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Hierarchically Porous Carbons with Highly Curved Surfaces
for Hosting Single Metal FeN4 Sites as Outstanding Oxygen
Reduction Catalysts

Guangbo Chen, Ruihu Lu, Chenzhao Li, Jianmin Yu, Xiaodong Li, Lingmei Ni, Qi Zhang,
Guangqi Zhu, Shengwen Liu, Jiaxu Zhang, Ulrike I. Kramm, Yan Zhao,* Gang Wu,*
Jian Xie,* and Xinliang Feng*

Iron–nitrogen–carbon (Fe–N–C) materials have emerged as a promising
alternative to platinum-group metals for catalyzing the oxygen reduction
reaction (ORR) in proton-exchange-membrane fuel cells. However, their low
intrinsic activity and stability are major impediments. Herein, an Fe–N–C
electrocatalyst with dense FeN4 sites on hierarchically porous carbons with
highly curved surfaces (denoted as FeN4-hcC) is reported. The FeN4-hcC
catalyst displays exceptional ORR activity in acidic media, with a high
half-wave potential of 0.85 V (versus reversible hydrogen electrode) in 0.5 m
H2SO4. When integrated into a membrane electrode assembly, the
corresponding cathode displays a high maximum peak power density of
0.592 W cm−2 and demonstrates operating durability over 30 000 cycles under
harsh H2/air conditions, outperforming previously reported Fe–N–C
electrocatalysts. These experimental and theoretical studies suggest that the
curved carbon support fine-tunes the local coordination environment, lowers
the energies of the Fe d-band centers, and inhibits the adsorption of
oxygenated species, which can enhance the ORR activity and stability. This
work provides new insight into the carbon nanostructure–activity correlation
for ORR catalysis. It also offers a new approach to designing advanced
single-metal-site catalysts for energy-conversion applications.

1. Introduction

Electrochemical energy conversion technologies, such as proton-
exchange-membrane fuel cells (PEMFCs), are among the most
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sustainable energy devices available for re-
ducing our reliance on fossil fuels and elim-
inating environmental concerns.[1–3] The
electrocatalytic oxygen reduction reaction
(ORR) is an indispensable process occur-
ring at the cathodes of PEMFCs, and
it largely determines the efficiencies and
performance of such devices.[4–11] Cur-
rently, platinum-group metals (PGMs) are
the most efficient catalysts for catalyzing
the sluggish ORR kinetics because they
have the appropriate adsorption strength
for O-containing intermediates.[12] Unfor-
tunately, the prohibitive costs, scarcities,
and poor durability of these PGM catalysts
seriously limit their widespread application
in practical energy devices.[13–16]

Among the different PGM-free electro-
catalysts, atomically dispersed iron–
nitrogen–carbon (Fe–N–C) nanomateri-
als have emerged as prospective candidates
for PEMFCs due to their impressive ORR
performance in acidic media.[17–23] The
single metal iron-coordinated nitrogen
(FeN4) sites embedded in the carbon matrix

were identified as the active centers for catalyzing the ORR
process.[24–33] Unfortunately, the adsorption strengths of the ORR
intermediates (i.e., O* and OH*) on the FeN4 site were still too
strong compared to those for Pt, inhibiting their desorption and
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conversion and thus limiting the overall ORR activity.[34,35] In ad-
dition, the insufficient long-term durability of the reported Fe–N–
C materials also limits practical application.[36] During the last
decade, numerous approaches have been explored to weaken the
interactions of O*/OH* with the FeN4 site and to improve the in-
trinsic ORR activities of Fe–N–C materials.[37] The typical meth-
ods used are the construction of edge-carbon host FeN4 sites,
preparation of FeN4 sites within the micropores, and doping with
other light heteroatoms (e.g., sulfur (S) or phosphorus (P)).[38–40]

These strategies introduced defects into the carbon skeleton, re-
sulting in stability loss during long-term operation.[41] Improving
the degree of graphitization generally improves stability; how-
ever, the intrinsic activity was still not satisfactory.[42,43] Thus, the
exploration of advanced carbon nanostructures is essential for si-
multaneously promoting the intrinsic activities of the FeN4 sites
and improving the durability of the Fe–N–C materials.

