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SUMMARY
Highly efficient and cost-effective photocatalysts are among the most prominent targets
in the field of clean energy production and environmental remediation. Τhe
understanding of photochemical charge transfer mechanisms at the nanoscale is
essential to develop effective catalysts for energy conversion and environmental
remediation applications. Photocatalytic hydrogen generation through water splitting is
regarded as a promising solution to future energy demands. This approach utilizes a
semiconductor-based catalyst that absorbs sunlight and splits water, producing
hydrogen. Alongside, water pollution is on top of the most permeative threats
worldwide, risking human health and quality life. This is because voluminous amounts
of toxic metals, such as hexavalent chromium, Cr(VI), are released directly or
incidentally to the environment. Therefore, finding an effective way for remediation of
Cr(VI)-contaminated solutions is undoubted of high priority in the field of
environmental and health protection.
In this dissertation, new and cost-effective synthetic strategies for preparing 2D/2D
layered nano-heterostructures of transition metal dichalcogenides (MS2, M = Mo, Sn)
and graphitic carbon nitride (g-C3N4) have been successfully developed and the
resulting materials have been tested against photocatalytic production of hydrogen and
reduction of toxic Cr(VI). A controllable synthesis method and a combination of
electron microscopy, optical absorption, photoluminescence, and electrochemical
impedance spectroscopic studies have been utilized to investigate the effect of
MoS2 nanosheet lateral dimension and edge length size on the photochemical behavior
of MoS2-modified g-C3N4 heterojunctions. These nano-heterostructures, which
comprise interlayer junctions with variable area, i.e., MoS2 lateral size ranges from 18
nm to 52 nm, provide a size-tunable interfacial charge transfer through the MoS2/gC3N4 contacts, while exposing a large fraction of surface MoS2 edge sites available for
the hydrogen evolution reaction. Importantly, modification of g-C3N4 with MoS2 layers
of 39±5 nm lateral size (20 wt % loading) creates interfacial contacts with relatively
large number of MoS2 edge sites and efficient electronic transport phenomena, yielding
a high photocatalytic H2-production activity of 1497 μmol h−1 gcat−1 and an apparent
QY of 3.3 % at 410 nm light irradiation. This study offers a design strategy to improve
light energy conversion efficiency of catalysts by engineering interfaces at the
nanoscale in 2D-layered heterojunction materials.
9

By modifying the above MoS2 layers with nickel, a novel series of 2D/2D layer
heterostructures composed of exfoliated Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets and g-C3N4 layers
have been prepared. These hybrid materials can carry out photocatalytic Cr(VI)
reduction in aqueous solutions with outstanding activity, exhibiting apparent QYs as
high as 29.6 % and 23.7 % at 375 and 410 nm. Ni doping of MoS2 markedly increases
the photochemical activity, which, together with electrochemical spectroscopy and
theoretical DFT studies, arises from the enhanced carrier density and mobility at the
Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 interface. In addition to the favorable charge transport properties,
delineation of the photoinduced oxidation reactions by control catalytic experiments
and gas monitoring techniques reveals that the high efficiency also arises from fast
water oxidation kinetics. Due to the efficient dissociation and transport of free excitons,
surface-reaching holes effectively oxidize water to form molecular oxygen. The results
of this work mark an important step forward in understanding and designing low-cost
and earth-abundant catalysts for detoxification of Cr(VI)-contaminated industrial
effluents.
Additional subject of the present research work is the synthesis of 2D/2D SnS2/g-C3N4
layered heterostructures with reduced interfacial resistance and improved charge
transfer kinetics. The realization of these materials was accomplished by using a
photochemical deposition method. These newly developed catalysts, which consist of
exfoliated g-C3N4 flakes and SnS2 nanosheets (~25–30 nm in lateral diameter),
demonstrate outstanding photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction (with a 21.2 µmol h–1
conversion rate) and water oxidation (with a 15.1 μmol h–1 O2 evolution rate) activity.
The SnS2/g-C3N4 heterostructures reach energy conversion efficiencies of up to 16.4%
and 12.1% at 375 nm and 410 nm, respectively, that is among the best known Cr(VI)
reduction catalysts reported to date. Based on X-ray photoelectron, UV–vis optical
absorption, and electrochemical and photoelectrochemical measurements, we provide
detailed mechanistic insight into the photochemical redox reactions and charge
transport dynamics in this catalytic system. The results demonstrate the great potential
of the SnS2-decorated g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures as viable photocatalysts for
environmental protection, including remediation of Cr(VI)-contaminated industrial
effluents.
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ΠΕΡΙΛΗΨΗ
Οι εξαιρετικά αποδοτικοί και οικονομικοί φωτοκαταλύτες είναι από τους πιο
σημαντικούς στόχους στον τομέα της παραγωγής καθαρής ενέργειας και της
περιβαλλοντικής αποκατάστασης. Η κατανόηση των μηχανισμών μεταφοράς φορτίου
στη νανοκλίμακα είναι αναγκαία για την ανάπτυξη αποτελεσματικών καταλυτών για
μετατροπή

ενέργειας

και

εφαρμογές

περιβαλλοντικής

αποκατάστασης.

Η

φωτοκαταλυτική παραγωγή υδρογόνου μέσω διάσπασης νερού θεωρείται ως μια πολλά
υποσχόμενη λύση για μελλοντικές ενεργειακές ανάγκες. Η προσέγγιση αυτή
χρησιμοποιεί έναν ημιαγώγιμο καταλύτη που απορροφά ηλιακό φως και διασπά το
νερό, παράγοντας υδρογόνο. Παράλληλα, η ρύπανση των υδάτων βρίσκεται στην
κορυφή των σημαντικότερων απειλών παγκοσμίως, θέτοντας σε κίνδυνο την
ανθρώπινη υγεία και την ποιότητα ζωής. Αυτό οφείλεται στο γεγονός ότι μεγάλες
ποσότητες τοξικών μετάλλων, όπως το εξασθενές χρώμιο, Cr(VI), απελευθερώνονται
άμεσα ή τυχαία στο περιβάλλον. Ως εκ τούτου, η εύρεση ενός αποτελεσματικού τρόπου
για την αποκατάσταση των μολυσμένων υδάτων με Cr(VI) είναι αναμφίβολα υψηλής
προτεραιότητας στον τομέα της προστασίας του περιβάλλοντος και της υγείας.
Στην παρούσα διδακτορική διατριβή έχουν αναπτυχθεί επιτυχώς νέες και οικονομικά
αποδοτικές συνθετικές στρατηγικές για την παρασκευή 2D/2D φυλλόμορφων νανοετεροδομών από διχαλκογονίδια μετάλλων μετάπτωσης (MS2, M = Mo, Sn) και
γραφιτικό νιτρίδιο του άνθρακα (g-C3N4) και τα προκύπτοντα υλικά έχουν δοκιμαστεί
ως καταλύτες στη φωτοκαταλυτική παραγωγή υδρογόνου και στην αναγωγή του
τοξικού Cr(VI). Μια ελεγχόμενη μέθοδος σύνθεσης και ένας συνδυασμός
ηλεκτρονικής

μικροσκοπίας,

οπτικής

απορρόφησης,

φωτοφωταύγειας

και

ηλεκτροχημικής φασματοσκοπίας εμπέδησης έχουν χρησιμοποιηθεί για τη διερεύνηση
της επίδρασης της πλευρικής διάστασης καθώς και του μεγέθους του μήκους των
ακμών των νανοφύλλων MoS2 στη φωτοχημική συμπεριφορά των ετεροδομών
MoS2/g-C3N4. Αυτές οι νανο-ετεροδομές, οι οποίες περιλαμβάνουν διαστρωματικές
επαφές με μεταβλητή επιφάνεια, όπου το πλευρικό μέγεθος MoS2 κυμαίνεται από 18
nm έως 52 nm, παρέχουν μια ρυθμιζόμενη ως προς το μέγεθος διεπιφανειακή μεταφορά
φορτίου μέσω των επαφών MoS2/g-C3N4, ενώ εκθέτουν ένα μεγάλο αριθμό θέσεων
ακμής MoS2 που είναι διαθέσιμες για την αντίδραση παραγωγής υδρογόνου.
Σημαντικά, η τροποποίηση του g-C3N4 με φύλλα MoS2 μεγέθους 39±5 nm (20 wt%
περιεκτικότητα) δημιουργεί διεπαφές με σχετικά μεγάλο αριθμό καταλυτικών κέντρων
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MoS2 και αποτελεσματικά φαινόμενα μεταφοράς ηλεκτρονίου, αποδίδοντας μια υψηλή
φωτοκαταλυτική δραστικότητα παραγωγής Η2 1497 μmol h-1 gcat-1 και μια βελτιωμένη
κβαντική απόδοση 3.3% σε ακτινοβολία φωτός 410 nm. Η μελέτη αυτή προσφέρει μια
στρατηγική σχεδιασμού για τη βελτίωση της απόδοσης μετατροπής ηλιακής ενέργειας
σε των καταλυτών μέσω μηχανικών διεπαφών στη νανοκλίμακα σε 2D φυλλόμορφες
ετεροδομές.
Τροποποιώντας τα παραπάνω στρώματα MoS2 με νικέλιο, έχει παρασκευαστεί μια νέα
σειρά 2D/2D φυλλόμορφων ετεροδομών που αποτελούνται από αποφλοιωμένα
νανοφύλλα MoS2 ντοπαρισμένα με νικέλιο και στρώματα g-C3N4. Αυτά τα υβριδικά
υλικά εμφανίζουν εξαιρετική φωτοκαταλυτική δράση στην αναγωγή του Cr(VI) σε
υδατικά διαλύματα, εμφανίζοντας κβαντικές αποδόσεις 29.6% και 23.7% στα 375 και
410 nm, αντίστοιχα. Η πρόσμιξη Ni στο MoS2 αυξάνει αισθητά τη φωτοχημική
δραστικότητα, η οποία, σε συνδυασμό με ηλεκτροχημικές, φασματοσκοπικές και
θεωρητικές μελέτες DFT, προκύπτει από την αυξημένη πυκνότητα και κινητικότητα
των φορέων φορτίου στη διεπαφή Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4. Εκτός από τις ευνοϊκές ιδιότητες
μεταφοράς φορτίου, η διερεύνηση των φωτοεπαγόμενων αντιδράσεων οξείδωσης με
ελεγχόμενα καταλυτικά πειράματα και τεχνικές ανίχνευσης αερίων επιβεβαιώνει ότι η
υψηλή απόδοση προκύπτει επίσης από τη γρήγορη κινητική οξείδωσης του νερού.
Λόγω της αποτελεσματικής διάσπασης και μεταφοράς των ελεύθερων εξιτονίων, οι
οπές που φτάνουν στην επιφάνεια του καταλύτη οξειδώνουν αποτελεσματικά το νερό
για να σχηματίσουν μοριακού οξυγόνου. Τα αποτελέσματα αυτής της εργασίας
σηματοδοτούν ένα σημαντικό βήμα για την κατανόηση και το σχεδιασμό καταλυτών
χαμηλού κόστους για την απορρύπανση βιομηχανικών λυμάτων μολυσμένων με
Cr(VI).
Επιπλέον αντικείμενο μελέτης της παρούσας ερευνητικής εργασίας είναι η σύνθεση
2D/2D SnS2/g-C3N4 φυλλόμορφων ετεροδομών με μειωμένη αντίσταση διεπαφής και
βελτιωμένη κινητική μεταφοράς φορτίου. Η ανάπτυξη αυτών των υλικών επιτεύχθηκε
με τη χρήση μεθόδου φωτοχημικής εναπόθεσης. Οι καινοτόμοι αυτοί καταλύτες, οι
οποίοι αποτελούνται από αποφλοιωμένο g-C3N4 και νανοστρώματα SnS2 (~25–30 nm
σε διάμετρο), επιδεικνύουν εξαιρετική φωτοκαταλυτική δραστικότητα αναγωγής
Cr(VI) (με ρυθμό μετατροπής 21.2 μmol h–1 ) και οξείδωσης νερού (με ρυθμό
παραγωγής Ο2 15.1 μmol h–1 ). Οι ετεροδομές SnS2/g-C3N4 επιτυγχάνουν αποδόσεις
μετατροπής ενέργειας έως και 16.4% και 12.1% στα 375 και 410 nm, αντίστοιχα, που
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είναι μεταξύ των αποδοτικότερων καταλυτών αναγωγής Cr(VI) που έχουν αναφερθεί
μέχρι σήμερα στη βιβλιογραφία. Με βάση τη φασματοσκοπία φωτοηλεκτρονίων
ακτίνων-Χ, την οπτική απορρόφηση UV-vis και τις ηλεκτροχημικές και
φωτοηλεκτροχημικές μετρήσεις, παρέχουμε λεπτομερή μηχανιστική εικόνα των
φωτοχημικών αντιδράσεων οξειδοαναγωγής και της δυναμικής μεταφοράς φορτίου
στο παρόν καταλυτικό σύστημα. Τα αποτελέσματα καταδεικνύουν την εξαιρετική
δυνατότητα

εφαρμογής

των

νανο-ετεροδομών

SnS2/g-C3N4

ως

βιώσιμοι

φωτοκαταλύτες στη προστασία του περιβάλλοντος, συμπεριλαμβανομένης της
αποκατάστασης των βιομηχανικών αποβλήτων που περιέχουν Cr(VI).
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Chapter 1 - Introduction
1.1 2D materials
There is a wide assortment of materials that show layered structures and loan
themselves exceptionally well to being mechanically cleaved along the layers.1 By
continuous cleaving of the stacked layers, one can promptly thin them down to a single
layer2, which comes about within the realization of new properties completely diverse
from the bulk counterpart. The most highly studied 2D material is graphene because of
its exceptional electronic, optoelectronic, electrochemical and biomedical applications.
Graphene is a basic building component for graphitic materials and is a flat monolayer
of carbon atoms firmly packed into a two-dimensional (2D) honeycomb lattice (Figure
1).3 Novoselov and Geim's (re)discovery of single-layer graphene in 2004 demonstrated
not only that stable and single-atom or single-polyhedral thick 2D materials can be
exfoliated from van der Waals solids, but that these materials can also exhibit unique
and fascinating physical features. It was not until 2004 that physicists were able to first
isolate individual graphene planes using just a simple adhesive tape to obtain flakes that
exhibited unique electronic characteristics. Discovery of monolayer graphene and its
impressive properties has led to open a novel group of materials known as “2D
materials”.4 The last 15 years have also shown us that these materials are too
astonishingly interesting for electronic and optoelectronic applications.5

Figure 1. Origin of all graphitic forms. Graphene can be wrapped up into 0D buckyballs, twirled into
1D nanotubes or piled into 3D graphite. Graphene (top) and related structures: fullerene (bottom left);
carbon nanotubes (bottom centre); and graphite (bottom right). (Copyright © 2007, Nature Publishing
Group).
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Inspired by the success invention of graphene, alternative layered materials have
been discovered being the center of attention due to their unique physical and chemical
properties. Some of the as-discovered materials are transition metal-dichalcogenides
(TMDs, e.g., MoS2), carbon nitrides (a class of polymeric materials consisting mainly
of carbon and nitrogen), hexagonal boron-nitride (h-BN), which was theoretically
predicted to induce a bandgap in graphene when graphene was deposited onto it6, and
layered metal oxides (Figure 2).7 There are also 2D tungsten diselenide (WSe2),
tungsten disulphide (WS2), molybdenum diselenide (MoSe2) and tin disulfide (SnS2),
which are chemically, structurally and electronically similar to MoS2.

Figure 2. Current 2D materials family (blue shade: monolayers that are stable in ambient conditions
(room temperature in air), green shade: monolayers that are stable in air but may only be stable in inert
atmosphere are shaded pink, gray shade: monolayers that have been exfoliated, with no more
information). (Copyright © 2013, Nature Publishing Group, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited.
All Rights Reserved).

