrolyte.
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