Herein, we report a novel Fe–N–C electrocatalyst with dense
FeN4 sites on hierarchically porous carbons with highly curved
surfaces (denoted as FeN4-hcC). FeN4-hcC was prepared by pyrol-
ysis of a surfactant poly(ethylene oxide)–poly(propylene oxide)–
poly(ethylene oxide) (PEO20–PPO70–PEO20 (P123))-modified Fe-
doped zeolitic imidazolate framework-8 (Fe-ZIF-8) precursor
(P123@Fe-ZIF-8). During the pyrolysis process, the introduc-
tion of P123 with the Fe-ZIF-8 led to the formation of onion-
like nanocarbons with plentiful curved carbon surfaces that dec-
orated the ZIF-8-derived polyhedral carbons. The resultant FeN4-
hcC showed a highly curved carbon surface, a large surface area
(733.9 m2 g−1), and a high Fe content (1.15 wt%) associated with
single sites. In a 0.5 m H2SO4 electrolyte, the prepared FeN4-hcC
displayed excellent ORR performance with a half-wave potential
(E1/2) of 0.85 V versus the reversible hydrogen electrode (RHE),
surpassing that of FeN4-C pyrolyzed without P123 (E1/2 = 0.82 V)
and approaching that of the Pt/C benchmark (E1/2 = 0.86 V in
0.1 m HClO4). We also integrated FeN4-hcC as the cathode cata-
lyst in a 1.0 bar H2–O2 PEMFC and achieved a current density of
26.9 mA cm−2 at 0.9 ViR-free (internal resistance compensated volt-
age). In a practical 1.0 bar H2–air cell, the FeN4-hcC generated a
peak power density of 0.592 W cm−2 and showed promising dura-
bility. The overall PEMFC performance (mass activity, defined as
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the current density at 0.9 ViR-free in H2–O2, and the peak power
density and stability in H2–air) of FeN4-hcC outperformed those
of the reported Fe–N–C components. Density functional theory
(DFT) calculations suggested that the curved carbon surface al-
tered the electronic structure of the single FeN4 sites by lowering
the energies of the Fe d-band centers, weakening the interactions
with OH* and promoting the intrinsic ORR activity. DFT calcula-
tions suggested that a carbon curvature is an efficacious tool for
tuning the single Fe sites in Fe–N–C materials for ORR activity
and stability.

2. Results and Discussion

As schematically illustrated in Figure 1a, FeN4-hcC was prepared
by using P123-mediated pyrolysis. First, P123 (2 g) was intro-
duced in situ during the synthesis of the Fe-ZIF-8 by adding
iron nitrate nonahydrate (60 mg) and zinc nitrate hexahydrate
together (2.97 g) with 2-methylimidazole (2-MeIm, 3.40 g) in
300 mL of methanol, thus forming the P123@Fe-ZIF-8 compos-
ite. Second, the obtained P123@Fe-ZIF-8 powder was heated at
1100 °C for 1 h with a heating rate of 40 °C min−1 under a flow-
ing argon (Ar) atmosphere, which yielded FeN4-hcC. The syn-
thetic details are provided in the Supporting Information. The
hydrocarbon networks of ZIF-8 were carbonized to form a porous
nitrogen-doped carbon matrix, while the doped Fe complexes
were converted into atomically dispersed FeN4 sites.[44] As dis-
played in Figure S1 (Supporting Information), the P123/Fe-ZIF-
8 nanocrystals displayed defined rhombic dodecahedral shapes
with particle sizes of ≈100 nm. X-ray diffraction (XRD) analyses
provided identical diffraction patterns for ZIF-8, Fe-ZIF-8, and
P123/Fe-ZIF-8 (Figure S2, Supporting Information), implying
that the introduction of P123 and/or Fe ions did not influence the
crystalline structure of the ZIF-8. The Fe content in P123@Fe-
ZIF-8 is 0.22 wt% as determined by inductively coupled plasma-
optical emission spectroscopy (ICP-OES) measurements. The Fe
in P123@Fe-ZIF-8 is in 3+ oxidation state,[44] as revealed by X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) analysis (Figure S3, Support-
ing Information). The P123 content in P123@Fe-ZIF-8 is esti-
mated to be 29.1 wt%, according to the thermogravimetric analy-
sis (TGA) (Figure S4, Supporting Information). For comparison,
a FeN4-C material was prepared by using an identical procedure
but without employing P123.