Due to the special properties, 2D nanostructures are expected to have an important
implication to a diverse set of applications, extending from catalysis and electronics to
gas separation and storage and high-performance biological sensors. There are
numerous layered materials with solid in-plane chemical bonds and frail coupling
between layers. These layered structures give the opportunity to be cleaved into
characteristic single atomic layers. When the thickness of the layered material is
decreased to single or few layers, some extraordinary varieties happen in their
electronic structure. The layers with one dimension strictly restricted to a single layer
are called two-dimensional (2D) materials. The density of states for 2D materials
exhibits a quasi-continuous step-like increase with increasing excitation energy.8 These
changes in the density of states for exciting electrons changes the way that the excitation
energy interacts with the valence electrons - in a way similar that the principal
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properties of quantum restricted nanomaterials are changed with size and shape of
particles. Thus, band-gap engineering can be carried out by changing the number of
layers in a given material.9 Current materials research includes fabrication of 2D
materials, determining an important field because of the physicochemical
characteristics that are way different from the bulk analogue. Primarily, such materials
with distinct architectures show exclusive shape-dependent features and successful
application in nanoelectronic devices.10 Other interesting features of 2D materials is not
only for basic understating of growth mechanism, but also for developing contemporary
applications in photocatalysis, chemical sensors and nanoreactors - properties that are
so unique to outshine the inevitable inconveniences of transitioning to a new
technology.

1.2 2D transition-metal dichalcogenide materials
Two-dimensional (2D) transition-metal dichalcogenide materials (TMDs), a group
of graphene-like nanosheets with single-layer or few-layer structure, have lately
emerged as a newsworthy area of physical science and engineering, facing fundamental
scientific and technological challenges. TMDs are a subdivision of the layered materials
family, where the inter-layer bonding consists of Van den Waals forces, while the intralayer forces are covalent-bonded. Highly anisotropic properties are escorted by this
kind of bond structure, where in-plane electrical, thermal and mechanical effects
outstandingly exceed the out-plane properties.11 Compared with the relatively simple
composition and structure of graphene, 2D TMD materials exhibit rich structural and
compositional varieties.12 The general chemical formula of TMDs is MX2 (Figure 3)13
where M is a transition metal, i.e., Mo, W, Nb or Ta and X can be S, Se or Te.
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Figure 3. Schematic representation of the lattice structure of bulk and monolayer TMDs. (a) Monolayer
TMD crystal from the top. (b) MX2 bulk and even-layer structure schematic representation (Adapted
from ref. [13] with permission from Royal Society of Chemistry).

Figure 4. TMD structural unit cell metal coordinations and stacking sequences. Octahedral or trigonal
prismatic metal coordination is possible. The octahedral coordination permits sequences to be stacked,
resulting in tetragonal symmetry (1T). Different symmetries can result from different stacking sequences
of trigonal prismatic single layers: hexagonal symmetry (2H) and rhombohedral symmetry (3R)
(Reproduced from ref. [14]).

TMD materials show various polymorphs in crystalline structures, including 1H or
1T for monolayer and 1T (octahedral), 2H (trigonal prismatic) or 3R (trigonal
prismatic) for a few layer structures (Figure 4).14 The 2H phase corresponds to a
stacking in which chalcogen atoms in different atomic planes occupy the same position
and are located on top of each other in the direction perpendicular to the layer. By
contrast, the 1T phase is characterized by a different stacking order. Depending on the
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particular combination of transition metal (group IV, V, VI, VII, IX or X) and
chalcogen (S, Se or Te) elements, the thermodynamically stable phase is either the 2H
or 1T phase. A characteristic example is shown in Figure 5, where the “periodic table”
displays that for five of six possible chemically distinct TMDs formed by a group VI
transition metal (Mo or W) and a chalcogen (S, Se or Te), the 2H phase is
thermodynamically stable and the 1T phase can be obtained as a metastable phase. An
exception is represented by WTe2, for which the stable bulk phase at room temperature
is the orthorhombic 1Td phase.15 Unlike graphene, which is a semi-metal material with
no band gap structure16, 2D TMD materials, such as MoS2, MoSe2, WS2 and WSe2,
have a band gap with a size comparable to that observed in ordinary group IV, II-VI
and III-V semiconductors.17

Figure 5. “Periodic table” of known layered TMDs, organized based on the transition metal element
involved, summarizes the existing structural phases (2H, 1T or other) and indicates the presence of
distorted structural phases (Copyright © 2017, Macmillan Publishers Limited).

1.3 Layered van der Waals solids
The most common class of crystalline structures that can be exfoliated as stable
single layers are the layered van der Waals solids. After quantum dots, nanowires and
nanotubes, two-dimensional (2D) materials in the form of sheets with atomic-scale
thickness represent the most recent nanoscale material family under intense study.
These materials appear in their bulk form as stacks of layers held together via van der
Waals interaction in the crystal structure. Single layers with atomic-scale thickness can
be extracted from such crystals. These materials exhibit strong in-plane covalent or
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ionic bonding and weak out of the plane van der Waal or hydrogen bonding. 2D
materials under pressure or strain display especially unique behaviors thanks to its bond
strength contrast between strong intra-layer covalent bonds and weak inter-layer van
der Waals bonds. The weak van der Waals interactions can be exploited to achieve
epitaxial growth, in which the lattice structure of the substrate can be used to align the
orientation of the overlayer18 – an essential requirement for growing high-quality films.
Van der Waals solids feature neutral, single-atom-thick or polyhedral-thick layers of
atoms that are covalently or ionically connected with their neighbors within each layer,
whereas the layers are held together via van der Waals bonding along the third axis.
The weak nature of van der Waal bonding (∼40–70 meV) and surface tension (~60–90
mJ/m2) in a range of common solvents are used for the exfoliation of bulk parent
crystals into individual nanosheets.19 Besides graphite, TMDs are a well-studied system
for layering van der Waals solids, especially MoS2, MoSe2 and WS2. At the present
time, over 40 disparate TMDs have been referred in layered form.20 Due to their
fascinating properties, single and few layered materials have been used in a plethora of
applications, such as water splitting for hydrogen production21, detoxification of
Cr(VI)-containing wastewaters22, thermo-electric devices23 etc. As mentioned before,
in TMDs the transition metal engages trigonal prismatic coordinates and octahedral
coordinates and in 2H and 1T crystal phase, respectively. These facilitates share edges
with closest neighbors within each layer and frame hexagonal honeycomb-like
structure.

1.4 Processing methods of 2D materials
1.4.1 Mechanical exfoliation
The Scotch tape method
As mentioned before, graphene research has speeded up since 2004 when pristine
graphene was isolated and characterized from Geim and Novoselov employing for the
first time the widely accepted terminology known as the “Scotch tape method”24 (2010
Nobel Prize in Physics). Putting an adhesive tape on graphite (or mica), the top layer of
the material is peeled, remaining on the tape (Figure 6).25 By folding the tape in half,
sticking it to the flakes, splitting them again and by repeating this procedure for several
times, each time the flakes split into thinner and thinner flakes, leaving by the end very
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thin flakes attached to the tape that are directly dispersed in a solution by dissolving the
tape into it. This method results to a variety of flakes including monolayers due to the
cleavage of weak van der Waal forces between the layers. Using this method,
commercially available inorganic layered materials are peeled off against scotch tape
tests. This method has been employed to obtain monolayers of WS226, MoS227 and hBH28 from the bulk solids. Although this process is relatively simple, fast and cost
effective, this strategy of production seems to be a relevant problem with graphene as
the initial adhesive tape method can only isolate small amounts of graphene and, thus,
the monolayer yield of this process is extremely low. Therefore, this method is only
suitable for laboratory scale studies and cannot be utilized for large-scale production of
monolayer materials. On the other hand, since this process does not prerequisite any
chemicals and only depends on the shear force applied during the peeling process, high
crystallinity and structural integrity of the initial structures are maintained.

Figure 6. The ‘Scotch tape’ procedure (Copyright © 2012, Nature Publishing Group, a division of
Macmillan Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved).

1.4.2 Liquid-phase exfoliation
Liquid-phase exfoliation, a mild organic solvent-based (i.e., isopropyl alcohol, odichlorobenzene, N-methylpyrrolidone) exfoliation technique29 (Figure 7)30, is an
alternative to mechanical exfoliation and permits the fabrication of arrangements of
flakes with controllable thickness, producing single and few layers 2D sheets at bulk
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scale. This method has been broadly used to isolate mono and few layer nanosheets of
MoS231, C3N432, WS233 and so on. The liquid exfoliation method has four alternative
forms: (i) oxidation, (ii) intercalation (iii) ion exchange and (iv) ultrasonic cleavage.
Contrast to the mechanical exfoliation, liquid-phased exfoliation presents great
advantages of reliability, scalability and versatility for the mass (industrial scale)
production of 2D materials.
(i) One of the oldest methods is the oxidative liquid exfoliation, an established
technique followed by subsequent dispersion into suitable solvents. The best example
of that is the graphene oxide, where graphite flakes are treated with oxidizers, such as
sulfuric acid and potassium permanganate, to passivate the surface of individual
graphite layers with the addition of surface hydroxyl or epoxide functional groups and
their upcoming dispersion/exfoliation in polar solvents. Layered materials having low
reduction potential are best befitted for this oxidative liquid exfoliation.
(ii) Intercalation methodologies have been applied to 2D materials as means of
exfoliating from their bulk equivalents in large quantities. The increased interlayer
spacing between individual 2D layers by entering external species play a key role for
the intercalation-based exfoliation method. These species weaken the interlayer
adherence, while reducing the energy barrier to exfoliation. Similar to graphite, this
method has been mainly applied for TMDs. A major drawback of this method is that it
introduces a significant amount of chemical groups and structural defects on the
exfoliated materials, thus, the physical properties of 2D materials are quite different
from those of its pristine form.
(iii) Ion exchange liquid exfoliation has been widely used to exfoliate oxide nanosheets
for optoelectronic applications.34 For example, in the ion exchange exfoliation process,
layered europium (Eu(OH)2.5Cl0.5•0.9H2O) first react with dodecyl sulfate by replacing
Cl- ions in an ion exchange process followed by ultrasonication to separate the
positively charged sheets.35 Similar to europium hydroxide, TiO2 layered crystals are
tend to be negatively charged and their charge neutrality is maintained by Cs+ ions.
Therefore, negatively charged oxides are treated with bulkier cations such as Cs+ and
tetrabutylammonium (TBA). This method is widely known as proton exchange and has
used in the exfoliation of perovskite type oxides, for example Cs0.7Ti1.825O4.36
(iv) Ultrasonic cleavage of weak out-of-plane bonding is another liquid exfoliation
process to acquire mono and few layer nanosheets. The bulk layered material is
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dispersed in a suitable solvent, while the waves propagate through the solvent
generating alternating high- and low-pressure cycles that promote exfoliation. These
cycles provoke two different forms of energy inputs, vibration and cavitation forces,
causing cavitation bubbles in the solvent. These bubbles generate high energy via
release of pressure followed by an exfoliation of layers in the solvent. This procedure
exposes the crystals to energetic forces until dispersed TMD nanosheets can be isolated
from the unexfoliated material.37 Some of the crucial parameters that prescribe the
quality of the resultant solution are the centrifugation rate and the ultrasonication time.
Another essential key parameter for the ultrasonic exfoliation of 2D materials is the
selection of the optimum solvent. Over 25 different solvents have been studied on the
exfoliation of a wide range of 2D materials based on the yield, crystallinity, thickness
and size of the resultant layers. It has been proved that solvents having surface tension
~40 mJ/m2 maximize the exfoliation rate. On the contrary, using a solvent with a surface
tension similar to the surface energy of the layered 2D material not only the energetic
cost of exfoliation is minimized, but also the restacking of nanosheets is prevented.38
Isopropyl alcohol (IPA), dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO), dimethylformamide (DMF), Nmethyl-2-pyrrolidone (NMP), cyclohexyl-pyrrolidinone, N-dodecyl-pyrrolidone, Nvinylpyrrolidone are used as common solvents for ultrasonic exfoliation of h-BN39,
VS240 and MoS241 materials.

Figure 7. Schematic representation of variation in liquid exfoliation process: (A) intercalation, (B) ion
exchange and (C) ultrasonic exfoliation (Copyright © 2013, The American Association for the
Advancement of Science).
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1.4.3 Hydrothermal synthesis
Apart from scotch tape based micromechanical exfoliation, intercalation assisted
exfoliation, liquid-phase exfoliation, physical vapor deposition, micro-domain reaction
and thermolysis of single precursors, have been used to prepare 2D thin-layer TMDs.
Also, the hydrothermal method, a versatile wet chemical process, has been widely used
to prepare layered 2D materials at high temperature and vapor pressure from an aqueous
or an organic solution. This process is suitable for precursors having good solubility
and stability at high temperature and pressure. Materials having high vapor pressure
near the melting point can also be synthesized by the referred process. As an example,
chemical reaction between ammonium molybdate [(NH4)6Mo7O24•4H2O] and sulfur
and/or selenium in hydrazine solution at 150–180 °C for 48 h results in the synthesis of
single monolayer MoS2 and MoSe2.42 Inspired by the synthesis of single and few MoS2
layers, the use of hydrothermal method has been extended to obtain other 2D layered
materials. Single-layer MoS2@amorphous carbon (a-C) composites using thiacetamide
as the sulfur source and reductant43, few-layer WS2/graphene using WCl6 and
thioacetamide in the presence of GOS44, and L-cysteine-assisted SnS2/GNS
composites45 have been produced by the hydrothermal synthesis. These synthesized 2D
materials can be redispersed in the desired solvent, and can be deposited to prepare thin
film nanocomposites and functional nanodevices.

1.5 Properties of TMDs
1.5.1 Crystal and electronic band structures
1.5.1.1 Molybdenum disulfide (MoS2)
Molybdenum disulfide (MoS2) has a crystal structure consisting of weakly coupled
of S–Mo–S layers, where a Mo atom layer is packed between two layers of S atoms and
each single layer has a thickness of about 6.5 Å (Figure 8). MoS2 crystals are composed
of vertically stacked, weakly interacting layers held together by van der Waals
interactions46, making it possible to produce monolayers of MoS2 using the wellestablished micromechanical cleavage and liquid exfoliation techniques. So far, four
poly-types of MoS2 structures have been identified: 1H, 1T, 2H and 3R, and the
structural changes are directly connected to the physical properties of MoS2.47 1T MoS2
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and 3R MoS2 are meta-stable (not occurring naturally) and the 1H phase is the most
stable among all the poly-types. The 1T MoS2 has the Mo atoms coordinated
octahedrally by the sulfur and Mo atoms to form a unit cell. 1H phase (the basic unit of
MoS2 monolayer) has the Mo atoms coordinated octahedrally by the sulfur atoms and
sandwiched in layers of S–Mo–S. 2H MoS2 has a trigonal prismatic coordination
around the Mo atom and exhibits two S–Mo–S units per elemental cell. The metastable
1T has one layer per unit cell with Mo atoms in octahedral symmetric arrangement.
Because of the metastable nature, 1T-MoS2 can be readily transformed to 2H phase via
intralayer atomic gliding under specific conditions. The 2H-MoS2 solid is
semiconductor while 1T-MoS2 is metallic in nature. The 3R MoS2 also has trigonal
prismatic coordination, the same as the 2H MoS2 but with three S–Mo–S units per
elemental cell arranged along the c-axis direction (Figure 9).48

Figure 8. Chemical structure of two layers of MoS2.

Figure 9. Schematic drawing of common poly-types for MoS2 (Copyright © 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights
reserved).
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MoS2 has an energy band gap (Eg) from 1.2 (indirect bandgap) to 1.9 (direct
bandgap) eV for multi- to single-layer sheets, respectively49, and exhibits high electron
mobility (typically > 100 cm2 V-1 s-1)50 and unique S–Mo–S coordination in the layered
structure that forms atomically undercoordinated edge sites with high photochemical
and electrochemical reactivity.51 For the applications of MoS2 nanosheets, electronic
structure is the key determinant. In Figure 10, the band structures of MoS2 in bulk,
bilayer and monolayer form are compared. We can observe that as the layer number of
2H-MoS2 nanosheets decreased from bulk to monolayer, the conduction band (CB)
minimum is down-shifting from the middle of Γ-K line towards K point. At the same
time, the valence band (VB) energy at the K point also up-shifting, and becomes the
valence band maximum as same as the Γ point. Predominantly, the VB maximum and
the CB minimum are located at the two inequivalent high-symmetry points K and Kʹ,
which correspond to the corners of the hexagonal Brillouin zone. This property is
common to monolayer 2H-MoS2 (and other group VI monolayer 2H-TMDCs) and to
graphene, and enables the observation of valley-dependent physical phenomena and
potential valleytronics applications. MoS2 with different thicknesses has been utilized
as cocatalyst to enhance photocatalytic activity using many different types of
photoactive host semiconductors.

