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Atomically-dispersed metal catalysts (ADMCs) on surfaces have

demonstrated high activity and selectivity in many catalytic reactions.

However, dispersing and stabilising individual atoms in support

materials in an atom/energy-efficient scalable way still presents

a significant challenge. Currently, the synthesis of ADMCs involves

many steps and further filtration procedures, creating a substantial

hurdle to their production at industrial scale. In this work, we develop

a new pathway for producing ADMCs in which Pt atoms are stabilised

in the nitrogen-interstices of a graphitic carbon nitride (g-C3N4)

framework using scalable, solvent-free, one-pot magnetron sputter-

ing deposition. Our approach has the highest reported rate of ADMC

production of 4.8 mg h�1 and generates no chemical waste. Deposi-

tion of only 0.5 weight percent of Pt onto g-C3N4 led to improved

hydrogen production by factor of ca. 3333 � 450 when compared to

bare g-C3N4. PL analysis showed that the deposition of Pt atoms onto

g-C3N4 suppressed the charge carrier recombination from the pho-

togenerated electron–hole pairs of Pt/g-C3N4 thereby enhance

hydrogen evolution. Scanning transmission electron microscope

imaging before and after the hydrogen evolution reaction revealed

that the Pt atoms stabilised in g-C3N4 have a high stability, with no

agglomeration observed. Herein, it is shown that this scalable and

clean approach can produce effective ADMCs with no further

synthetic steps required, and that they can be readily used for catalytic

reactions.
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Introduction

Atomically-dispersed metal catalysts (ADMCs) bridge the gap
between homogenous and heterogeneous catalysis1–3 and can
combine the best features of both: the high activity and selectivity
of homogenous catalysts with the high stability and recyclability of
heterogeneous catalysts.4–6 Current methods for the synthesis of
ADMCs are based on either wet-chemistry (i.e. reduction of metal
salts) or atomic layer deposition (ALD).6–12 However, industrial
scale-up of these syntheticmethods is difficult because they require
multiple steps and/or high temperatures, generate large amounts
of chemical waste, and are not readily generalisable across supports
and metal catalysts. In contrast, top-down physical methods7,13–15

for ADMC synthesis do not need high-temperatures and can be
used for almost any type of solid support and transition metals
without generating chemical waste. However, most physical
methods are intrinsically limited to making small quantities of
materials, and therefore are not scalable to industrial levels.16

Magnetron sputtering has recently emerged as a promising
technique for the production of metal nanoparticles (MNPs) on
a wide variety of supports (e.g. powder, liquids).17–22 It is one of
the select few ‘green’ and scalable top-down methods,17 and has
already been applied on a large scale in the glass-coating and
semiconductor industries. Crucially, this approach is carried
out in ultraclean, high vacuum environments and can therefore
generate extremely active metal species with clean surfaces not
occluded by ligands or surfactants.17,18,23 In the magnetron
sputtering process, accelerated argon (Ar) ions collide elastically
with a highly pure metal target, which expels atoms onto
a support material (Fig. 1a). Gohara & Yamazaki recently
demonstrated that single Pt atoms can be dispersed and sta-
bilised onto a single layer graphene deposited onto TEM grids
using magnetron sputtering deposition.24 However, the depo-
sition of ADMCs into bulk powder samples, suitable for use at
scale and thus in catalysis, has not been demonstrated.

Herein we show, for the rst time, the deposition of ADMCs
into bulk powder using magnetron sputtering. We stabilised Pt
atoms into the nitrogen-interstices of graphitic carbon nitride (g-
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021
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Fig. 1 (a) Schematic representation of Pt atom deposition onto g-C3N4 using magnetron sputtering (not to scale). (b) Aberration corrected-
scanning transmission electron microscope (AC-STEM) image shows the high dispersion of Pt atoms in g-C3N4. (c and d) XANES and Fourier
transformed EXAFS spectra of Pt/g-C3N4, Pt foil and PtO2, respectively (e) DFT optimised structure of Pt atoms stabilised onto threefold nitrogen-
interstice between s-triazine units in g-C3N4 framework.
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C3N4). Furthermore, our approach showed the highest rate of
ADMC production reported so far (at least 7.6 times higher than
the previous benchmark3,6,25), and does so without generating
chemical waste (Table S5†). The deposition and stabilisation of Pt
atoms onto a g-C3N4 framework was conrmed by aberration
corrected scanning transmission electron microscopy (AC-STEM)
and extended X-ray absorption ne structure (EXAFS) measure-
ments, and was further supported by density functional theory
(DFT) calculations. Furthermore, the photocatalytic performance
of Pt/g-C3N4 was tested for hydrogen evolution. Our Pt/g-C3N4