The XRD technique was first employed to gather structural
details for FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC. As depicted in Figure S5
(Supporting Information), FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC showed two
peaks at ≈24.3° and ≈43.7°, corresponding to the (002) and
(101) facets of graphitic carbon, respectively.[45] No diffraction
peaks related to crystalline Fe species (e.g., Fe, Fe3C, or Fe3N
nanoparticles) were observed. Scanning electron microscopy
(SEM) and transmission electron microscopy (TEM) were then
utilized to examine the morphologies of FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC.
As shown in Figure 1b,c and in Figure S6 (Supporting Informa-
tion), FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC inherited the morphology of ZIF-8,
showing a polyhedral structure with particle sizes of ≈100 nm.
For both FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC, no Fe-containing nanoparticles
(e.g., Fe and/or Fe3C) were identified in the TEM and high-angle
annular dark-field scanning TEM (HAADF-STEM) images. The
related elemental mapping images indicated homogeneous dis-
tributions of Fe, C, and N elements on the FeN4-hcC and FeN4-C
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Figure 1. a) Schematic illustration for the synthesis of FeN4-hcC. b) TEM, c) HAADF-STEM images, d) HAADF-STEM, and the corresponding elemental
images showing the distributions of C (red), N (green), and Fe (purple). e) High-resolution TEM and f) atomic-resolution HAADF-STEM images of
FeN4-hcC. g) N2 adsorption/desorption isotherms for FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC.

(Figure 1d; Figure S7c, Supporting Information). Unlike FeN4-C
catalyst showing well-defined polyhedral particles with distinct
edges and faces (Figure S7, Supporting Information), abundant
onion-like carbons with diameters of ≈9 nm were observed on
the surfaces of the polyhedral particles in FeN4-hcC (Figure 1e,f;
Figure S8, Supporting Information). These results indicated
that the P123 copolymer effectively induced the formation of
unique onion-like carbon nanostructures during the pyrolysis
process.[46] The curvature (c, c = 1/R, R refers to the radius of the
sphere) of the onion-like carbon was calculated to be ≈0.023. Con-
trol experiments suggested that the curved carbons were from
Fe-ZIF-8 rather than P123 (Figure S9, Supporting Information).
Aberration-corrected HAADF-STEM images (Figure 1f; Figure
S8d, Supporting Information) showed abundant bright single
dots on both the polyhedral carbon particles and the onion-like

carbons, indicating the presence of high-density single Fe sites in
FeN4-hcC. For comparison, P123@Fe-ZIF-8 with different P123
contents (22.8 and 32.7 wt%) were also prepared by the similar
approach, while using different dosages of P123 in the synthetic
process (i.e., 1.5 and 2.5 g, respectively). The carbonized materi-
als were denoted as FeN4-hcC-1.5, and FeN4-hcC-2.5, respectively
(Figure S10a, Supporting Information). The high-resolution
TEM (HRTEM) images showed that with the increase of the
P123 content in the synthesis process, the content of curved
carbons increases (Figure S10b–d, Supporting Information).
These results indicated the critical role of the P123 in the forma-
tion of curved carbons. To further investigate the role of P123,
we pyrolyzed Fe-ZIF-8 and P123@Fe-ZIF-8 at different tem-
peratures (500–1100 °C). As shown in Figure S11 (Supporting
Information), the carbon was formed at ≈600 °C, as evidenced
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Figure 2. a) Fe K-edge XANES spectra. b) k2-weighted wavelet transformed Fe K-edge EXAFS spectra and c) Fourier transformed Fe K-edge EXAFS spectra
for FeN4-C, FeN4-hcC, and related reference compounds. d) Room-temperature 57Fe Mössbauer spectrum of FeN4-hcC and FeN4-C (the absorption in
the y-axis is normalized with the integrated area).