Figure 10. Calculated band structures of bulk, bilayer, and monolayer MoS2 calculated at the DFT/PBE
level. The horizontal dashed lines indicate the Fermi level. The arrows indicate the fundamental bandgap (direct or indirect) for a given system (Reproduced from ref. [13] with permission from Royal Society
of Chemistry).
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1.5.1.2 Carbon nitride (C3N4)
Carbon nitrides are a class of polymeric materials consisting mainly of carbon and
nitrogen, including α-C3N4, β-C3N4, cubic-C3N4, pseudocubic-C3N4 and graphiticC3N4 (g-C3N4).52 g-C3N4 is not only the most stable allotrope of carbon nitrides at
ambient atmosphere, but it also has rich surface properties that are attractive for many
applications, including catalysis, due to the presence of basic surface sites. It also
comprises a π-conjugated polymeric layered structure of sp2-hybridized carbon and
nitrogen atoms. In general, g-C3N4 can be prepared from nitrogen-rich and carbon-rich
precursors, such as cyanamide, dicyandiamide, melamine, urea, and thiourea. The
structure contains a small amount of hydrogen, present as primary and/or secondary
amine groups on the terminating edges (Figure 11). The existence of hydrogen
indicates that g-C3N4 is incompletely condensed and that a number of surface defects
exist, which can be useful in catalysis – such defects are believed to promote electron
relocalization on the surface, inducing Lewis-base character towards photocatalysis.
Because of the presence of hydrogen and to the fact that nitrogen has one more electron
than carbon, g-C3N4 has rich surface properties that are important to catalysis, such as
basic surface functionalities, electron-rich properties and H-bonding motifs. Its high
thermal (stable up to 600 oC in air)53 and hydrothermal (insoluble either in acidic,
neutral or basic solvents)54 stability, enables g-C3N4 to function as catalyst either in
liquid or gaseous environments, and at elevated temperatures.

Figure 11. Chemical structure of g-C3N4 and multiple surface functionalities found on g-C3N4.
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g-C3N4 is a nontoxic and novel semiconductor catalyst, having a CB at around –1.23
V vs normal hydrogen electrode (NHE) at pH 7, which is more negative that the
potential of H2 evolution (−0.41V vs NHE at pH 7).55 However, the photocatalytic H2
production efficiency of g-C3N4 is limited due to the large optical band gap (~2.7 eV,
which corresponds to a utilization of solar energy at λ < 460 nm) and the fast
recombination rate of photogenerated electron−hole pairs.56 Thus, to facilitate the
spatial dissociation of the photogenerated charges, a cocatalyst or other semiconductor
materials can be loaded on the surface of g-C3N4 to form a hybrid nanocomposite. These
heterostructures can exhibit improved charge separation and, thus, higher
photochemical stability due to the charge transfer between the different components.

1.5.1.3 Tin disulfide (SnS2)
Tin sulfide (SnS) is a non-toxic and inexpensive material that exhibit interesting
mixed valence properties. The thermodynamic balance between the oxidation states of
Sn is subtle, and both Sn(II)S and Sn(IV)S2 compounds are known to exist. The lower
oxidation state is associated with a Sn lone pair57, which is the origin of the structural
distortion found in the orthorhombic phase of SnS (Figure 12).58

Figure 12. Ground-state crystal structure of SnS (the tin atoms are displayed as gray spheres and the
sulfur atoms as yellow spheres) (Adapted from ref. [59]. Copyright © 2013 American Chemical Society).
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In terms of conductivity, a reducible cation (i.e., tetravalent Sn) is generally
associated with electron conduction (n-type), while an oxidizable cation (i.e., divalent
Sn) is associated with hole conduction (p-type). For example, SnS is typically p-type,
while SnS2 is n-type. As mentioned before, SnS is intrinsically a p-type semiconductor
owing a high absorption coefficient (a) of > 104 cm-1 above the band gap59, a direct
band gap of 1.2–1.5 eV60, indirect gap of 1.1 eV61 and high free carrier concentration
around 1017–1018 cm-3 62. SnS can take the form of several phases, but its stable phase
at room temperature is a distorted rock salt structure. The α-SnS phase -which has the
mineral name herzenbergite- adopts a layered orthorhombic structure with Pnma
symmetry at ambient conditions. Upon increasing the pressure and/or temperature, αSnS is known to experience a structural transformation to β-SnS which is semi-metallic
phase with an orthorhombic structure (Cmcm space group symmetry) (Figure 13).63
Only α-SnS is stable at room temperature, while the other phase is formed at higher
temperatures.

Figure 13. Crystal structures of α-SnS, β-SnS and SnS2 (Adapted from ref. [64]. Rights managed by AIP
Publishing).

32

Another important material is SnS2 (Figure 13), a well-known semiconductor, which
adopts a layered structure with P-3m1 symmetry at ambient conditions.64 SnS2 has a
band gap of ~2.1 eV and thus exhibits photoabsorption ability in visible and near
infrared regions, making it suitable for photocatalysis applications. Unlike α-SnS, SnS2
can adopt various polytypes (i.e., 2H, 4H, and 3R) with different stacking sequences
arising from different growth conditions.65 Figure 14 shows the energy band structure
of monolayer and bi-layer SnS2, calculated by using DFT method, emerging that it is
an indirect band gap semiconductor.66 It can be seen that the calculated bandgap of bulk
SnS2 is 2.14 eV, and the monolayer reserves the indirect semiconducting characteristic
with a bandgap down to 1.65 eV. SnS2 has received much attention due to its possible
applications in optoelectronics, solar cells and, in the latest few years, in photocatalysis.

Figure 14. Band structures of (a) monolayer and (b) bulk SnS2 (the black arrows indicate the indirect
bandgaps) (Adapted from ref. [67]. Copyright © 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved).

1.6 Fabrication of 2D heterostructures
Since the successful preparation of graphene in 2004, the properties and applications
of 2D materials have attracted much attention. However, a number of issues limit the
application of single 2D materials. Developing new hybrid materials by combining 2D
layered materials in vertical stacks or epitaxial grown planar (where the monolayers are
held together by Van der Waals forces) displays a plethora of possibilities to expand
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the adaptability of 2D materials, allowing for achieving prevalent and unusual material
properties that cannot be obtained in any other way. Critical points to achieve practical
junctions (e.g., p-n, p-n-p etc.) are a stable and tunable doping capability over the
natural tendency of TMDs (n-type and p-type for MoS2 and WSe2, respectively), key
functions that are required for electronic and optoelectronic devices. If p- and n-doped
materials are used in such devices, then atomically sharp p-n junctions can be created.67
Such systems are extremely efficient in carrier separation, so it is anticipated to achieve
very high quantum efficiency. As referred in previous section, one of the most powerful
methods for preparing graphene, which can also be extended to other materials, is
liquid-phase exfoliation. By solution synthesis of 2D materials or by controlling the
charge of individual flakes in suspensions, heterostructures (e.g., MoS2-WS2) can be
formed straight in the liquid phase (Figure 15).68 Such kind of 2D materials can be used
for energy storage and catalytic applications. For instance, MoSe2/graphene
heterostructures have been used for Li-ion battery applications69, MoS2/g-C3N4/Pt
nanosheets for enhanced photocatalytic H2 production from water70 and GO/gC3N4/MoS2 flower-like heterojunctions for water remediation71.

Figure 15. Schematic representation for the formation of the MoS2-WS2 van der Waals heterostructure
from the exfoliated TMD dispersions (Copyright © 2019 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. Peer-review
under responsibility of the scientific committee of the Interntional Symposium on Functional Materials
(ISFM-2018): Energy and Biomedical Applications).
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1.7 Photocatalysis with 2D materials
Compared to the conventional thermal catalysis, semiconductor photocatalysis has
attracted prodigious attention for its promising potential to induct incurable
environmental and energy issues using solar energy.72 The solar energy is an endless
and environmentally friendly source, which makes photocatalysis an attractive
technology for solving environmental and energy problems, such as water contaminants
degradation73, water splitting74 and CO2 reduction75. The overall process of a
semiconductor-sensitized photoreaction can be summarized as follows:
semiconductor

𝐴 + 𝐷 → 𝐴! + 𝐷"

(1)

hv≥Eg

where Eg is the semiconductor’s band gap, A is an electron acceptor (usually oxygen)
and D is an electron donor (usually an inorganic contaminant).
If an electron acceptor and electron donor are adsorbed on the semiconductor particle,
a series of reactions may occur. Usually, electrons get excited from valence band to
conduction band by heating or light irradiation. If hν > Eg, a photon can be absorbed,
creating a free electron and a free hole. It is known that catalysis belongs to a class of
surface reactions, and is sensitive to the surface structure and morphology of the
catalyst.
One of the most effective methods of water decomposition involves heterogeneous
photocatalysts. During the past few years, increased attention is being paid to this
particular method in order to develop an environment-friendly technology to purify
polluted air and water without electricity or other energy consuming sources.
Heterogeneous photocatalytic process involves at least five separate reaction steps,
including (i) transfer of the reactants in the fluid phase to the catalyst surface, (ii)
adsorption of reactants onto the surface of semiconductor, (iii) reaction in the adsorbed
phase, (iv) desorption of products from the surface of the semiconductor, and (v)
removal of the products from the interface region. Heterogeneous photocatalysis
appears as a viable method that can compete economically compared with other UV
oxidation processes for water treatment. Key steps of a heterogeneous photocatalytic
process are the photoinduced charge separation, charge migration, and interfacial
electron exchange and interaction with reactants.
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Figure 16. Schematic diagram of semiconductor photocatalysis.

As seen in Figure 16, activation of the semiconductor photocatalyst for reaction is
achieved through the absorption of a photon of ultra-bandgap energy, which results in
the promotion of an electron (e-) from the valence band to the conduction band, with
the concomitant generation of a hole (h+) in the valence band. For a semiconductor
photocatalyst to be efficient, the interfacial processes involving e- and h+ must compete
effectively with the major deactivation process involving e-–h+ recombination. In
general, recombination of the electron-hole pair on the surface can be prevented to a
significant degree by adding suitable scavengers.

Figure 17. Energy band diagrams for metals, semiconductors and insulators.
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In order for a material to be conductive, both free electrons and empty states must
be available. Systems with an energy-level-free zone (forbidden zone) are called
semiconductors and insulators if the bandgap is in the range of 1–6 eV and above 6 eV,
respectively. Semiconductors have similar band structure as insulators but with a much
smaller band gap (Figure 17). Some electrons can jump to the empty conduction band
by thermal or optical excitation. Thus, a semiconductor becomes an electronic
conductor when irradiated with light of energy equal to or larger than Eg – thus, an ideal
semiconductor cannot absorb light of energy smaller than its bandgap. The position of
semiconductor’s conduction band (CB) and valence band (VB) edges relative to the
redox potentials of the adsorbed substrates (reactants) determines the efficiency of the
electron transfer reaction as mentioned before. In order to photo-reduce a chemical
species, the CB of the semiconductor must be more negative than the reduction
potential of the chemical species, while to photo-oxidize a chemical species, the
potential of the VB of the semiconductor must be more positive than the oxidation
potential of the chemical species (Figure 18).76,77,78

Figure 18. Band edge positions of semiconductors in contact with the aqueous electrolyte at pH=0
relative to NHE and the vacuum level, accompanied with redox couples for comparison (Adapted from
ref. [79] with permission from Royal Society of Chemistry).

The band structure of a material is calculated with various numerical methods and
plotted as E vs k, where k is the wave vector. In general, two characteristic cases are
relevant for the interpretation of electronic absorption spectra. As seen in Figure 19a,
the maximum of the VB and the minimum of the CB are located at the same value of k
(k=0). In this case, the absorption of a photon is fully allowed and the material is called
a direct semiconductor. In an indirect semiconductor, the minimum of the CB is
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displaced to a larger k value and the law of momentum requires that in addition to the
photon also a phonon has to be absorbed (Figure 19b). The resulting “three-part
process” (photon, electron and phonon) is of lower probability than the “two-part”
process of a direct transition. Therefore, a direct semiconductor displays a much abrupt
absorption on set than an indirect one.

Figure 19. (a) Direct and (b) indirect band-to-band transitions in semiconductors. The dashed arrow
represents the absorption of a phonon.

The location of the Fermi level (EF) respect to the semiconductor band edges,
determines the electronic characteristics of the semiconductor. In common, the
understanding of the physical processes affecting the Fermi energy is a complex issue,
which requires an extensive knowledge of mechanisms leading to the introduction of
electrically active impurities and/or native defects. It is well known that the generation
of native defects affects the Fermi energy.79 From a statistical point of view it is defined
as the energy at which the probability of an energy level being occupied by an electron
is 50%. Instead, from the viewpoint of thermodynamics, the Fermi level corresponds to
the electrochemical potential of an electron in a solid. In an ultrapure intrinsic
semiconductor, it is located in the middle of the bandgap. When impurities are present
or introduced through doping with electron-donating and electron-accepting atoms, EF
is located close to CB (large number of free electrons in the CB) and VB (large number
of holes in the VB), respectively (Figure 20). The corresponding materials are called
n-type and p-type semiconductors since the majority charge carriers are electrons (e-)
and holes (h+), respectively. The precise position of EF depends basically on the dopant
concentration, and typical distances to the band edges (CB or VB) are 0.1–0.3 eV.
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Figure 20. Position of the Fermi level (EF) in an n-type and a p-type semiconductor in thermal
equilibrium.

Given that the enhanced catalytic activity of 2D materials emanates from the
modification of their electronic structure, different atomic monolayer TMDs can be
combined to create heterostructures that are held together with van der Waals
interactions. In these materials the monolayers of multiple 2D materials are stacked
vertically layer-by-layer or stitched together in-plane to create lateral heterojunctions.
A semiconductor structure in which more than one semiconductor components is used
and the structure contains interfaces or junctions between two different semiconductors
is called heterostructure. 2D materials and their heterostructures can be used as a
catalyst, catalytic support or even an electron donor to the active centres.80
Semiconducting monolayer TMDs can also serve as building blocks for p-n or n-n
junctions and Van der Waals heterostructures by stacking different 2D materials using
mechanical transfer techniques.81 Once a junction is formed (heterostructure interface
between a wide bandgap and a narrow bandgap semiconductor), electrons will flow
from the side with higher Fermi level to the side with lower Fermi level, while the holes
will flow to the opposite direction (Figure 21).

Figure 21. Schematic diagram of a semiconductor-semiconductor heterostructure.
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1.8 Hydrogen production by photocatalytic water
splitting
Photocatalytic hydrogen generation through water splitting can be viewed as a
promising solution to future energy demands.82 This approach utilizes a semiconductorbased photocatalytic system, which absorbs sunlight and splits water, producing
hydrogen. In recent years, considerable scientific effort has been devoted to designing
efficient catalysts for electrochemical and photochemical production of hydrogen. As a
result, a number of organic–metal complexes, metal oxides and transition-metal
chalcogenides have been synthesized and used as potential cathode materials to split
water by the hydrogen evolution reaction (HER).83 To be of practical use, however,
HER catalysts need to fulfill several requirements: (i) efficient absorption of sunlight,
(ii) fast transport of charge carriers to the solid–electrolyte interface, (iii) high surfacearea-to-volume ratio structure that provides a large number of active sites, and (iv)
appropriate potential of photocarriers to sustain the HER. Moreover, the photocatalyst
needs to remain stable in solution and must be cost-effective for widespread application.
Sunlight and water are the most abundant, clean, renewable and natural energy
resources on Earth. The transformation of solar energy into chemical energy,
particularly hydrogen, has become a challenging and attractive subject during the past
years.84 Hydrogen has been acknowledged as a promising substitute form of storable
and clean energy for the future. H2 is mainly produced from petroleum and natural gas
steam reforming process, method that is not sustainable in the long term.85 Thus, there
has been a growing interest in the development of new methods to generate H2 from
renewable and sustainable resources to avoid the production of greenhouse gases from
fossil fuel utilization. Hydrogen production from solar water-splitting processes
generally can be categorized into thermochemical water splitting, photo-biological
water splitting and photocatalytic water splitting.86 Among them, the most efficient is
the production of hydrogen by water splitting using sunlight (Equation (2)) because it
does not have the inadequacies associated with thermal transformations or with the
conversion of solar energy to electricity followed by electrolysis. This reaction is
therefore sometimes referred to as artificial photosynthesis:
H2O + hv àH2 + 1/2O2

(2)
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The conversion of water to H2 using sunlight has been described as an ideal solution to
counter the depletion of and environmental issues associated with fossil fuels.87 As pure
water does not absorb solar radiation, the water splitting needs a semiconductor material
(photocatalyst) capable of efficiently absorbing solar energy to produce electrons and
holes that can reduce and oxidize, respectively, the water molecules adsorbed on the
photocatalyst surface (Figure 22).