shows outstanding photocatalytic activity when compared with
similar reported systems (Table S6†). AC-STEM and X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) analysis before and aer the
hydrogen evolution reaction conrmed the stability of Pt atoms
on a g-C3N4 framework. These results demonstrate that the
scalable magnetron sputtering approach can generate effective
ADMCs for catalytic processes such as hydrogen generation using
only one clean synthetic step.
Results

g-C3N4 was prepared via pyrolysis of melamine (10 g), heating
under air at 300 �C for 2 hours and then 520 �C for 2 hours
(Scheme S1†).26 The chemical composition and crystalline struc-
ture of the synthesised g-C3N4 support was conrmed by Fourier-
transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR), powder X-ray diffraction
(PXRD) and XPS measurements (see the ESI† for details).

The deposition of Pt atoms on g-C3N4 via magnetron sputter-
ing was carried out using a bespoke AJA International system
(Fig. S1, see the ESI† for details). g-C3N4 (1 g) was placed into
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021
a tailor-made stirring sample-holder, and then loaded into the
magnetron sputtering chamber (reaching 3 � 10�8 torr back-
ground pressure in 40 min). Aer waiting 10 min for background
pressure stabilisation, Ar gas (99.9999%) was introduced into the
chamber, reaching 3 � 10�3 torr. Upon using an applied power
(370 V and 16 mA), highly energetic ions were accelerated against
the Pt target leading to a cascade of collisions at the surface of the
Pt target, thus ejecting primarily individual neutral Pt atoms from
the target22,27,28 which were then deposited onto the g-C3N4

framework (Fig. 1a). The g-C3N4 powder was stirred constantly
during the Pt atoms deposition to allow for atomic dispersion
throughout the whole powder (Fig. 1a). In this fashion, Pt atoms
deposition was carried out for 12min, yielding Pt/g-C3N4 (0.5 wt%
of Pt onto 1 g of g-C3N4) measured by inductively coupled plasma
optical emission spectrometry (ICP-OES). This gave an ADMC
production-rate of 4.8mg h�1, with a Pt loading on g-C3N4 of 5mg
and a total ‘feedstock-to-product’ magnetron sputtering process
time of 63min, which is the highest rate of production reported so
far (Table S5†). Diverse characterisation techniques revealed no
signicant differences aer deposition of the Pt atoms onto g-
C3N4, including FTIR, PXRD, specic surface area and CHN
elemental analysis (Fig. S2, S3 and Table S1†). Notably, the PXRD
data show no evidence of either Pt or PtO2 in bulk or nano-
particulate form (Fig. S2b†). To demonstrate the generality of this
method, Ni and Co atoms were atomically dispersed onto g-C3N4

framework using similar parameters (Fig. S5†).
AC-STEM measurements revealed highly dispersed Pt atoms

in the g-C3N4 framework, with no Pt NPs observed (Fig. 1b and
S3†). XAS measurements were performed to probe the local
environment of Pt atoms (Fig. 1c and d). Fig. 1c shows the
J. Mater. Chem. A, 2021, 9, 26676–26679 | 26677
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Fig. 2 (a) Photocatalytic hydrogen production using 1 mgml�1 of photocatalyst, 10 vol% of TEOA, irradiation intensity of 300mW cm�2, filter AM
1.5 G, at 30 �C. (b) Photoluminescence spectra of g-C3N4 and Pt/g-C3N4 (excitation at 350 nm). (c) AC-STEM image shows that the high
dispersion of Pt atoms on g-C3N4 is retained after the reaction.
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XANES spectrum of Pt/g-C3N4, and the standard spectra of Pt
foil and PtO2. The white line intensities of these spectra
revealed the oxidation state of the Pt atoms in each case, and the
intensity for Pt/g-C3N4 was intermediate between that of Pt foil
and PtO2. This suggested that Pt atoms were slightly positively
charged due to coordination with the g-C3N4 framework, which
agreed with XPS measurements (Fig. S3a†).29–31 The Pt K-edge
EXAFS of Pt/g-C3N4 showed only one peak at ca. 1.5 �A (not
phase-corrected), which can be associated to Pt–N/C coordina-
tion (Fig. 1d and Table S2†).10,30,31 No peaks associated with Pt–
Pt and/or Pt–O coordination were observed (Fig. 1d), which is
consistent with the AC-STEM and PXRD analysis. To obtain
further atomistic insight into the interaction between Pt atoms
and g-C3N4, DFT calculations were performed (see the ESI† for
details). For these calculations, the nitrogen-interstice of s-
triazine and tri-s-triazine units of g-C3N4 framework were
considered as sites for stabilisation of single Pt atoms (Fig. S6
and Table S3†).32 Therefore, we suggest that Pt atoms were
stabilised in the threefold nitrogen-interstice (Fig. 1e), as the
rst EXAFS peak appeared at a slightly shorter bond distance
than would be expected for Pt–O, whereas the sixfold nitrogen
Pt–N appeared at a slightly longer bond distance than Pt–O
(Tables S2 and S3†). This corroborated with our EXAFS results
and previous reports on Pt atoms stabilisation onto g-C3N4.10,31