by the complete disappearance of the sharp peaks of ZIF-8
and the appearance of new broad peaks at ≈24.3° and ≈43.7°,
assigning to the (002) and (101) planes of graphitic carbon. We
then selected Fe-ZIF-8-550 and P123@Fe-ZIF-8-550 (pyrolyzed
at 550 °C, still maintain the basic structure of ZIF-8) to prove the
essential role of the P123. As shown in Figure S12 (Supporting
Information), after heat treatment at 550 °C, the Fe-ZIF-8-550
still showed smooth surfaces. In sharp contrast, the P123@Fe-
ZIF-8-550 exhibited rough surfaces, due to the promotional
role of the P123. Thus, we proposed that the P123 induces the
surface reconstruction of Fe-ZIF-8 at low temperatures and then
promotes the arrangement of the Fe-ZIF-8 derived carbon dur-
ing the high-temperature pyrolysis process, thus, promoting the
formation of curved carbons on the surface FeN4-hcC. At higher
temperatures, the formation of Fe single atoms on nitrogen-
doped carbon involved the ZIF-8 to carbon transformation, Zn
evaporation, and Fe anchoring, as demonstrated in the previously
reported results.[44] The Raman spectra of FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC
displayed two peaks at ≈1350 and ≈1590 cm−1, corresponding
to the D band (disordered sp3 carbon) and G band (graphitic sp2
carbon) of graphitic carbon, respectively (Figure S13, Supporting
Information).[45] Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) analysis was
used to determine the surface area of the FeN4-hcC, which was
found to be 733.9 m2 g−1, lower than the 810.7 m2 g−1 value
for FeN4-C (Figure 1g; Figure S14 and Table S1, Supporting
Information). ICP-OES measurements indicated a Fe content of
1.15 wt% in FeN4-hcC, comparable to the 1.12 wt% content in
FeN4-C.

X-ray-based analyses, including XPS, X-ray absorption near-
edge structure (XANES), and extended X-ray absorption fine
structure (EXAFS), were used to determine the electronic envi-
ronments and coordination information for FeN4-C and FeN4-
hcC (Figures S15–S17, Supporting Information). The high-
resolution N 1s XPS spectrum of FeN4-hcC was deconvoluted into
five peaks for N species, corresponding to pyridinic N (398.5 eV),
Fe–Nx (399.2 eV), pyrrolic N (400.3 eV), graphitic N (401.0 eV),
and oxidized N (402.7 eV)[35] (Figure S15, Supporting Informa-
tion). The O contents in FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC were determined
to be 5.1 and 5.3 at%, respectively, using XPS analysis. In the
Fe K-edge XANES spectra, the absorption edges of FeN4-C and
FeN4-hcC approached that of the standard Fe2O3, implying that
the Fe in those samples was predominantly in the 3+ oxidation
state[47] (Figure 2a). The wavelet-transformed (WT) EXAFS plots
for FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC exhibited only one peak at ≈3.7 Å–1 in
k space, similar to Fe(II) phthalocyanine (FePc), suggesting an
analogous first shell Fe–N coordination sphere[48] (Figure 2b).
The WT EXAFS results indicated the presence of mononuclear
Fe centers in FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC.[25] Fourier-transformed EX-
AFS (FT-EXAFS) spectra (Figure 2c) showed one dominant peak
at ≈1.50 Å (without phase correction) for FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC,
which was assigned to the first coordination shell scattering of
the Fe–N bond.[49] A comparison with Fe foil indicated that there
were no Fe–Fe bonds (≈2.2 Å) detected in FeN4-C or FeN4-hcC,
further highlighting the single-atom natures of the Fe species in
both systems. Interestingly, the average Fe–N bond distance in
FeN4-hcC was longer than that in FeN4-C (inset of Figure 2c),
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Figure 3. a) ORR polarization curves for FeN4-hcC, FeN4-C (0.6 mg cm−2, 0.5 m H2SO4, 900 rpm) and Pt/C electrocatalysts (20%, 0.1 m HClO4,
900 rpm). b) Mass activities and TOF values at 0.85 V and c) H2O2 yields and electron transfer numbers for the FeN4-hcC and FeN4-C electrocatalysts.
d) ORR polarization curves for FeN4-hcC and FeN4-C before and after 30 000 CV cycles (in the potential range of 0.6–1.0 V, in O2 saturated 0.5 m H2SO4
electrolyte, 900 rpm).