Figure 22. Sketch diagram showing the basic principle of overall water splitting on a semiconductorbased surface.

Sustainable hydrogen production by water splitting has been pioneered by Honda
and Fujishima in 1972, who demonstrated the photoelectrochemical splitting of water
using TiO2 photoanode under ultraviolet irradiation.88 Water splitting into H2 and O2 is
classified as an “uphill” photocatalytic reaction because it is accompanied by a large
positive change in the Gibbs free energy (ΔG0 = 237 kJ/mol; 2.46 eV per molecule).
One of the biggest challenges in water splitting is to overcome that thermodynamically
‘uphill’ hydrogen and oxygen evolution half reactions which involve four-electron
transfer reactions.89 Cocatalysts loaded on the surface of semiconductors (creating
heterojunctions) have been proven to be able to facilitate photocatalytic reactions by
accommodating excited electrons or holes and promoting redox reaction kinetics, in
contrast to single-component photocatalysts. Under irradiation with energy greater than
the band gap (Eg) of the semiconductor photocatalyst, an electron (e-) is promoted to
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the CB, while a positive hole (h+) is formed in the VB. The excited electrons and holes
can recombine and dissipate the input energy as heat, get trapped in metastable surface
states or react with electron donors and electron acceptors adsorbed on the
semiconductor surface. Under suitable reaction conditions the generated electrons and
holes can participate in the process of oxidation and reduction of water, resulting in the
formation of gaseous oxygen and hydrogen.90 The irradiation of the semiconductor
leads to the evolution of hydrogen and oxygen at the surface of the cathode and anode,
respectively. In a water splitting system, the reducing CB electrons become important,
as their role is to reduce protons to hydrogen molecules. Thus, the CB level should be
more negative than the hydrogen evolution level (EH2/H2O) to initiate hydrogen
production (0 V vs. NHE at pH=0), while the VB should be more positive than the
water oxidation level (EO2/H2O) for efficient oxygen production (1.23 V vs. NHE at
pH=0) from water by photocatalysis (Figure 23).91 Apart from the suitable position of
the VB and CB, the recombination of photogenerated charge carriers can limits the
overall photocatalytic efficiency. To avoid these problems some researchers suggested
that the addition of electron donors (hole scavenger or sacrificial agents), which react
faster than water with the photogenerated VB holes will increase the electron/hole
separation and improve the H2 production rate. Methanol, ethanol, phenol, EDTA, citric
acid, lactic acid and formaldehyde have been tested as electron donors and proved to
be effective to enhance H2 generation.

Figure 23. Energy diagrams of photocatalytic water splitting (Adapted from ref. [92]. Copyright © 2018
Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved).
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The rational design of new photochemical systems for efficient water reduction is of
critical importance and has attracted continuous attention over the past few years.92
Through this pursuit, a diverse set of metal oxide (such as TiO2, Ta2O5, SrTiO3,
K4Nb6O17 etc.) and metal sulfide (such CdS, ZnS, NiS etc.) semiconductors have been
investigated as potential hydrogen-evolving catalysts under solar or visible light
irradiation. Unfortunately, the realization of these materials for light energy conversion
often coincides with poor visible light absorption (that is, the main portion of solar
radiation), low charge separation yield, pronounced susceptibility to photo-corrosion
and high cost. Recently, the layered transition-metal dichalcogenides, such as MoS2,
SnS2 and WSe2, have emerged as a new front in the fields of electronics, optoelectronics
and chemical sensor devices.93 Among them, molybdenum disulfide (MoS2) possesses
a combination of intriguing attributes for use in electro- and photocatalysis, including
low cost, tunable electronic structure (it adopts metallic 1T as well as semiconducting
2H structures94, and its band gap (Eg) varies from 1.2 to 1.9 eV for multi- to singlelayer sheets, respectively)95, high electron mobility (typically > 100 cm2 V-1 s-1)96 and
unique S–Mo–S coordination in the layered structure that forms atomically
undercoordinated edge sites with high photochemical and electrochemical reactivity.97
Between different phases of MoS2 (2H, 1T/2H and 1T/3R), 2H MoS2, although
possesses lower charge carrier mobility than the metallic 1T MoS2, shows higher
stability and interesting semiconducting characteristics make it attractive material for
applications in light energy conversion and opto-electronics.98 Nonetheless, the
photoconversion efficiency of multilayer 2H MoS2 is largely limited by its indirect
bandgap transition, which depress the absorption coefficient and anisotropic charge
transport property, which shorten the carrier lifetime (~200 10-12 s).99 To circumvent
the above limitations, researchers strive to integrate MoS2 with various layered metalfree materials, such as graphitic carbon nitride (g-C3N4), carbon nanofibers, graphene
and graphite. In fact, 2D/2D heterostructural architectures with large contact areas may
offer a significant advantage for photochemical catalysis because of their large exposed
surface area and facile dissociation of photogenerated excitons across the junction.
Earlier studies have shown that g-C3N4 is a beneficial material for light energy
conversion due to the good optical absorption (it has a bang gap (Eg) of ~ 2.7 eV),
excellent photostability, low cost and high exposure of catalytically active sites.100
Remarkably, over the past few years, rising improvements in the light-irradiated
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hydrogen evolution catalysis have been achieved by using thin-layered MoS2/gC3N4101,

MoS2/S-doped

g-C3N4102,

MoS2/pyridine-modified

g-C3N4103,

MoS2/mesoporous g-C3N4104, MoS2/oxygenated g-C3N4105 and g-C3N4/Ag/MoS2106
heterojunction composites. The catalytic propensity of these hybrid materials to
produce hydrogen has been mainly related to the synergistic coupling effects caused by
strong electronic interactions at the interface between MoS2 and g-C3N4 layers. Such
interfacial interactions, which arise due to the weak interlayer van der Waals forces and
possibly strong electronic coupling among MoS2 and g-C3N4 adjacent layers, was
envisaged to improve electron transfer from photoexcited g-C3N4 to MoS2, thus leading
to the enhancement of electron-hole pair separation. In this sense, the photocatalytic
function of MoS2/g-C3N4 heterostructures for hydrogen evolution may be significantly
improved compared to single-components g-C3N4 and MoS2, standing out promising
perspectives in the search for highly active and cost-efficient photocatalysts. However,
although some important progress has been made in synthesis of MoS2-modified gC3N4 semiconductors, there is no literature reporting the fabrication of MoS2/g-C3N4
nano-heterojunctions

with

different

interfacial

contact

area

between

two

semiconductors, importantly, at a fixed chemical composition. In addition, the
electronic behavior of MoS2 nanolayers and their underlying role in affecting the charge
carrier separation dynamics and, thus, the photocatalytic propensity of MoS2/g-C3N4
nanojunctions for hydrogen generation remain poorly understood. In consequence, to
address these limitations, the fabrication of 2D/2D nanojunction networks consisting of
exfoliated g-C3N4 flakes and 2H MoS2 nanosheets (NSs) with variable lateral sizes
provides an efficient way. These, MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures, where the tuning
parameter is only the dimension of MoS2 layers, provide a good platform to study and
understand the effect of interfacial area and exposed catalytic MoS2 edge sites on their
charge transport properties and photochemical activities. Thus, these layered materials,
which possess size-tunable photocarrier properties in MoS2/g-C3N4 contacts and large
number of exposed catalytic MoS2 edge sites can exhibit favorable photocatalytic
hydrogen evolution performance.
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1.9 Hexavalent chromium wastewater treatment
Water pollution is on top of the most permeative threats worldwide, risking human
health and quality life. This is because voluminous amounts of toxic metals, such as
hexavalent chromium (Cr(VI)) are released directly or incidentally to the
environment.107 Cr(VI) discharges in wastewaters usually from industrial processes,
such as leather tanning, chrome plating and polishing, stainless-steel production,
chromate manufacturing, pigment production, and other industrial production
activities108, and is one of the dominant concerns in environmental restoration plant.
Chromium exists in trivalent (Cr(III)) and hexavalent oxidation states in aquatic
systems, having extremely different physical, chemical and toxicity properties.109 At
acidic conditions (pH < 6), HCrO4– and Cr2O72– oxyanions are the most predominant
species of Cr(VI)110, which are sparingly soluble, making their precipitation
unattainable (Figure 24).111,112 In fact, Cr(VI) oxo species are particularly harmful
pollutants causing carcinogenesis and mutagenesis in biological cells.113 According to
the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), Cr(VI) is classified as a
Group 1 carcinogen with a harmful dose (LD50) of 50–150 mg Kg-1 for an adult.114
Because of the carcinogenicity and genotoxicity of Cr in human cells, the World Health
Organization (WHO) recommends guideline value of 5 μg L-1 in drinking water.115

Figure 24. The Eh-pH diagram of Cr–O–H system (Reproduced from ref. [113]).
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In the recent few years, semiconductor photocatalysis has enticed great attention due
to its wide applications in puzzling out environmental problems associated with
contaminated wastewaters by hazardous pollutants.116,117 For instance, reduction of
toxic Cr(VI) to less harmful Cr(III) by light-excited CB electrons of a photocatalyst is
a viable approach that holds great potential for environmental remediation applications.
In this regard, a wide spectrum of metal oxide and sulfide semiconductors, such as
TiO2118, BiGeO20119, SnS2120, CdS121 and MoS2122, have been investigated as potential
Cr(VI)-reducing catalysts under solar or visible light irradiation. Although these
materials have a well-suited band structure for photoreduction of Cr(VI), they suffer
from prejudicial charge-carrier recombination and/or poor photon-to-electron
conversion efficiency, which are detrimental for catalytic implementations. Up to
today, various visible-light-driven semiconductor photocatalysts have been developed
and examined for photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction, such as metal-doped TiO2123,
MoS2124, ZrO2125, Bi2VO4126 and SnS2127. However, some of these materials are
expensive, unstable and potentially hazardous. Furthermore, many photocatalysts
exhibit sluggish kinetics for the water oxidation reaction, so that the use of sacrificial
electron donors, such as ascorbic acid, oxalates and tertiary amines, is necessary. In
fact, the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) with the aid of sacrificial reagents is a
complex and costly issue, which severely limits the application options of the catalyst,
for example in the detoxification of Cr(VI)-enriched effluents. This urgent need for
efficient remediation of aqueous pollutants has stimulated a great deal of research
interest in recent years.
Environmentally-friendly and low-cost graphitic carbon nitride (g-C3N4) has
recently emerged as an attractive candidate for water splitting and environmental
protection applications. g-C3N4 absorbs a substantial fraction of the visible spectrum (it
has an energy gap of ~2.7–2.8 eV) and possesses favorable CB and VB positions for
direct solar-to-chemical conversion, including organic fine synthesis and H2
production.128,129 Nevertheless, single-ingredient g-C3N4 catalyst suffers from high
recombination ratio of photoexcited carriers and low electron transportation kinetic,
which result in insufficient photoconversion efficiency.130 To satisfy the requirements
for high-performance photocatalysts, researchers endeavor to integrate g-C3N4 with
various layered materials, such as MoS2131. As mentioned above, 2H MoS2 is a wellknown two-dimensional layered metal dichalcogenide material that has received
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scrutiny for potential application in the fields of optoelectronics and electrocatalysis,
particularly in the hydrogen evolution reaction (HER)132,133 Recent reports indicated
that the coordinately unsaturated S-edge sites of 2H MoS2 are the active sites for
electrochemical reactions (HER, oxygen evolution (OER)/reduction (ORR)
reactions).134 Moreover, the interfacial electron transfer in few layer MoS2 correlates
with the number of layers and it could be significantly improved due to the interlayer
electron hopping effect.135 Owing to these characteristics, 2H MoS2 nanostructures are
well suited as photoactive materials in high-performance light energy conversion, fieldeffect transistors (FETs) and electroluminescent sensors.136,137,138 Even though great
progress has been made, the design and synthesis of few-layered MoS2 nanostructures
with ultrasmall lateral dimension (less than 50 nm) remains highly challenging.
Conventional fabrication techniques for few layer MoS2 nanoarchitectures involve
different physical treatment processes of bulk MoS2 solids, such as solvothermalassisted liquid-phase exfoliation, electrochemical exfoliation and mechanical
grinding.139,140,141 Another promising photocatalyst for photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction
is tin disulfide (SnS2), an inexpensive and nontoxic, layered semiconductor, which has
attracted a great deal of scientific interest due to its suitable narrow band gap (Eg ~ 2.2
eV), significant chemical steadiness and safeness142, and high CB potential (–0.114 V
vs. NHE)143. It has lately pulled in awesome inquire about interest as a promising
visible-light photocatalyst due to its low cost, nontoxicity, great stability and relatively
high visible-light photocatalytic efficiency.144,145,146 Nevertheless, SnS2 shows
generally low effectiveness in photocatalysis due to the increased recombination rate
of its photoinduced holes and electrons.147 It is presently acknowledged that, in contrast
to a single-phase semiconductor, utilizing semiconductor composites can improve
photocatalytic activity due to the successful separation of photogenerated electrons and
holes.148 To prevent the above limitations, researchers endeavor to integrate SnS2 with
various layered metal-free materials, such as g-C3N4.149 Although g-C3N4 has rich
surface properties that are attractive for catalysis, its photocatalytic efficiency is still
limited due to the large optical band gap (2.7 eV) and the fast recombination rate of
photogenerated electron−hole pairs.150 The different position between the CB edge
potentials of SnS2 and g-C3N4 may allow electron transfer from the g-C3N4 to SnS2 in
SnS2-modified g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures, improving the carriers’ separation
efficiency and, thus, the overall photocatalytic activity.
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1.10 Thesis statement and objectives
Photocatalytic hydrogen generation through water splitting can be viewed as a
promising solution to future energy demands. This approach utilizes a semiconductorbased photocatalytic system, which absorbs sunlight and splits water, producing
hydrogen. In recent years, considerable scientific effort has been devoted to designing
efficient catalysts for photo- and electro-chemical H2 production. As a result, a number
of organic–metal complexes and metal oxide and transition-metal chalcogenide
nanostructures have been synthesized and used as potential cathode materials to split
water by the hydrogen evolution reaction. On the other hand, aquatic environmental
problems are mainly occurred by the water pollution caused by highly toxic metal ions–
besides organic pollutants, which are difficult to deduct from ordinary chemical and
biological methods. Consequently, heavy metal ions are concentrated in drinking water
risking human health and well-being. Chromium is one of the major environmental
pollutants, frequently entering into the aqueous ecosystem from natural and industrial
sources. In natural environment, chromium exists in two oxidation states: trivalent
Cr(III) and hexavalent Cr(VI), having distinctive chemical and toxicological
characteristics. In the recent few years, semiconductor photocatalysis has enticed great
attention due to its wide applications in puzzling out environmental problems
associated with contaminated wastewaters by hazardous pollutants. For instance,
reduction of toxic Cr(VI) to less harmful Cr(III) by light-excited CB electrons of a
photocatalyst is a viable approach that holds great potential for environmental
remediation applications. In this regard, a wide spectrum of metal oxide and sulfide
semiconductors have been investigated as potential Cr(VI)-reducing catalysts under
solar or visible light irradiation.
The scope of this doctoral dissertation is to produce a series of 2D/2D layered nanoheterostructures of transition metal dichalcogenides (MS2, M = Mo, Sn) and graphitic
carbon nitride (g-C3N4) and to investigate their photocatalytic activity for water
splitting and reduction of Cr(VI) under UV and visible light irradiation. To this end, a
combination of hydrothermal sulfurization route and liquid-phase exfoliation process
to isolate 2D/2D nanojunction networks consisting of exfoliated g-C3N4 flakes and 2H
MoS2 nanosheets (NSs) with variable lateral sizes (i.e., ranging from 18 to 52 nm) was
developed. The obtained MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures, where the tuning
parameter is only the dimension of MoS2 layers, provide a good platform to study and
48

understand the effect of interfacial area and exposed catalytic MoS2 edge sites on their
charge transport properties and photochemical activities. We use a combination of
electron microscopy, photoluminescence and electrochemical spectroscopic studies to
correlate the lateral dimension of MoS2 layers with the charge separation efficiency and
the observed photocatalytic hydrogen generation enhancement. These results of this
work provide a fundamental understanding of the interface charge carrier dynamics and
structural characteristics of MoS2-modified g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures for efficient
hydrogen evolution catalysis. Thereinafter, new 2D/2D nanojunction networks
consisting of exfoliated g-C3N4 and Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets were successfully
prepared and, for the first time, their effectiveness in photocatalytic detoxification of
Cr(VI) (in HCrO4– form) aqueous solutions was demonstrated. To prepare these
materials we used a simple hydrothermal sulfurization method for the Ni-doped MoS2
nanosheets and a subsequent liquid-phase exfoliation process for few-layer Ni-MoS2/gC3N4 composites. Using a combination of spectroscopic and electrochemical
characterization techniques as well as theoretical computational (DFT) studies, we
highlight the effect of Ni doping on the electronic band structure and photochemical
activity of layered Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 heterostructures. Our results indicated that Nidoped MoS2 nanosheets not only effectively facilitate electron extraction from the gC3N4, thus improving electron-hole separation, but also increase the charge density in
Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 junctions, thus enhancing the photocatalytic efficiency notably
without the use of any sacrificial reagent. The results exhibit the great potential of the
Ni-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures as excellent photocatalysts for practical
application in environmental remediation. In addition, also for the first time, a simple
and cost-effective photochemical method for 2D/2D nanojunction structures consisting
of exfoliated g-C3N4 flakes and SnS2 nanosheets is proposed. The functionality of these
new materials for the detoxification of aqueous Cr(VI) solutions under UV and visible
light illumination is also addressed. Actually, under photochemical deposition, the
growth of SnS2 nanosheets would preferentially take place at the active sites
(photocatalytic redox centers) of the g-C3N4 surface. Therefore, the resulting SnS2/gC3N4 heterostructures can offer several advantages for photocatalysis due to the unique
electronic communication and interfacial charge dissociation between SnS2 and g-C3N4
components. By using a combination of spectroscopic techniques, we provide an
understanding of the charge transport dynamics and the photochemical reaction kinetics
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at the catalyst interface. We demonstrate that charge carrier transport through SnS2–gC3N4 interface effectively suppresses charge recombination, instigating Cr(VI)
photoreduction and water oxidation reactions with high efficiency. The results of this
work demonstrate the great potential of the SnS2-decorated g-C3N4 nanoheterostructures as viable photocatalysts for environmental applications, including
detoxification of Cr(VI)-contaminated aquatic systems.
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Chapter 2 – Experimental Section
2.1 Synthesis of C3N4
In a typical synthesis of C3N4, 10 g of urea (≥99.5%, Sigma-Aldrich) was put into a
porcelain crucible covered with a glass petri plate. The crucible was directly placed in
a pre-heated high-temperature furnace and kept at 550 οC for 1 h. The final yellow
product was collected after the furnace reached room temperature.