Photocatalytic hydrogen production reactions were per-
formed to investigate the catalytic photoactivity of Pt/g-C3N4

and g-C3N4 (Fig. 2a and Table S4†). As expected, pristine g-C3N4

showed negligible hydrogen evolution and hydrogen was only
detected in large enough quantities to be reliably measured
aer 3 h. In contrast, Pt/g-C3N4 showed a much higher activity,
improving the hydrogen production 3333 � 450 times aer 5 h
of reaction. Moreover, our results compare favourably to similar
systems previously reported, demonstrating the high photo-
catalytic activity of our Pt/g-C3N4 system (Table S6†).

To gain further insights into the high photocatalytic activity of
Pt/g-C3N4, we carried out photoluminescence (PL) measurements
to investigate the efficiency of charge transfer and separation
(Fig. 2b). The PL spectrum of g-C3N4 exhibits an intense peak at
ca. 460 nm, which is ascribed to electron–hole recombination of
g-C3N4. The deposition of Pt onto the g-C3N4 surface led to
a decrease of the PL intensity, implying suppressed charge carrier
recombination (Fig. 2b) arising from the efficient dissociation of
26678 | J. Mater. Chem. A, 2021, 9, 26676–26679
photogenerated electron–hole pairs of Pt/g-C3N4, in agreement
with the photocatalytic results.33,34 AC-STEM images and XPS
analysis of the Pt/g-C3N4 aer 5 h under reactions conditions
show no agglomeration and no signicantly changes in Pt elec-
tronic properties (Fig. 2c and S7,† respectively), the major
mechanism responsible for catalyst deactivation, which demon-
strates the high stability of Pt atoms in the g-C3N4 framework.

Conclusion

In summary, we have demonstrated a new approach for
producing ADMCs, using magnetron sputtering to deposit Pt
atoms into a g-C3N4 support. This approach has the highest
reported rate of ADMC production out of all preparation routes.
The Pt/g-C3N4 photocatalyst generated using this approach is
very effective for photocatalytic hydrogen production, which is
attributed to the synergy between Pt atoms and g-C3N4. Our
results suggest that Pt atoms were stabilised in the nitrogen-
interstices of the g-C3N4 framework. AC-STEM analysis aer
hydrogen evolution reaction revealed the high stability of Pt
atoms in g-C3N4. This approach is readily generalisable to other
metals (i.e. Ni and Co), raising the possibility of straightforward
and scalable synthesis of a wide range of ADMCs. As a result, we
believe this strategy could therefore be a transformative method
for the synthesis of ADMCs, potentially changing how to syn-
thetise ADMCs at both the research and industrial scales.