which was primarily attributed to the local strain effect of the
curved onion-like carbons in FeN4-hcC.[50,51] EXAFS quantitative
fitting of the R space spectra was performed to resolve the first-
shell coordination numbers and Fe–N bond distances in FeN4-C
and FeN4-hcC. The well-fitted EXAFS results indicated that the
single Fe sites in FeN4-hcC and FeN4-C contained Fe coordinated
with four N atoms (Figure S17 and Table S2, Supporting Informa-
tion). Room temperature (RT) 57Fe Mössbauer spectra of FeN4-
hcC and FeN4-C further supported the single-atom natures of the
Fe sites in FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC.[52] The increase in Fe–N bond
distance (seen in EXAFS) for FeN4-hcC is also reflected by an in-
crease in the central balance point of the overall Mössbauer spec-
trum (Figure 2d; Figure S18 and Table S3, Supporting Informa-
tion). The above TEM, XANES, EXAFS, and RT-57Fe Mössbauer
analyses verified the successful construction of single metal FeN4
sites in FeN4-hcC.

The ORR performance of the FeN4-hcC catalyst was assessed
by utilizing linear sweep voltammetry (LSV) in an O2-saturated
0.5 m H2SO4 electrolyte. FeN4-C and Pt/C (in 0.1 m HClO4, 60 μg
cm−2) were also evaluated for comparison. All potentials were ref-
erenced to the RHE. As displayed in Figure 3a, FeN4-C exhibited
considerable ORR performance with an E1/2 of 0.82 V, which fell
into a similar range reported for the Fe-modified ZIF-8-derived
Fe–N–C materials (0.80–0.84 V; Table S4, Supporting Informa-
tion). In contrast, the optimal FeN4-hcC using 2 g of P123 in
the synthesis process demonstrated greatly improved ORR per-
formance with an E1/2 of 0.85 V (Figure S19, Supporting Infor-
mation), which approached that of the benchmark Pt/C (E1/2 ≈

0.86 V). The catalytic performance of FeN4-hcC was comparable
to that of the best-known Fe–N–C electrocatalysts (Table S4, Sup-
porting Information). The kinetic current density (Jk) of FeN4-
hcC reached 3.87 mA cm−2 (6.45 A gcata

−1) at 0.85 V, which was
higher than the 1.23 mA cm−2 (2.05 A gcata.−1) value observed
for FeN4-C (Figure 3b; Figure S20, Supporting Information). A
rotating ring-disk electrode (RRDE) was employed to quantify
the ORR pathway.[53] As revealed in Figure 3c, the H2O2 yield
of FeN4-hcC was below 3.0% in the potential range of 0.2–0.8 V.
The electron transfer number (n) was calculated to be >3.9, sug-
gesting that the desired four-electron ORR process led to the for-
mation of H2O.[54] The intrinsic TOF value of FeN4-hcC was de-
termined by assessing the accessibility of the FeN4 active sites,
which was done with in situ electrochemical nitrite poisoning
experiments[55] (Figure S21, Supporting Information). The cal-
culation method is shown in the Supporting Information. Ac-
cordingly, the number of accessible FeN4 active sites in FeN4-hcC
was determined to be 1.09 ×1019 sites g−1, slightly lower than the
1.45 × 1019 site g−1 result for FeN4-C. These results were con-
sistent with the BET analysis, i.e., the higher BET surface area
of FeN4-C facilitates exposure of the single Fe sites. At the same
time, the onion-like carbon structure may have partially inhib-
ited the formation of the micropores allowing access to the FeN4
sites. Based on the accessibility of the FeN4 sites, the intrinsic
turnover frequency (TOF) for FeN4-hcC reached 2.22 s−1 at 0.85 V,
which was ≈4.2 times higher than the 0.53 s−1 result for FeN4-C
(Figure 3b) and higher than those reported for Fe–N–C electro-
catalysts (TOF values of <2.0 s−1 at 0.8 V; Table S5, Supporting
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Figure 4. a) Schematic showing the FeN4-0 and FeN4-0.023 models. b) Charge density difference diagrams (yellow: electron accumulation; cyan: electron
depletion) for FeN4-0 and FeN4-0.023. c) Gibbs free energy profiles for the ORR with FeN4-0 and FeN4-0.023 models at the equilibrium potential (U
= 1.23 V). The arrows indicate the RDS. d,e) Correlations between the d-band center for the single Fe sites in FeN4 and the ΔGOH* (d) and the ORR
overpotential for FeN4 with the curvature (e).