2.2 Synthesis of MoS2 nanosheets
In a typical experiment, 12-phosphomolybdic acid (H3PMo12O40, PMA, ≥99.99%,
Sigma-Aldrich) was dissolved in 10 mL of deionized water with stirring. Next, 50
equivalents (relative to PMA concentration) of thioacetamide (TAA, ≥99%, Aldrich)
was slowly added to the PMA solution. After being stirred for 1 h at room temperature,
the resulting dark green solution was then placed in a Teflon-lined autoclave reactor
and heated in an oven at 200 οC for 12 h. The black precipitate (MoS2) was collected
by centrifugation, and subsequently washed with water and dried at 60 οC. A series of
MoS2 NSs with different sizes of lateral width (i.e., 18, 32, 39 and 52 nm) were prepared
following the above-mentioned procedure, by varying the concentration of PMA (from
13 to 27 to 55 to 82 μmol) and TAA (50 equivalents). Bulk-like MoS2 flakes were also
prepared following the same procedure, with the exception that 0.09 mmol of
(NH4)6Mo7O24·4H2O (≥99%, Alfa Aesar) and 2.7 mmol of TAA were used as initial
reactants.

2.3 Preparation of MoS2/g-C3N4 nanoheterostructures
The graphitic carbon nitride (g-C3N4) sheets were produced by liquid exfoliation of the
C3N4 powder in isopropanol (IPA, ≥99.7%, Honeywell). Briefly, 100 mg of as-made
C3N4 was added to 50 mL of IPA into a 100-mL beaker, and the mixture was sonicated
for 2 h at room temperature, giving a light-yellow suspension. In a separate vial, 0.12
mmol of MoS2 NSs was added to a 2:1 water:IPA solution (30 mL) into a 50-mL beaker
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and the mixture was sonicated for 2 h at room temperature, forming a homogeneous
black suspension. After that, the above solutions were mixed together and sonicated for
another 2 h. Finally, the product was collected by centrifuging and dried at 60 οC. A
series of 2D/2D MoS2/g-C3N4 heterostructures with different loading amounts and
lateral sizes (denoted as MSCN-n; all these samples contain 20 wt% MoS2) of MoS2
were fabricated following the method as referred above. The amount of MoS2 NSs used
in reactions was varied between 31, 62, 125 and 187 μmol to give a series of hybrid
materials with 5, 10, 20 and 30 wt % MoS2 loading.

2.4 Synthesis of Me-doped MoS2 nanosheets
Metal-doped MoS2 nanosheets with different doping level (denotes as n-MeMS, where
n refers to Me content (Ni, Co, In, Sn, Zn), n (mol% Me) = Me/(Me + Mo) x 100) were
prepared by hydrothermal sulfurization of monovacant Keggin [PMo11O39]7– clusters
in the presence of NiCl2, CoCl2, InCl3, SnCl4 or ZnCl2 compound. Monovacant Keggintype phosphomolybdate Na7PMo11O39 (denoted as PMo11) clusters were prepared
following a similar procedure reported previously.151 For a typical synthesis of the Medoped MoS2 nanosheets, PMo11 (43 μmol) and pre-weighed amount of NiCl2·6H2O
(98%, abcr GmbH), CoCl2·6H2O (≥98%, Alfa Aesar), InCl3·4H2O (97%, Aldrich),
SnCl4·5H2O (98%, Aldrich) or ZnCl2 (≥98%, Honeywell) were dissolved in 10 mL of
deionized (DI) water, followed by the addition of 120 equivalents (relative to PMo11)
of thioacetamide (TAA, ≥99%, Aldrich). The resulting mixture was stirred for about 1
h and then placed in a Teflon-lined autoclave (50 mL) and heated to 200 oC for 12 h.
After cooling the solution to room temperature, the black precipitate was collected by
centrifugation, washed with water and dried at 60 oC overnight. A series of metal-doped
MoS2 nanosheets with 3% doping level (denotes as 3-MeMS, where 3 refers to metal
content (mol% Ni, Co, In, Sn or Zn) = Me/(Me + Mo) x 100) was prepared following
the above-mentioned procedure, using 3.6, 3.6, 3.6, 5.3 and 2.1 mg of NiCl2·6H2O,
CoCl2·6H2O, InCl3·4H2O, SnCl4·5H2O and ZnCl2, respectively.
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2.5 Preparation of Me-MoS2/g-C3N4
heterostructures
A series of 2D/2D Me-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures (Me = Ni, Co, In, Sn
and Zn) containing 3% Me doping (denoted as 3-MeMS/GCN; all these samples feature
20 wt% Me-MoS2 content) was prepared by depositing Me-doped MoS2 nanosheets on
the surface of g-C3N4 via a liquid-phase exfoliation method. The C3N4 sheets used in
this study were synthesized by thermal decomposition of urea at 550 oC, according to
the previously reported method. Graphitic carbon nitride (g-C3N4) was produced by
liquid exfoliation of the C3N4 powder in isopropanol solution. In a typical experiment,
as-made C3N4 sample (100 mg) was suspended in 50 mL of isopropanol (IPA, ≥99.7%,
Honeywell) in a 100-mL beaker, and the mixture was sonicated for 2 h at room
temperature, giving a light-yellow suspension. In a separate vial, Me-doped MoS2
nanosheets (0.09 mmol) was added to a water:IPA mixture (2:1 v/v, 30 mL) with
sonication for 2 h to obtain a homogeneous suspension. Afterwards, the above solutions
were mixed together and then sonicated for another 2 h at room temperature. The final
products containing 20 wt% Me-MoS2 were collected using a centrifuge and dried
overnight at 60 oC.

2.6 Synthesis of Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets
Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets with different Ni doping level were prepared by
hydrothermal sulfurization of monovacant Keggin [PMo11O39]7– clusters in the
presence of NiCl2. Monovacant Keggin-type phosphomolybdate Na7PMo11O39
(denoted as PMo11) clusters were prepared following a similar procedure reported
previously. For a typical synthesis of the Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets, PMo11 (43 μmol)
and pre-weighed amount of NiCl2·6H2O (98%, abcr GmbH) were dissolved in 10 mL
of deionized (DI) water, followed by the addition of 120 equivalents (relative to PMo11)
of thioacetamide (TAA, ≥99%, Aldrich). The resulting mixture was stirred for about 1
h and then placed in a Teflon-lined autoclave (50 mL) and heated to 200 oC for 12 h.
After cooling the solution to room temperature, the black precipitate was collected by
centrifugation, washed with water and dried at 60 oC overnight. A series of Ni-MoS2
nanosheets with different Ni doping level (denotes as n-NMS, where n refers to
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different Ni content, n (mol% Ni) = Ni/(Ni + Mo) x 100 = 1, 3, 5, 10 and 15%) was
prepared following the above-mentioned procedure, by varying the Ni amount from 6
to 15 to 30 to 60 to 90 μmol.
Besides, for comparison, undoped MoS2 nanolayers (denotes as MS) were also
prepared with a similar procedure, but without addition of Ni.

2.7 Preparation of Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4
heterostructures
A series of 2D/2D Ni-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures with different Ni
content (denoted as n-NMS/GCN, where n refers to the mole percent of Ni doping; all
these samples contain 30 wt% Ni-MoS2) was prepared by depositing Ni-doped MoS2
nanosheets on the surface of g-C3N4 via a liquid-phase exfoliation method. The carbon
nitride (g-C3N4) sheets used in this study were synthesized by thermal decomposition
of urea at 550 oC, according to our previously reported method see ref. [30] in the main
text. Graphitic carbon nitride (g-C3N4) was produced by liquid exfoliation of the C3N4
powder in isopropanol solution. In a typical experiment, as-made C3N4 sample (100
mg) was suspended in 50 mL of isopropanol (IPA, ≥99.7%, Honeywell) in a 100-mL
beaker, and the mixture was sonicated for 2 h at room temperature, giving a light-yellow
suspension. In a separate vial, Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets (0.14 mmol) was added to a
water:IPA mixture (2:1 v/v, 30 mL) with sonication for 2 h to obtain a homogeneous
suspension. Afterwards, the above solutions were mixed together and then sonicated
for another 2 h at room temperature. The product was collected using a centrifuge and
dried overnight at 60
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C. A series of 2D/2D Ni-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-

heterostructures with different Ni content (denoted as n-NMS/GCN, where n refers to
the mole percent of Ni doping; all these samples contain 30 wt% Ni-MoS2) were
synthesized following the method as referred above. The amount of Ni-doped MoS2
nanosheets (3 mol% Ni content) used in reactions was also varied between 45, 90, 140
and 180 μmol to give a series of hybrid materials with 10, 20, 30 and 40 wt% Ni-MoS2
concentration.
For comparison, undoped MoS2/g-C3N4 heterostructure with 30 wt% MoS2
concentration (denoted as MS/GCN) was also synthesized under similar condition,
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using MoS2 nanosheets. A bulk heterostructure consisting of 3% Ni-doped MoS2
microflakes (30 wt%) and exfoliated g-C3N4 layers (denoted as 3-NMS/GCN-b) was
also prepared through a similar wet deposition process. The 3% Ni-doped MoS2
microflakes were synthesized following a similar procedure as described for n-NMS,
with the exception that 0.068 mmol of (NH4)6Mo7O24·4H2O (≥99%, Alfa Aesar) and
5.3 mmol of TAA were used as initial reactants. All the as-prepared materials were
dried at 130 oC under vacuum for at least 3 h to remove residual IPA molecules.

2.8 Photodeposition of SnS2
In a typical synthesis process, 50 mg of C3N4 were added in a solution containing 1:1
deionized water:ethanol (30 mL) in a 50 mL beaker and the resulting mixture was first
stirred overnight at room temperature, and then sonicated for 2 h to give a light-yellow
suspension. A series of 2D/2D SnS2/g-C3N4 heterostructures with different SnS2
loading amounts were prepared following the consequential procedure. For a typical
synthesis, a precise amount of SnCl4·5H2O were dissolved in 2 mL deionized water and
directly were added dropwise into the g-C3N4/water/ethanol mixture, followed by the
addition of sulfur (S8). The final solution was put into an air-tight Pyrex glass reactor
and was de-aerated by Ar gas for at least 40 min under stirring. After that, the solution
was irradiated with a 50 W LED (λ=375 nm) for 2 h. The resulting light brown product
was collected by centrifugation, washed several times with ethylenediamine and
deionized water, and dried at 130 oC for 3 h under vacuum.
The amounts of SnCl4·5H2O and sulfur powder used in the above reaction were varied
between 31, 68, 117 and 183 μmol (referred to SnCl4·5H2O) and 306, 683, 1179 and
1825 μmol (referred to sulfur powder) to give a series of hybrid n-SnS2/GCN
heterostructures with different weight percent of SnS2 (n), i.e., 10, 20, 30 and 40 wt%,
respectively.
For comparison, we also prepared a SnS2 microstructured sample through direct
reaction of SnCl4 (1 mmol) and Na2S (2.5 mmol) compounds in water (5 mL) for 2 h.
The brown-colored product was isolated by centrifugation, wasted with water and
ethanol, and dried at 80 oC for 6 h. The phase purity of the as-prepared sample was
verified by X-ray diffraction (XRD).
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2.9 Photocatalytic H2 evolution experiments
Photocatalytic experiments for hydrogen evolution were performed in an airtight Pyrex
glass reactor. In a typical experiment, 20 mg of the catalyst was dispersed with stirring
in 20 mL of water/methanol (4:1 v/v) solution, and then the mixture was deaerated by
Ar gas for at least 30 min. The reaction solution was cooled to 20 ±2 °C using a watercooling system and irradiated at λ > 360 nm light using a 300-W Xenon lamp (Variac
Cermax). The generated H2 was detected by taking 100 µL of gas from the headspace
of the reactor using a gastight syringe and analyzed by a Shimadzu GC-2014 gas
chromatograph equipped with a thermal conductivity detector (TCD), using Ar as the
carrier gas.
The apparent quantum yield, QY = (2 × NH2)/Nhv where NH2 and Nhv are the numbers
of evolved H2 molecules and incident photons, respectively, were estimated by
obtaining the amount of evolved hydrogen at a l = 410 ±10 nm irradiation wavelength.
The incident photon number was determined with a StarLite power meter equipped with
a FL400A-BB-50 thermal sensor (Ophir Optronics Ltd).

2.10 Photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction experiments
In a typical experiment, the photocatalyst was suspended in an aqueous solution (50
mL) containing Cr(VI) (50 mg L-1) in a Pyrex glass cell. The Cr(VI) solution was
prepared by dissolving K2Cr2O7 in DI water, and the pH was adjusted to 2 by adding
small aliquots of concentrated H2SO4. The temperature of the suspension was
maintained at 20 ±2 °C by using a water-cooling system. The reaction solution was
stirred in the dark for 20 minutes to establish adsorption/desorption equilibrium and
then irradiated with a 300-W Xenon lamp (Variac Cermax) equipped with a long-pass
filter (λ > 360 nm). During the reaction, the concentration of Cr(VI) in the mixture was
determined using the 1,5-diphenylcarbazide (DPC) colorimetric method. The color
change was monitored using a Perkin Elmer Lambda 25 UV–vis spectrometer. The
normalized concentration (Ct/Co) of Cr(VI) solution at different illumination times was
considered in proportion to the absorbance of DPC-Cr(VI) complex at 540 nm.
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For a three-electron reduction of Cr(VI) to Cr(III), the apparent quantum yield (QY) of
the reaction was determined by evaluating the amount of reduced Cr(VI) at λ = 365 and
410 ±10 nm irradiation wavelengths using LED light sources.
QY =

3 x number of reduced Cr(VI)
number of incident photons

(3)

The power density of the incident light was determined by using a StarLite power meter
equipped with a FL400A-BB-50 thermal detector (Ophir Optronics Ltd).

2.11 Photocatalytic water oxidation reaction
A photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction experiment was performed as described above in a
vacuum-tight cell containing 1 g L-1 of catalyst and 50 mL of K2Cr2O7 aqueous solution
(50 mg L-1, pH = 2). Prior to experiment, the reaction solution was deaerated by purging
with He for at least 40 min. The gas-phase effluent was analyzed using a gas
chromatograph (Shimadzu GC-2014, He carrier gas) equipped with thermal
conductivity detector (TCD). The evolved O2 was also monitored in situ with a Hiden
HPR-20 QIC mass spectrometer.