Author contributions

E. C. K. designed the experiments and performed the synthesis
and characterisation of g-C3N4, and magnetron sputtering depo-
sitions. R. W. L. and T. S. carried out TEM and AC-STEM
measurements and analysis. H. A. C. and R. V. G. conducted
photocatalytic experiments. S. L. performed DFT calculations. V.
R. M. and X. L. carried out XANES and EXAFS measurements and
analysis. M. J. L. S., M. J. C., R. V. G. and J. A. F. designed the study,
supervised the project and co-wrote the paper. All the authors
discussed the results and commented on the manuscript.
Conflicts of interest

The authors declare no competing nancial interest.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ta08372d


Communication Journal of Materials Chemistry A

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

2 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
21

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 7

/2
3/

20
25

 4
:5

4:
54

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
Acknowledgements

The authors thank the University of Nottingham Propulsion
Futures and Green Chemicals Beacons of Excellence, and
Hobday Fund for the nancial support, the Nanoscale and
Microscale Research Centre (nmRC) for access to materials
characterisation equipment. The authors acknowledge support
of EPSRC Metal Atoms on Surfaces and Interfaces (MASI) for
Sustainable Future programme grant (EP/V000055/1) for the
nancial support. We thank the use of the Athena supercom-
puter through the HPC Midlands+ Consortium, and the
ARCHER2 supercomputer through membership of the UK's
HPC Materials Chemistry Consortium, which are funded by
EPSRC [grant number EP/P020232/1] and [grant number EP/
R029431/1], respectively. We also thank the São Paulo
Research Foundation (FAPESP, Grant 2017/18716-3, 2013/
07296-2), CNPq, CAPES for nancial support. Thanks to Alan
Chadwick and Giannantonio Cibin for the XAS measurements,
and Diamond Light Source for provision of beam time through
the Block Allocation Group (BAG) for Energy Materials under
proposal sp17198 B18 BAG and to the electron Physical Sciences
Imaging Centre (ePSIC instrument E01 under proposal
MG24914); and to MAX IV Laboratory for provision of beam
time under proposal p20190402.

References

1 A. Wang, J. Li and T. Zhang, Nat. Rev. Chem., 2018, 2, 65–81.
2 A. J. Therrien, A. J. R. Hensley, M. D. Marcinkowski,
R. Zhang, F. R. Lucci, B. Coughlin, A. C. Schilling,
J.-S. McEwen and E. C. H. Sykes,Nat. Catal., 2018, 1, 192–198.

3 M. Liu, L. Wang, K. Zhao, S. Shi, Q. Shao, L. Zhang, X. Sun,
Y. Zhao and J. Zhang, Energy Environ. Sci., 2019, 12, 2890–
2923.

4 Y. Peng, Z. Geng, S. Zhao, L. Wang, H. Li, X. Wang, X. Zheng,
J. Zhu, Z. Li, R. Si and J. Zeng, Nano Lett., 2018, 18, 3785–
3791.

5 Y. Chen, S. Ji, C. Chen, Q. Peng, D. Wang and Y. Li, Joule,
2018, 2, 1242–1264.

6 X. Sun, S. R. Dawson, T. E. Parmentier, G. Malta, T. E. Davies,
Q. He, L. Lu, D. J. Morgan, N. Carthey, P. Johnston,
S. A. Kondrat, S. J. Freakley, C. J. Kiely and G. J. Hutchings,
Nat. Chem., 2020, 12, 560–567.

7 Z. Y. Li, N. P. Young, M. Di Vece, S. Palomba, R. E. Palmer,
A. L. Bleloch, B. C. Curley, R. L. Johnston, J. Jiang and
J. Yuan, Nature, 2008, 451, 46–48.

8 H. Yan, Y. Lin, H. Wu, W. Zhang, Z. Sun, H. Cheng, W. Liu,
C. Wang, J. Li, X. Huang, T. Yao, J. Yang, S. Wei and J. Lu,
Nat. Commun., 2017, 8, 1070.

9 X. Guo, G. Fang, G. Li, H. Ma, H. Fan, L. Yu, C. Ma, X. Wu,
D. Deng, M. Wei, D. Tan, R. Si, S. Zhang, J. Li, L. Sun,
Z. Tang, X. Pan and X. Bao, Science, 2014, 344, 616.

10 X. Li, W. Bi, L. Zhang, S. Tao, W. Chu, Q. Zhang, Y. Luo,
C. Wu and Y. Xie, Adv. Mater., 2016, 28, 2427–2431.

11 X. Fang, Q. Shang, Y. Wang, L. Jiao, T. Yao, Y. Li, Q. Zhang,
Y. Luo and H.-L. Jiang, Adv. Mater., 2018, 30, 1705112.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021
12 H. Xiang, W. Feng and Y. Chen, Adv. Mater., 2020, 32,
1905994.

13 S. Abbet, A. Sanchez, U. Heiz, W. D. Schneider, A. M. Ferrari,
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