Figure 5. a) Polarization curves used for determining the mass activities of the FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC cathodes at 0.9 ViR-free and measured under 1.0 bar
H2–O2 conditions. b) Polarization and power density curves for FeN4-C and FeN4-hcC in a 1.0 bar H2–air PEMFC. c) Recorded polarization plots and
power densities of the FeN4-hcC cathode catalyst after different numbers of cycles. BOT stands for the beginning of the test. d) Performance comparison
of the Pmax value for the FeN4-hcC cathode with those previously reported for M–N–C catalysts in H2–air cells.
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Information). The above results strongly suggested a higher aver-
age intrinsic FeN4 activity for the ORR in FeN4-hcC compared to
that in FeN4-C, which is largely probably due to the newly formed
FeN4 active sites on the highly curved carbon surfaces (i.e., on
the onion-like nanocarbon surfaces). In addition, FeN4-hcC ex-
hibited excellent electrocatalytic durability, as evidenced by the
minimal E1/2 loss of only 19 mV after 30 000 cyclic voltammetry
(CV) cycles (0.6–1.0 V), which was significantly lower than the
losses for FeN4-C (31 mV) (Figure 3d). The structural changes
in FeN4-hcC after the durability tests were examined by HRTEM
and HAADF-STEM. Although a majority of curved carbons and
single-atom structures were maintained, a few Fe aggregations
were also detected. The number of accessible FeN4 active sites
in FeN4-hcC after the stability test was determined to be 0.85 ×
1019 site g−1, slightly lower than that in the fresh FeN4-hcC sam-
ple (Figure S22, Supporting Information). The Fe aggregations
and the decreased FeN4 site density are probably due to the car-
bon corrosion and dragging Fe atoms from the carbon skeleton.
It has been demonstrated that the O content/hydrophilicity of the
carbon-based materials might also affect the ORR activity.[56] In
order to investigate these factors, we further prepared the con-
trolled sample of FeN4-C-F127 utilizing F127 ((PEO100–PPO65–
PEO100) as the surfactant and using F127@Fe-ZIF-8 as the cor-
responding precursor because F127 has the similar co-polymer
units with that of P123.[57] As displayed in Figure S23 (Supporting
Information), the F127@Fe-ZIF-8 (pyrolyzed at 1100 °C) derived
FeN4-C-F127 also inherited the morphology of ZIF-8. Compared
with FeN4-hcC, no curved carbons were observed on the surface
of the FeN4-C–F127 and densely single Fe atoms were detected.
The O content in FeN4-C–F127 was measured to be 5.4 at% us-
ing XPS analysis, slightly higher than that in FeN4-C (5.1 at%)
and FeN4-hcC (5.3 at%). The Fe content was determined to be
1.13 wt% using ICP-OES measurement, similar to that in FeN4-
C (1.12 wt%) and FeN4-hcC (1.15 wt%). All FeN4-C, FeN4-hcC,
and FeN4-C-F127 samples are super hydrophilic (water contact
angle <25°; Figure S24, Supporting Information). The favorable
hydrophilic surface would promote a better wetting of the elec-
trode by the electrolyte, leading to an enhanced ORR activity be-
cause of the facilitated water/O2 transfer and accessibility of cat-
alytic active single Fe sites. We then compared the ORR activity of
FeN4-C, FeN4-hcC and FeN4-C-F127 in 0.5 M H2SO4. As revealed
in Figure S25a (Supporting Information), FeN4-hcC and FeN4-
C-F127 demonstrated higher ORR activity than that of FeN4-C,
suggesting the promotional effect of O content/hydrophilicity for
ORR. However, the E1/2 of FeN4-C–F127 (0.83 V) was much lower
than that of FeN4-hcC (0.85 V) (Figure S25a, Supporting Infor-
mation). In addition, the FeN4-C–F127 showed inferior ORR sta-
bility than that of FeN4-hcC, as evidenced by the larger E1/2 loss
(33 mV; Figure S25b, Supporting Information) after 30 000 CV
cycles than that of FeN4-hcC (19 mV; Figure 3d). The above re-
sults indicated that the O content/hydrophilicity could promote
the ORR activity to a certain degree, but not the crucial factors.
Therefore, we consider that the curved carbon nanostructure is
the key factor for promoting both the ORR activity and stability
for FeN4-hcC.