2.12 Physical characterization
Powder X-ray diffraction (XRD)
Powder X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns were recorded on a PANalytical XˊPert Pro
X-ray diffractometer with a Ni-filtered Cu Kα source (λ = 1.5418 Å) operating at 45
kV and 40 mA using.
X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS)
X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) experiments were conducted on a Leybold
EA-11 analyzer with Al Kα radiation as the energy source (1486.6 eV). Samples were
prepared by pressing the powder on a Pb sheet in order to be introduced in an ultra-high
vacuum chamber. The analyzed area was approximately 2×5 mm2 and the XPS spectra
was collected at a 0 degrees take-off angle. All the binding energies were referenced to
the C 1s line at 284.8 eV.
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Transmission electron microscopy (TEM)
Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) images were taken on a JEOL JEM-2100
electron microscope (LaB6 filament) operated at 200 kV. Samples were finely ground,
ultrasonic dispersed in ethanol and then drop-casted on a holey carbon-coated Cu grid.
Nitrogen physisorption
N2 adsorption-desorption isotherms were obtained at –196 oC using a Quantachrome
NOVA 3200e analyzer. Before analysis, all the samples were outgassed at 100 oC for
12 h under vacuum (<10-5 Torr). The specific surface areas were calculated by applying
the Brunauer-Emmett-Teller (BET) method to the adsorption data in relative pressure
(P/Po) range 0.04–0.24, and the total pore volumes were estimated from the amount of
adsorbed N2 at a P/Po of 0.98.
Elemental analysis
Elemental microprobe analyses were performed by a JEOL JSM-6390LV scanning
electron microscope (SEM) equipped with an Oxford INCA PentaFETx3 energy
dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) detector (Oxfordshire, UK). Data acquisition was
performed at least five times for each sample using an accelerating voltage of 20 kV
and a 100-s accumulation time.
Raman spectroscopy
Raman spectra were collected on a Nicolet Almega XR micro-Raman spectrometer
using a laser line at 473 nm wavelength.
Infrared (IR) spectroscopy
Infrared (IR) spectra of dried samples pressed into KBr pellets were obtained on a
Perkin Elmer Model Frontier FT-IR spectrometer with 2 cm-1 resolution.
UV–vis/near-IR spectroscopy
Diffuse reflectance UV–vis/near-IR spectra were measured on a Perkin Elmer Lambda
950 optical spectrophotometer with BaSO4 as a reference. The absorption spectra were
converted from diffuse reflectance data using the Kubelka-Munk function: f(R) = (1R)2/(2R), where R is the measured reflectance.152 The energy bandgap (Eg) of
semiconductors were derived from Tauc plot analysis, that is, the x-intercept of the
linear portion of the (f(R)hv)r versus photon energy (hv) data, where h is the Planck’s
constant, v is the light frequency, and r is equal to 2 or ½ for direct and indirect allowed
transitions, respectively.153
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Photoluminescence (PL) spectroscopy
Photoluminescence (PL) spectra were recorded at room temperature on a lumina
fluorescence spectrometer (Thermo scientific) equipped with a 150 W Xenon lamp.

2.13 Electrochemical measurements
Electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) and Mott-Schottky measurements were
performed in a 0.5 M Na2SO4 aqueous electrolyte (pH 7) using a Metrohm Autolab
PGSTAT 302N potentiostat. A three-electrode electrochemical cell with a Pt wire as
the counter electrode and an Ag/AgCl (3M KCl) as the reference electrode was used to
study the samples. Mott-Schottky plots were obtained at 1 kHz, using a 10-mV
alternating current (AC) voltage amplitude. For Nyquist plots, the different current
output was measured throughout a frequency range of 1 Hz to 1 MHz using a small AC
perturbation of 20 mV, under open-circuit potential conditions. All the EIS experiments
were conducted in the dark. The measured flat-band potentials were converted to the
normal hydrogen electrode (NHE) scale using the Nernst equation, ENHE = EAg/AgCl +
0.197 + 0.059 × pH.
The working electrodes were fabricated as follows: 10 mg of each sample was
ultrasonically mixed with 1 mL of deionized water to form a homogeneous suspension.
Glass slides (1.5 × 2 cm2) coated with fluorine-doped tin oxide (FTO, 9 Ω sq-1) were
cleaned thoroughly by sonication in acetone and then in isopropanol for 15 min and
dried at 100 oC for 10 min. Next, the FTO substrates were further treated with a UVozone plasma for 5 min. The samples were drop-casted onto FTO substrates, which
were masked with an epoxy resin to leave an exposure area of 1.0 cm ´ 1.0 cm, and
heated for 30 min at 60 oC.
For Nyquist plots, the different current output was measured throughout a frequency
range of 1 Hz to 1 MHz using a small AC perturbation of 10 mV, under open-circuit
potential conditions. The electrochemical impedance data were fitted to an equivalent
circuit model using ZView Software.
For semiconductor-electrolyte interface, the capacitance Csc of the space charge region
can be described as follows:
1
2

CSC

=

2(E-EFB )
εεo A2 eo Nd

(4)
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where, CSC is the space charge capacitance, E is the applied potential, EFB is the flat
band potential of the semiconductor, Nd is the donor density of electrode material, e is
the relative dielectric constant (4.6 for g-C3N4), eo is the permittivity under the vacuum
(8.8542×10-10 F cm-1), A is the area of the electrode, and eo is the elementary charge
(1.602×10-19 C).
The donor concentration (Nd) of the samples can be calculated using the following
equation:
Nd =

2

2(E!EFB )∙CSC
εεo eo

(5)

where the term (E − EFB )∙C2SC is the reciprocal of the slope of the Mott-Schottky plot.

2.14 Photoelectrochemical measurements
Chronoamperometric and open-circuit photovoltage decay measurements were
performed on a VersaSTAT 4 electrochemical workstation (Princeton Applied
Research, USA) in a 0.5 M Na2SO4 solution (pH = 6.8). The photoelectrochemical
studies were conducted in an air-tight three-electrode cell, consisting of a catalystcoated FTO working electrode, an Ag/AgCl (saturated KCl) reference electrode, and a
Pt wire counter electrode. Photochronoamperometric data were obtained at a bias
voltage of 0.2 V (vs Ag/AgCl).

2.15 Theoretical calculations
Density functional theory calculations (DFT) calculations were performed using the
Vienna ab initio Simulation Package (VASP)154 with the projector augmented wave
method (PAW) for treating core electrons and nuclei.155 For the exchange–correlation
functional, we adopted the generalized gradient approximation (GGA) of Perdew–
Burke–Ernzerhof (PBE)156, which is well suited to our system. For the pristine MoS2
monolayer, we find a lattice constant of 3.18 Å and an electronic energy band gap of
1.61 eV. Defected structures were studied using supercells of varying size in order to
simulate systems with different defect concentrations. In supercell calculations, wave
functions were expanded on a plane wave basis set with a 660-eV kinetic energy cutoff
and Γ-centered Monkhorst-Pack k-point mesh for the Brillouin zone sampling was
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employed. Periodic boundary conditions and a large vacuum in the perpendicular to the
surface plane direction were applied. Atomic positions were fully relaxed for all
structures.
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Chapter 3 – Results & Discussion
3.1 MoS2-modified g-C3N4 heterostructures
3.1.1 Structure and morphology of MoS2/g-C3N4
2H MoS2-modified few-layered g-C3N4 nanostructures with different lateral-sized
MoS2 nanosheets (NSs) were prepared using a two-step synthetic protocol, which
involves low-temperature sulfurization and liquid-phase exfoliation process.157 A
schematic illustration of the synthesis of MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures is shown
in Figure 25. Briefly, 2D nanolayers of MoS2 were first obtained through chemical
conversion of 12-phosphomolybdic acid (H3PMo12O40, PMA) using thioacetamide
(TAA). During the synthesis, TAA is readily decomposed and acts as sulfur source
(generating S2– ions) and reducing agent for the formation of MoS2. We found that this
newly developed synthetic route is highly reproducible and permits control over the
grain size of MoS2 nanolayers, which is directly related to the concentration of PMA;
particularly, by taking advantage of this chemistry, the lateral dimension of MoS2 NSs
could be readily controlled within the 18–52 nm range with very small polydispersity
(typically within 4–6 nm). During the sulfidation process, the thioacetamide is
hydrolyzes to form H2S, which causes the decomposition of 12-phosphomolybdic
clusters to MoOx oxide species and their consequent conversion into MoS2 nanosheets.
We believe that the concentration of the PMA precursor affects the nucleation and
growth of small MoOx oligomers and, thus, the size of the final MoS2 particles.

Figure 25. Schematic representation of the synthesis of MoS2 NSs and MoS2/g-C3N4 (MSCN-n) nanoheterostructures.
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The crystallinity and phase purity of the as-made MoS2 NSs were confirmed by Xray diffraction (XRD) and Raman spectroscopy. The XRD pattern in Figure 26
indicates that the MoS2 NSs have a hexagonal (2H) phase (JCPDS card no. 77-1716;
space group P63/mmc).158 In addition, the XRD pattern shows broad reflections
consistent with the small grain composition of MoS2.

Figure 26. XRD pattern of the MoS2 NSs with 39 nm lateral size. The peaks correspond to the hexagonal
phase of MoS2 according to the JCPDS card no. 77-1716.

A 2H crystal phase of MoS2 is also confirmed by the characteristic in-plane (E12g) and
out-of-plane (A1g) Mo–S vibration modes159 at 384 and 407 cm-1, respectively, in the
Raman spectrum shown in Figure 27. Of none, the MoS2 NSs exhibit a variable shift
in the frequency between the E12g and A1g Raman peaks close to 22.8 cm-1, which is
lower relative to bulk MoS2 (ca. 25.4 cm-1). We interpret this small, but distinct, red
shift as the weak interlayer coupling (along the c-axis) in MoS2 NSs, which reduces the
out-of-plane restoring forces operating on the atoms.160 The Raman spectra and the
XRD results together indicate that the PMA compound was indeed successfully
decomposed into MoS2 under the present liquid-phase conditions. Next, a series of
2D/2D MoS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterojunctions with adjustable loading and lateral
dimension of MoS2 layers were realized by deposition of MoS2 NSs onto a few-layered
g-C3N4 sheets. Bulk g-C3N4 can be chemically delaminated into few-layered sheets by
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a sonication-assisted liquid exfoliation technique; this process is sufficient to break the
interlayer van der Waals and hydrogen bonding interactions in g-C3N4.161 The obtained
catalysts with 20 wt % MoS2 loading content are labelled as MSCN-n, where n denotes
heterostructures with different MoS2 lateral dimensions.

Figure 27. Raman spectra of the 39 nm-sized MoS2 layers and bulk MoS2 flakes. The Raman shifts at
~384 cm-1 and ~407 cm-1 are assigned to the in-plane (E12g) and out-of-plane (A1g) modes of Mo–S,
respectively.

The morphological features of the MSCN-n materials (20 wt % MoS2 loading) were
investigated by transmission electron microscopy (TEM). Figure 28a and b show
typical TEM images taken of the MSCN-3 sample, which is the most active catalyst of
this series. The TEM micrographs of other samples are given in Figure 29. The images
affirm the presence of few-layered MoS2 nanostructures that are spread over the surface
of the graphitic C3N4. In addition, close inspection of the heterojunction network with
high-resolution TEM (HRTEM) reveals an interlayer spacing (along the (002)
direction) of 6.5 Å for MoS2 NSs (appeared as dark spots) and ~3.2 Å for g-C3N4
(appeared as light areas), Figure 28b. These results suggest a small expansion in the
interlayer spacing of MoS2 NSs relative to the bulk MoS2 (6.2 Å)162, possibly due to
the very small grain size.163 Selected-area electron diffraction (SAED) pattern recorded
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on a small area of the MSCN-3 structure further confirms the nanocrystallite size of
MoS2, showing two broad concentric Debye-Scherrer diffraction rings. Associated with
XRD and Raman results, the angular position of these rings corroborates to the
hexagonal phase of MoS2, as reasonably assigned to the (100) and (110) crystal planes
of 2H MoS2. Through this analysis, we also obtained the MoS2 lateral-size distribution
of MSCN-n samples, and the corresponding results are presented in insets of Figures
28a and 29. The size histograms (based on the analysis of more than 80 individual MoS2
layers) unveils a strong correlation of reaction conditions with the lateral dimension of
MoS2, in which the MoS2 layers show an incremental growth in the size from 18 to 52
nm as the concentration of PMA increases.

Figure 28. (a) Typical TEM image showing the layers morphology (Inset: Histogram of the MoS2 lateralsize distribution) and (b) high-resolution TEM (Inset: SAED pattern displaying the (100) and (110) lattice
planes of the hexagonal 2H MoS2) of an isolated MoS2 NSs.
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Figure 29. Typical TEM images and (insets of panels (a), (c) and (e)) the corresponding lateral-size
distribution histograms of the MoS2 NSs for the MSCN-n (n = 1, 2 and 4) catalysts. The inset of panel
(f) shows typical SAED pattern of the hexagonal 2H MoS2.

In addition to TEM analysis, X-ray diffraction was also carried out to examine the
layered structure of the exfoliated g-C3N4. A typical XRD pattern of the MSCN-3
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sample is shown in Figure 30. It shows a strong diffraction peak at 27.6o and a weak
feature at 13.2o, which are assigned to the (002) interlayer stacking of the conjugated
aromatic rings and (100) in-plane tri-s-triazine packing motif, respectively, of the
graphitic C3N4 (JCPDS card no. 87-1526).164 By comparing the XRD patterns of
samples MSCN-3 and g-C3N4, it is apparent that the intensity of the (002) peak
decreases after MoS2 deposition, implying that MoS2 layers are mostly studded on the
g-C3N4 (002) surface. Also, the relative intensity of the (100) reflection over the highindex (002) diffraction line is reduced in the MSCN-3 heterostructure, which could be
ascribed to the strong interactions between the MoS2 and g-C3N4 layers, in consistent
with TEM observation.165 Meanwhile, we did not observe any diffraction peaks from
MoS2 in XRD pattern of MSCN-3, possibly due to the nanoscale size and high
dispersion of the MoS2 layers. In good accordance with the XRD results, Fourier
transform infrared (FT-IR) spectroscopy further corroborates the poly-condensation
structure of g-C3N4, judging from the characteristic vibration bands of s-triazine (C3N3)
units at 812 cm-1 (v(C=N–C)) and heptazine (C6N7) units at 1240 cm-1 (v(C–N)) and
1637 cm-1 (v(C=N))166, as seen in Figure 31. The FT-IR analysis also revealed the
presence of un-reacted amino groups (–NH2 and/or =NH) by broad peaks at 3170–3450
cm-1.

Figure 30. XRD patterns of the MSCN-3 and g-C3N4 catalysts.
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Figure 31. FTIR spectra of the as-prepared g-C3N4 and MSCN-3 materials.

The porosity of the MSCN-n materials (20 wt% MoS2 loading) was determined by
N2 physisorption experiments. As seen in Figure 32, all samples exhibited typical type
IV adsorption and desorption isotherms with a small H3 hysteresis loop according to
the IUPAC classification, suggesting mesoporous structures with slit-shaped pores167.
On the basis of the adsorption data, specific surface areas of 62–84 m2 g−1 and total
pore volumes of 0.10–0.12 cm3 g-1 were determined for the MSCN-n using the
Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) model, which are slightly lower than that obtained for
pristine g-C3N4 (106 m2 g-1, 0.14 cm3 g-1). The lower specific surface area of the MSCNn samples compared to g-C3N4 can be explained by the heavy elements (Mo and S) that
compose the structure. A summary of the N2 physisorption results is shown in Table 1.
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Figure 32. N2 adsorption-desorption isotherms at –196
heterostructures (20 wt% MoS2 loading).

o

C for g-C3N4 and MSCN-n nano-

Table 1. Morphological properties of the g-C3N4 and MSCN-n (20 wt% MoS2 loading) catalysts.

Sample

MoS2 lateral
size[a] (nm)

BET surface area
(m2 g-1)

Pore volume
(cm3 g-1)

g-C3N4

-

106

0.14

MSCN-1

18 ±4

84

0.11

MSCN-2

32 ±4

62

0.12

MSCN-3

39 ±5

65

0.10

MSCN-4

52 ±6

73

0.12

[a] Based on the TEM analysis.

X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) measurements were performed to
investigate the surface chemical sates of the prepared materials. Figures 33a and b
show typical C 1s and N 1s core-level spectra, respectively, obtained from MSCN-3
catalyst. Deconvolution of the C 1s spectrum reveals three symmetrical peaks at 284.8,
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286.3 and 288.2 ±0.2 eV binding energies, which correspond to the aliphatic carbon
and the sp2-bonded and sp3-bonded C atoms in triazine (N–C=N and C–N linkages)
units of g-C3N4, respectively.168 In the N 1s region, a prominent peak at around 399.8
±0.3 eV and a broad shoulder at 400.7 ±0.3 eV were detected, which can be assigned
to the pyridinic (C–N sp2) and pyrrolic like (C–N sp3) nitrogen, respectively, in
accordance with the C 1s peaks.169 As for the Mo 3d XPS signal (Figure 33c),
deconvolution of the spectrum shape revealed a doublet peak at 229.1 and 232.0 ±0.2
eV due to the Mo 3d5/2 and Mo 3d3/2 spin-orbit components of the Mo4+ in MoS2.170

Figure 33. (a) C 1s, (b) N 1s, (c) Mo 3d and (d) S 2p core-level XPS spectra of MSCN-3 catalyst.
Embedded peaks for different components are represented as green, orange, wine and blue curves. The
red lines are fits to the experimental data.

Furthermore, we observed weak Mo signals at relatively higher binding energies (Mo
3d5/2, 232.0 ±0.2 eV; Mo 3d3/2, 235.0 ±0.2 eV) most likely due to defect Mo4+
(unsaturated Mo atoms)171 and/or the formation of some surface suboxide MoO3-x
species during the synthesis process and sample exposure to air.172 Besides, the small
features close to 224.2±0.2 eV and 226.5±0.2 eV are assigned to the S 2s lines
corresponding to the S2– ions of MoS2 and SOx species, respectively, as indicated by
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the S 2p peak analysis. The XPS spectrum of the S 2p region (Figure 33d) shows two
peaks assigned to sulfide (S2–) ions of MoS2 (162.8 ±0.2 eV) and bridging S22– atoms
of MoS2 and/or SOx species (167.5 ±0.2 eV) from partial surface oxidation of MoS2.173

3.1.2 Photocatalytic study
3.1.2.1 Photocatalytic H2 evolution study
The photocatalytic H2 production activity of the MSCN-n nano-heterostructures was
evaluated by UV-vis light irradiated (λ > 360 nm) reduction of water. Initially, we
optimized the reaction conditions by performing a series of photocatalytic water
reduction tests with different concentrations of MSCN-3 suspended in water/methanol
(4:1 v/v) solution. As shown in Figure 34, the H2 generation rate of MSCN-3 increased
with increasing mass addition until reaching a maximum at 1 mg mL-1. The catalyst
concentration-dependent activity can be interpreted as a result of increase in light
absorption, until a saturation level is reached due to the scattering of incident photons
by the colloidal particles. Remarkably, following various catalytic tests, a markedly
enhancement of H2 evolution rate was observed in the presence of methanol (29.9 µmol
h-1) compared to triethylamine (17.6 µmol h-1) and Na2S/Na2SO3 pairs (ca. 2 µmol h-1)
as sacrificial electron donors (Figure 35).

Figure 34. Photocatalytic H2 evolution for different concentrations of MSCN-3 catalyst. The
photocatalytic reactions were performed as follows: 10–30 mg of catalyst were dispersed in 20 mL
aqueous solution containing 20% (v/v) methanol, 300-W Xenon light radiation with a long-pass cut-off
filter allowing l > 360 nm, 3 h reaction time.
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Figure 35. Photocatalytic H2 evolution rates for MSCN-3 catalyst using different sacrificial reagents:
20% (v/v) methanol, 20% (v/v) triethanolamine (TEA) and 0.35 M Na2S – 0.25 M Na2SO3 aqueous
solution. All photocatalytic reactions were performed as follows: 20 mg of catalyst was dispersed in 20
mL aqueous solution containing the sacrificial reagent, 300-W Xenon light radiation with a long-pass
cut-off filter allowing λ > 360 nm. The H2-evolution rates were averaged over 3-h irradiation periods.

Afterward, further control experiment over the catalyst composition showed that the
production rate of H2 for MoS2/g-C3N4 drastically increases with increasing MoS2
content and attains a maximum value at 20 wt%, see Figure 36. The reduced activity
at lower and higher levels of MoS2 loadings could be attributed to the insufficient MoS2
amount and light shading effect of excessive MoS2, respectively. In contrast, singlecomponent g-C3N4 and MoS2 samples show almost no H2-production activity under
identical conditions due to the fast recombination of photogenerated charge carries; in
particular, an amount of 0.78 µmol of hydrogen was detected in 3 h with g-C3N4, while
no reaction observed with MoS2 NSs. This observation is clearly consistent with the
photochemical activity of MoS2/g-C3N4 nanocatalysts being originated from the
synergistic action of their components.
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Figure 36. Time courses for photocatalytic H2 evolution from MoS2-modified g-C3N4 catalysts
containing different loadings of MoS2 NSs with 39 nm lateral size. All photocatalytic reactions were
performed as follows: 20 mg of catalyst was dispersed in 20 mL of aqueous solution containing 20%
(v/v) methanol, 300-W Xenon light radiation with a long-pass cut-off filter allowing l > 360 nm.

To investigate the effect of MoS2 dimensional confinement on the H2-production
performance of MSCN-n comparative H2 evolution experiments for MSCN-n catalysts
containing MoS2 layers of different lateral sizes at a fixed chemical composition were
examined, all of them containing 20 wt% MoS2 loading (Figure 37). All catalytic
reactions were performed by stirring a water/methanol (4:1 v/v) solution containing 1
mg mL-1 of catalyst under l > 360 nm light irradiation. It can be seen that MoS2
nanolayers exert a prominent effect on the photoactivity of MSCN-n, in which the rate
of H2 generation progressively increases with increasing MoS2 lateral size up to 39 nm,
and then decreases. The MoS2 layer size results are graphically associated with the
corresponding hydrogen photogeneration activities in Figure 37. Overall, the activity
for the MSCN-3 catalyst surpasses the activity obtained for other MoS2-modified
samples, corresponding to an average H2-production rate of 1497 µmol h-1 gcat-1 in the
initial 3 h. Assuming all incident photons are absorbed by the catalyst suspension, the
apparent quantum yield (QY) for this reaction is 3.3% by irradiation of 410 ± 10 nm
light. Moreover, assuming all MoS2 atoms are involved in catalysis, the turnover
frequency (defined as 2 ´ H2 evolution amount/MoS2 amount/reaction time) for
hydrogen evolution in the first 3 h reached 2.4 h-1. To our knowledge, this efficiency
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ranks among the highest reported values for MoS2-loaded g-C3N4 photocatalysts, and
it is comparable to the efficiency achieved with three junctional g-C3N4 catalysts.

Figure 37. Photochemical H2 evolution (columns) and MoS2 lateral size (filled symbols) and edge length
density (open symbols) evolution for MSCN-n catalysts. The H2 evolution rates were averaged over 3-h
irradiation periods.

To further elucidate the morphological effects, we prepared microstructured MoS2modified g-C3N4 (MSCN-b) catalyst by depositing bulk-grown MoS2 on exfoliated gC3N4 flakes, and its photocatalytic performance was investigated under identical
conditions (20 mg of MSCN-b was dispersed in 20 mL of water/methanol (4:1 v/v)
solution; l > 360 nm irradiation, 20 oC). As shown by TEM images in Figure 38, this
catalyst is composed of approximately 1.2–3 µm-sized MoS2 flakes standing on the
surface of g-C3N4. Interestingly, the reference MSCN-b catalyst during the first 3 h of
irradiation entails a 1.7-fold lesser activity (17.8 µmol h-1) compared to MSCN-3
sample despite having similar composition (20 wt % MoS2 loading), see Figure 37.
This distinct change in H2 generation activity is highly related to the nanoscale grain
size of MoS2 layers, which concurrently increases the density of active MoS2 edge sites
and facilitates the charge separation at the MoS2/g-C3N4 interface. This interpretation
is supported by further studies with photoluminescence and electrochemical methods
as will be discussed below.
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Figure 38. (a-e) Typical TEM images and (f) SAED pattern showing two concentric Debye-Scherrer
diffraction rings corresponding to the (100) and (110) planes of hexagonal 2H MoS2 of bulk-like MoS2/gC3N4 (MSCN-b) catalyst.

Moreover, the MSCN-3 catalyst could be recycled at least three times without
obvious loss of activity. After each photocatalytic test, the catalyst was collected by
centrifugation, washed with deionized water, dried under vacuum at 80 ºC, and
replenished with a fresh water/methanol (4:1 v/v) solution. As shown in Figure 39, the
MSCN-3 exhibits very similar activity during the tested periods, giving an average H2production rate of about 25 µmol h-1 (ca. 8.2 mL at STP) after 15 h of illumination.
XPS spectra indicate no significant changes in the chemical state of the reused catalyst,
confirming its stability under the examined conditions. In particular, after catalysis the
intensity of the S 2p XPS peak assigned to oxidized SOx species is remarkably
decreased. Moreover, an additional weak S 2p feature observed at 160.1 ±0.2 eV
binding energy probably due to unbound sulfide (S2–) atoms present on the surface of
MoS2174, see Figure 40.
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Figure 39. Photocatalytic regeneration of the MSCN-3 sample. Reaction conditions: 20 mg of catalyst,
20 mL of water/methanol (4:1 v/v) solution, 300-W Xenon lamp (λ > 360 nm) irradiation, 20 oC.

Figure 40. (a) C 1s, (b) N 1s, (c) Mo 3d and (d) S 2p XPS spectra for the reused MSCN-3 catalyst. The
additional S 2p emission at 160.1±0.2 eV is attributed to the free (unbound) sulfide ions present on the
MoS2 surface. The weak S 2p feature observed at 167.5±0.2 eV binding energy is related to bridging S22atoms and/or surface oxidation (S–O) of MoS2.
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3.1.2.2 Effect of lateral MoS2 NSs size on the photochemical activity
To understand the electronic interactions at the MoS2/g-C3N4 interfaces and to
investigate the quantum size effect on the reactivity of MoS2 NSs, we measured the
flat-band potentials (EFB) using electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS). Figure
41 shows the Mott-Schottky plots of the as-prepared catalysts (drop-casted onto FTO
glass substrates), that is, 1/C2SC versus applied voltage (E) curves measured using a
three-electrode cell in 0.5 M Na2SO4 solution (pH 7). From these plots, the EFB potential
is obtained as linear extrapolation of the 1/C2SC to zero. All samples exhibited positive
slopes of the 1/C2SC – E lines indicating that electrons are the majority carriers (n-type
conduction). By combining EIS and optical absorption spectroscopy results, we
calculated the band-edge positions for each catalyst and the corresponding energy level
diagrams are illustrated in Figure 42.

Figure 41. Mott-Schottky plots of pristine and MoS2-modified g-C3N4 (MSCN-n) catalysts.
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Figure 42. Approximate band-edge positions of pristine and MoS2-modified g-C3N4 (MSCN-n)
catalysts.

The absorption spectra of as-prepared samples were acquired using UV–vis/NIR
diffuse reflectance spectroscopy, from which the bandgap energies (Eg) of MSCN-n are
estimated to be 2.72–2.74 eV according to the Tauc method, values which are very
close to that of the pristine g-C3N4 sample (2.70 eV) (Figure 43). The absorption
spectra argue that the energy gap of g-C3N4 does not change significantly and remains
comparable after deposition of MoS2 NSs within the uncertainty of the measurement.
Accordingly, this implies that the electronic structure of g-C3N4 is dominated by the
electron transfer from the N 2p states in VB to the C 2p and N 2p states in CB and
remains almost unaffected by the interlayer coupling of MoS2/g-C3N4. For the
construction of energy diagrams in Figure 42, we assumed that flat band level lies very
close to the CB edge for heavily doped n-type g-C3N4, and thus the valence band
potential (EVB) was calculated by subtracting the energy gap (Eg) from the EFB level.
These results show that, unlike the bandgap, the EVB edge position of g-C3N4
progressively up-shifts with the lateral dimension of MoS2 layers, i.e., from 1.36 V for
the 18 nm sized to 2.12 V for the 52 nm sized MoS2 sheets, making them better electron
acceptors for oxidation reaction. All potentials are reported versus normal hydrogen
electrode (NHE) at pH 7. Moreover, as inferred from the change in slope of the 1/C2SC
versus E lines, deposition of MoS2 increases the donor density (Nd) of MoS2-modified
g-C3N4. The EIS measurements yield Nd values for MSCN-n from 7.80×1017 to
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5.13×1018 cm-3, which are larger than that obtained from pristine g-C3N4 sample
(7.10×1017 cm-3), see Table 2.

Figure 43. Tauc plots showing the bandgap transitions of pristine and MoS2-modified g-C3N4 (MSCNn) catalysts (inset: the corresponding Tauc plots of as-made MoS2 nanolayer and bulk materials).

Table 2. Electrochemical data obtained from Mott-Schottky measurements for pristine g-C3N4 and
MoS2-modified g-C3N4 catalysts with 20 wt% MoS2 (MSCN-n), and MoS2 nanolayer and bulk materials.
Density of edge length of the deposited MoS2 NSs with different lateral size.

Catalyst

EFB

EVB

(V vs NHE, pH=7)

Energy gap
(eV)

Carrier
density[a]
(Nd, cm-3)

MoS2 edge
length[b]
(DLs, 10-1 nm
nmcat-2)

g-C3N4

–1.33

1.37

2.70

7.10×1017

-

MoS2 NSs[c]

–0.47

1.14

1.61

7.02×1017

-

MoS2 bulk

–0.39

0.92

1.31

4.86×1017

-

MSCN-1

–0.85

1.87

2.72

1.30×1018

2.22 ±0.41

MSCN-2

–0.80

1.93

2.73

5.13×1018

1.25 ±0.16

MSCN-3

–0.67

2.07

2.74

2.03×1018

1.03 ±0.13
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MSCN-4

–0.63

2.11

2.74

7.80×1017

0.77 ±0.09

MSCN-b

–0.57

2.20

2.77

7.39×1017

<0.03[d]

[a] Carrier density (Nd) given by Nd = 2(E–EFB)· C2SC /εεoe, where E is the applied potential, EFB is the
flat-band potential, Csc is the space charge capacitance, ε is the relative dielectric constant of g-C3N4
(4.6), εo is the dielectric permittivity (8.8542×10-10 F cm-1) and e is the elementary charge (1.602×10-19
C). [b] Density of MoS2 edge length (DLs) was calculated by dividing the edge size of MoS2 layers [Lc =
2πr] by the geometric planar surface area [Ac = πr2] according to the equation DLs = Lc/Ac, assuming
spherical-shaped nanosheets with an average radius r. [c] MoS2 NSs of 39 nm lateral size. [d] Based on
the MoS2 lateral size (>1.2 μm) as determined by TEM images.

Given that the CB potential of MoS2 (i.e., –0.47 V and –0.39 V vs NHE for
nanolayered and microstructured MoS2, respectively, as determined from MottSchottky plots, as seen in Figure 44) is more positive than that of g-C3N4 (its CB
potential is about –1.33 V vs NHE), an internal electric field across the MoS2/g-C3N4
junction will be formed, which drives the electrons from the CB of g-C3N4 to MoS2
until the Fermi levels of the two components reach equilibrium. Such an electron
transfer creates a depletion region at the g-C3N4 surface (by subtraction of the CB
electrons), which is consistent with the positive (anodic) shift of g-C3N4 EFB. This
intrinsic electric field is beneficial for photocatalysis because it improves the separation
and prolongs the lifetime of photogenerated electron-hole pairs.