Although it is challenging to count the percentages of single
metal Fe sites on polyhedral carbons and the onion-like carbons
in FeN4-hcC with currently available techniques, the observed

single Fe atoms on the highly curved onion-like carbons and the
enhanced ORR activity of FeN4-hcC inspired us to investigate the
extent to which the curved carbon surfaces enhanced the intrinsic
ORR activity. Accordingly, first principles DFT calculations were
performed. Based on the above observations (onion-like carbon
surfaces with diameters of ≈9 nm), we constructed a FeN4 active
site on a sp2-hexagonal-carbon framework with a curvature (c)
of 0.023, and the catalyst model was labeled as FeN4-0.023. The
FeN4 sites on planer carbon surfaces (c = 0, FeN4-0) were also
considered for comparison (Figure 4a). Due to the instability of
FeN(pyrrolic)4 in acids,[30] in this work, we will focus mainly on the
FeN(pyridine)4 site. As shown in Table S6 (Supporting Information),
the average Fe–N bond length in FeN4-0.023 was 1.914 Å, which
was obviously longer than that of the planar FeN4-0 (1.892 Å).
The bond length difference for FeN4-0.023 and FeN4-0 was con-
sistent with the EXAFS result described above. The charge den-
sity difference plots show obvious charge transfer from the Fe
center to the adjacent N atoms in both FeN4-0 and FeN4-0.023.
Remarkably, the FeN4-0.023 model induces more charge transfer
than FeN4-0 (Figure 4b). The d band center of FeN4-0.023 was
calculated to be −1.871, lower than the −1.831 value for FeN4-0
(Table S6, Supporting Information). The downshifting in the d-
band center in FeN4-0.023 would weaken the adsorption ability of
OH* intermediates and accelerate the overall ORR kinetics. Ad-
ditionally, the Gibbs free energies were calculated to investigate
the ORR process on FeN4-0 and FeN4-0.023. At a zero-electrode
potential (U = 0 V vs RHE), both models exhibited a sponta-
neous exothermal process according to the downslope energy
pathway[58] (Figure S26, Supporting Information). The ΔGOH*
on FeN4-0.023 was calculated to be 0.68 eV, higher than that of
0.60 eV calculated for FeN4-0, which indicates that *OH moieties
can more easily release on FeN4-0.023 compared to FeN4-0. At an
applied voltage of 1.23 V (the ORR equilibrium potential), it can
be observed in Figure 4c that the FeN4-0 and FeN4-0.023 owe the
step of *OH desorption (*OH + H+ + e− → * + H2O) as the same
rate-determining ORR step (RDS). The overpotential on FeN4-0
was 0.63 V, while that on curved FeN4-0.023 was 0.55 V, indicating
faster ORR kinetics for the single metal FeN4 sites on the curved
carbon surfaces.

To further explore the correlation between the carbon curva-
ture and the intrinsic activity of the FeN4 sites, carbon frame-
works with different curvatures (c = 0.012, 0.017, 0.023, 0.027,
0.033, 0.038, 0.043, 0.047, and 0.052) and supported single Fe
sites were constructed (Table S6, Supporting Information), and
the corresponding adsorption ability was calculated (Table S7,
Supporting Information). As depicted in Figure 4d, with the in-
creasing curvature of carbon, the d-band center of the single
metal Fe sites in FeN4 shift to the lower energy, subsequently
reflecting the weaker interactions with OH* adsorbates and the
lower ORR overpotential (Figure 4e; Figures S26 and S27 and
Tables S6 and S7, Supporting Information). DFT calculations
were also used to investigate the influence of curvature on the sta-
bility of the FeN4 sites from the viewpoint of metal dissolution.
The dissolution of FeN4 sites was proposed to involve three se-
quential steps.[42] The two adjacent N atoms in a FeN4 moiety are
first protonated via adsorbed H+ ions. During the ORR process,
the central Fe atom usually adsorbs O2 molecule. Resultantly, the
co-adsorption of H+ and O2 on N and Fe atoms, respectively, can
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lead to the cleavage of Fe–N bonds and the change of coordina-
tion environment from the N4 coordination sphere to N2 coordi-
nation. It significantly reduces the anchoring effect of N ligands
on Fe atom and consequently, O2 continues dragging Fe atoms
from the carbon skeleton, resulting in FeN4 deformation and dis-
solute into electrolytes. Therefore, the deformation of FeN4 sites
is the key to determining the stability of FeNC materials. As dis-
played in Table S6 and Figure S28 (Supporting Information), the
free energy change for FeN4 deformation (ΔGd) in FeN4-0 was
calculated to be −1.35 V. In contrast, with the increasing curva-
ture, a decrease in ΔGd was found, which validated the enhanced
stability of FeN4 on the curved surface of the carbon. These DFT
calculations demonstrated the following: 1) a higher curvature of
the carbon results in higher intrinsic ORR activity and stability of
the FeN4 sites; 2) the curvature of the carbon surfaces in Fe–N–C
materials could be an efficacious factor for ORR activity.

To evaluate the FeN4-hcC catalyst in a practical PEMFC, the
catalyst was incorporated into membrane electrode assemblies
(MEAs) and investigated under fuel cell operating conditions.
As shown in Figure 5a, FeN4-hcC produced a mass activity of
26.9 mA cm−2 at 0.9 ViR-free under an O2 partial pressure of 150
kPaabs, higher than the 20.0 mA cm−2 value for FeN4-C. This value
was in the same range as those for the best-performing Fe–N–C
materials (<30.0 mA cm−2 at 0.9 ViR-free; Table S8, Supporting
Information). Under practical 1.0 bar H2–air conditions, FeN4-
hcC generated a current density of 92.6 mA cm−2 at 0.8 V, higher
than the 72 mA cm−2 result for FeN4-C. Moreover, the peak power
density of the FeN4-hcC cathode was 0.592 W cm−2, higher than
0.473 W cm−2 for FeN4-C (Figure 5b; Table S8, Supporting Infor-
mation). After 30 000 accelerated stress test (AST) cycles, the peak
power density for FeN4-hcC was decreased by only 23.0% from
0.592 (beginning of the test (BOT)) to 0.456 W cm−2) (Figure 5c;
Figure S29a, Supporting Information). Notably, this value after
30 000 cycles was even higher than the BOT peak power densities
of many previously reported Fe–N–C electrocatalysts (<0.45 W
cm−2; Figure 5d and Table S8, Supporting Information). At 0.65 V,
the current density loss was 21.6% after 5000 AST cycles, and the
accumulative decline was 54.3% after 30 000 AST cycles (from
603 to 276 mA cm−2). At a lower voltage (i.e., 0.5 V), the current
density losses were only 10.2% (from 1172 to 1053 mA cm−2) and
31.2% (from 1172 to 806 mA cm−2) after 5000 and 30 000 AST cy-
cles, respectively (Figure S29b, Supporting Information). The fact
that these performance metrics were retained in the harsh dura-
bility studies indicates the enormous potential of the FeN4-hcC
catalyst for long-term stability in PEMFCs.

3. Conclusions

We have demonstrated a novel FeN4-hcC electrocatalyst with a
dense population of single FeN4 sites on a hierarchically porous
carbon with highly curved surfaces. This electrocatalyst was
prepared via a P123-mediated synthetic method. The resulting
FeN4-hcC catalyst displayed outstanding ORR performance in
acidic media. In addition, FeN4-hcC exhibited superior activity
in a practical PEMFC device, comparable to the state-of-the-art
Fe–N–C materials known to date. Our experimental results
and theoretical calculations suggested that the curved carbon
surface enhanced the intrinsic activity of the single metal FeN4
site by tailoring the electronic structure of the single Fe center,

weakening its interaction with OH*, and reducing the FeN4
deformation. The construction of hierarchically porous carbons
with highly curved carbon surfaces presented in this work can
guide explorations of highly effective single-metal-site electro-
catalysts for many other energy conversion reactions, e.g., water
splitting, CO2 reduction, and N2 reduction.
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the author.
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