Figure 44. Mott-Schottky plots of the 39 nm-sized MoS2 layers and bulk MoS2 flakes.
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Furthermore, the charge transfer properties of MSCN-n nano-heterostructures were
investigated by EIS Nyquist measurements. Figure 45 shows AC impedance spectra of
the g-C3N4 and MSCN-n sample electrodes measured in the 0.5 M Na2SO4 electrolyte
at open circuit potential. A typical electrical circuit that is illustrated in inset of Figure
45 has been used to interpret the experimental results and to extract the charge-transport
resistance (Rct) of the electrodes. Analysis of the high-frequency range of Nyquist plots
revealed that MoS2-modified samples, except MSCN-1, exhibit lower Rct values (from
94.7 to 99.5 W) than that for pristine g-C3N4 sample (102.6 W). The low degree of Rct
resistance indicates favorable charge transport and separation presumably along the
MoS2/g-C3N4 junction; consequently, this process may contribute to the enhanced
photocatalytic efficiency. In addition, the EIS results reveal a little yet obvious
descending trend in the charge transfer efficiency of MSCN-n samples with increasing
MoS2 lateral size (see Table 3). As for the higher Rct resistance of MSCN-1 (113.7 W)
relative to the unmodified g-C3N4 sample, this could be tentatively ascribed to the
diminished electron-accepting ability of MoS2 layers due to their very small lateral
dimension (ca. 18 nm). Combined with photoluminescence measurements, this means
that very small MoS2–g-C3N4 interface areas suppress smooth electron transfer from
photoexcited g-C3N4 to MoS2, and thus resulting in lower photoactivity.

Figure 45. Nyquist plots of pristine and MoS2-modified g-C3N4 (MSCN-n) catalysts (inset: equivalent
circuit model L1Rs[Cdl/(RctL2)], where Rs and Rct are the electrolyte and the charge-transfer resistance,
respectively, Cdl accounts for the double layer capacitance, and L1 and L2 inductors represent the pseudoinductive behavior observed in the high frequency domain, arising respectively by disordered movement
of redox species at the electrode surface and relaxation of carriers).175
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Table 3. EIS equivalent circuit fitted parameters of pure and MoS2-modified g-C3N4 catalysts.

g-C3N4

Rct
(Ω)
102.6

L1
(H)
0.40 ´ 10-6

Rs
(Ω)
6.48

Cdl
(F)
27.02 ´ 10-9

L2
(H)
41.47 ´ 10-6

9.22 ´ 10-5

MSCN-1

113.7

0.51 ´ 10-6

5.92

29.16 ´ 10-9

98.53 ´ 10-6

6.44 ´ 10-4

MSCN-2

99.6

0.50 ´ 10-6

6.41

30.96 ´ 10-9

39.38 ´ 10-6

3.05 ´ 10-4

MSCN-3

98.8

1.88 ´ 10-6

2.98

6.73 ´ 10-9

12.38 ´ 10-6

2.46 ´ 10-3

MSCN-4

94.7

1.56 ´ 10-6

2.80

6.66 ´ 10-9

9.66 ´ 10-6

1.69 ´ 10-3

Sample

x2

Steady-state photoluminescence (PL) measurements were also performed to
ascertain that there is a decrease of the interband exciton relaxation rate with increasing
MoS2/g-C3N4 coupling area. Figure 46 shows PL emission spectra for pristine g-C3N4
and MSCN-n nano-heterostructures measured using 370 nm excitation wavelength. All
the PL spectra show a broad peak at around 455 nm (2.72 eV) slightly above the bandedge absorption of g-C3N4 (~2.70 eV), which is related to the band-edge emission
process. Apparently, deposition of MoS2 layers with larger dimensions onto the g-C3N4
surface leads to a gradual quenching of the photoemission signal, indicating depressed
electron-hole recombination rate. The spatial separation of photogenerated carriers and
lower charge-transfer resistance, as evidenced by EIS and PL measurements, agree with
the expected trends for better electrochemical interactions between large-sized MoS2
and g-C3N4 layers; presumably they favor electron flow from CB of g-C3N4 to MoS2.
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first example of a size-dependent electronic
band structure and charge separation concomitant with reduction of the MoS2/g-C3N4
interfacial area at the nanoscale. These effects definitely have a great impact on the
photochemical processes within the nanoscale junctions of MoS2 and g-C3N4 and raise
the possibility of designing new photocatalysts with improved performance.
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Figure 46. Room-temperature PL spectra of pristine g-C3N4 and MoS2-modified g-C3N4 (MSCN-n)
catalysts. PL emission spectra were obtained at a concentration of 1 mg/mL in water with an excitation
wavelength of 370 nm.

However, band edge alignment and interfacial charge transfer processes do not
explicitly explain the improved hydrogen generation efficiency of MSCN-n nanoheterostructures. Aside from efficient electronic interactions, the enhancement in
photocatalytic activity of the present MoS2/g-C3N4 system could be tentatively ascribed
to the density of active sites at the edge region of MoS2 NSs. It has been reported that,
compared to the sulfur-terminated (0001) basal planes, the highly energetic edge sites
of MoS2 (particularly, undercoordinated Mo sites)176 are much more catalytically active
for hydrogen evolution catalysis.177 To clarify this issue, we calculated the edge length
per planar surface area of the MoS2 NSs (DLs) based on the MoS2 lateral size (as
determined by TEM observations) and loading amount (20 wt% MoS2). This analysis
reveals a reverse trend where DLs values increase with decreasing MoS2 lateral size, as
expected in the context of the dimensional reduction layer; the DLs value for MSCN-1
is 2.22 × 10-1 nm nmcat-2 but those for MSCN-4 and MSCN-b are only 0.77 and 0.04 ×
10-1 nm nmcat-2, respectively (see Table 2). Such a behavior may have a profound
influence on the photocatalytic activity of MSCN-n since a large fraction of surfaceactive sites is available for reaction. In order to verify that edge sites, instead of the
basal-plane region of MoS2, are responsible for H2 evolution, we annealed the MSCN83

3 sample at 200 oC in air for 1 h to form partially oxidized MoS2 edges (e.g., Mo=O
bonds), and we performed the photocatalytic H2 evolution reaction under the same
conditions. It should be stressed that the activation energy barrier for the O2 dissociation
on the Mo- and S-edge sites of MoS2 is much lower compared with that on the basal
plane, and thus the atoms located at the edge region are more susceptible to oxidation.178
Remarkably, the O2-treated sample showed a very small hydrogen production activity
(giving an average H2 evolution rate of 7.2 µmol h-1 during the first 3 h), implicating
that edge sites are the catalytic centers for hydrogen evolution. On the basis of these
results, we thus conclude that the density of MoS2 edge sites along with the efficient
electronic communication between g-C3N4 and MoS2 layers may competitively
enhance the photochemical activity of the MoS2/g-C3N4 nanojunctions. This suggests
that the MoS2 lateral size decrease, although provides large number of MoS2 edge sites
available for reaction, creates interfacial contacts with suppressed g-C3N4-to-MoS2
electron transfer. In contrast, larger size MoS2 layers, even though favor interfacial
electron-transfer kinetics, contain decreased density of surface edge sites and, therefore,
result in lower photocatalytic activity. As summarized in Figure 37, the MoS2 layers
of 39 nm lateral dimension implicate a balanced combination of relatively high
electronic communication and large number of active sites at the MoS2/g-C3N4
heterojunction and, therefore, induce highest activity.

3.2 Metal-doped MoS2-modified g-C3N4
nanostructures
2D/2D metal (Me)-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 layered heterostructures were prepared via
a two-step chemical process. Small-sized Me-doped MoS2 nanosheets were firstly
prepared by a facile sulfurization of monovacant Keggin-type phosphomolybdate
(Na7PMo11O39) precursors with a hydrothermal reaction with thioacetamide and Me
compounds. In this method, [PMo11O39]7- clusters are decomposed to form MoOx oxide
species, while thioacetamide acts as a sulfur source, which, in pair with Mex+ ions
(where x refers to the oxidation state of the metal ion, x = 2, 3 or 4), leads to the
formation of Me-doped MoS2 nanosheets. This is a gentle procedure that permits
control over the metal doping level of MoS2. The composition of the Me-MoS2
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nanolayers was effectively modulated by simply tuning the mass ratio of metal ion to
[PMo11O39]7- precursor. The resulting Me-MoS2 nanosheets were subsequently
deposited on the surface of g-C3N4 (denoted as GCN) via a liquid exfoliation route to
give few-layer heterostructures of Me-doped MoS2/g-C3N4. The obtained catalysts
were denoted as 3-NMS/GCN, where 3 refers to the metal content (i.e., 3%) in MeMoS2 nanosheets; all these samples have 20 wt% Me-MoS2.

3.2.1 Photocatalytic study of 3-MeMS/GCN
3.2.1.1 Photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction
The photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction activity of the 20% 3-MeMS/GCN
heterostructures was initially investigated in a Cr(VI) aqueous solution (50 mg L-1) that
contained 0.6 g L-1 of catalyst without any additional hole scavenger under λ > 360 nm
light irradiation. The catalytic results in Figure 47 show that doping the MoS2 lattice
with Ni2+ leads to a significant improvement of the photoactivity, indicating that the
Ni-MoS2 nanosheets act as an efficient co-catalyst in the present system. In particular,
the Cr(VI) photoreduction rate of 3-NMS/GCN outperforms the other Me-doped
catalysts, achieving complete (>99%) reduction of the Cr(VI) in 70 min. To further
examine the kinetics of the Cr(VI) reduction by the 3-MeMS/GCN catalysts, the
pseudo-first-order reaction is plotted in Figure 48. Assuming that the reaction rate is
proportional to the concentration of Cr(VI), the overall photocatalytic reaction can be
expressed by the first-order kinetics of Langmuir-Hinshelwood model: ln(Ct/Co) = –
kapp×t, where Ct and Co are the concentration of Cr(VI) at time t and initial time,
respectively, and kapp is the apparent reaction rate constant. For all samples, the initial
temporal evolution of the Cr(VI) concentration shows a good linear correlation with
time, indicating that the reaction rate is first order with respect to Cr(VI) concentration.
For instance, the kapp rate constant of 3-NiMS/GCN is improved to 3.21´10-2 min-1
which is about 2.9 and 3.8 times the rate of the 3-SnMS/GCN (kapp = 1.12´10-2 min-1)
and 3-ZnMS/GCN (kapp = 0.84´10-2 min-1) samples, respectively. In addition, the kapp
rate constant of 3-NiMS/GCN is about 1.3 and 1.4 times higher the rate of the 3CoMS/GCN (kapp = 2.46´10-2 min-1) and 3-InMS/GCN (kapp = 2.33´10-2 min-1)
samples, respectively.
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Figure 47. Photocatalytic reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) over different 20% 3-MeMS/GCN catalysts (Me
= Ni, Co, In, Sn, Zn). The photocatalytic reactions were performed as follows: 0.6 g L-1 catalyst, 50 mg
L-1 Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, λ > 360 nm light irradiation, 20 oC.

Figure 48. Kinetic profiles for the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) over different 20% 3-MtMS/GCN
catalysts. The red lines are fit to the data.
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The above analysis thus clearly indicates that the reaction proceeds at a faster rate over
3-NiMS/GCN catalyst than the other samples (Figure 49). Based on these results, the
Ni-doped MoS2 system will be further studied and discussed in the next session by
varying the synthesis parameters.

Figure 49. Pseudo-first-order reaction rate constants (kapp) over different 3-MeMS/GCN catalysts.

3.3 Ni-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 hetero-nanostructures
3.3.1 Structure and morphology of n-NMS/GCN
2D/2D Ni-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 layered heterostructures were prepared via a twostep chemical process179, as illustrated in Figure 50. Small-sized Ni-doped MoS2
nanosheets were firstly prepared by a facile sulfurization of monovacant Keggin-type
phosphomolybdate (Na7PMo11O39) precursors with a hydrothermal reaction with
thioacetamide and NiCl2 compounds. In this method, [PMo11O39]7– clusters are
decomposed to form MoOx oxide species, while thioacetamide acts as a sulfur source,
which, in pair with Ni2+ ions, leads to the formation of Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets. This
is a gentle procedure that permits control over the Ni doping level of MoS2. The
composition of the Ni-MoS2 nanolayers (n (mol% Ni) = 100 x Ni/(Ni + Mo) = 1, 3, 5,
10 and 15%) was effectively modulated by simply tuning the mass ratio of NiCl2 to
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[PMo11O39]7- precursor. The resulting Ni-MoS2 nanosheets were subsequently
deposited on the surface of g-C3N4 (denoted as GCN) via a liquid exfoliation route to
give few-layer heterostructures of Ni-doped MoS2/g-C3N4, as displayed in Figure 50.
The interlayer coupling between g-C3N4 and MoS2 layers can be realized through strong
van der Waals stacking interactions and possible out-of-plane Mo–N bonding180,181.
The obtained catalysts were denoted as n-NMS/GCN, where n refers to the Ni content
in Ni-MoS2 nanosheets; all these samples have 30 wt% Ni-MoS2.

Figure 50. Schematic representation of the preparation of layered Ni-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 (nNMS/GCN) materials.

Insights into the crystal structure and morphology of as-prepared materials were
obtained by employing powder X-ray diffraction (XRD) and transmission electron
microscopy (TEM). Figure 51 shows a typical XRD pattern of the composite material
made using 30 wt% Ni-MoS2 (3-NMS/GCN), which is the most active catalyst of this
study, along with that of pristine GCN sample. The XRD patterns present a strong
diffraction peak at 27.8o and the weak feature at 13.2o, which are assigned to the (002)
interlayer stacking of the conjugated aromatic rings and the (100) in-plane tri-s-triazine
packing motif of the graphitic C3N4, respectively (JCPDS card no. 87-1526).182 The
XRD analysis also manifests that compared with pristine g-C3N4, there is a decrease in
the (002) peak intensity for the Ni-MoS2 loaded sample. This could result from the
smaller constructive interference from adjacent crystal planes due to the Ni-MoS2
deposition on the (002) surface of g-C3N4. Also, the reduced intensity ratio of the (100)
and (002) reflections in 3-NMS/GCN as compared to that in GCN suspects strong
interaction between the Ni-MoS2 and g-C3N4 layers.183
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Figure 51. Typical XRD pattern of g-C3N4 (GCN) and 3-NMS/GCN heterostructure.

The intimate contact of the Ni-MoS2 and g-C3N4 components is beneficial for
photoelectron conversion since creates multiple electron-transfer pathways through the
Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 interface. Despite the crystalline nature of Ni-MoS2 layers, as seen in
high-resolution TEM and electron diffraction studies (see below), it is difficult to
observe MoS2 diffraction peaks in the composite materials because of the small grain
size and high dispersion of the Ni-MoS2 nanosheets. Infrared (IR) spectroscopy further
verified the p-conjugated structure of g-C3N4, showing the characteristic peaks of the
tri-s-triazine (C3N3) and heptazine (C6N7) units (Figure 52). The infrared (IR)
spectroscopy confirms the conjugated structure of g-C3N4, showing the characteristic
vibration bands of tris-s-triazine (C3N3) rings at 810 cm-1 (v(C=N–C)) and heptazine
(C6N7) units at 1238 and 1408 cm-1 (v(C–N)) and 1638 cm-1 (v(C=N))184. The IR spectra
also implies the presence of uncondensed amino (–NH2 and =NH) groups by broad
peaks at 3100–3300 cm-1. However, from IR analysis is difficult to discern any
noticeable chemical difference between the 3-NMS/GCN and GCN samples, showing
similar profiles possibly due to the low amount and small lateral dimension of the NiMoS2 nanosheets.
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Figure 52. IR spectra of the as-prepared 3-NMS/GCN and GCN materials.
Table 4. EDS results and chemical formulas of as-prepared n-NMS/GCN catalysts (30 wt% Ni-MoS2).

Sample

Atomic ratios
Ni/Mo/S

Ni content in NiMoS2 nanosheets
(at%)

Chemical formula

1-NMS/GCN

0.4:35.2:64.4

1.0

Ni0.01Mo0.99S1.81/g-C3N4

3-NMS/GCN

1.2:36.5:62.4

3.1

Ni0.03Mo0.97S1.66/g-C3N4

5-NMS/GCN

1.9:36.2:61.9

4.9

Ni0.05Mo0.95S1.62/g-C3N4

10-NMS/GCN

4.0:37.3:58.7

9.7

Ni0.10Mo0.90S1.43/g-C3N4

15-NMS/GCN

6.4:36.9:56.7

14.8

Ni0.15Mo0.85S1.32/g-C3N4

3-NMS/GCN[a]

1.2:37.5:61.4

3.0

Ni0.03Mo0.97S1.60/g-C3N4

[a]

Retrieved after photocatalytic reactions.

Clear evidence of the presence of Ni-MoS2 in the heterostructures comes from
energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) and atomic absorption (AAS)
spectroscopy. Through this technique, we determined atomic ratios of Mo, Ni and S,
which are very close to the nominal compositions of the prepared nanosheets (Table
4). This suggests the complete incorporation of Ni2+ into the MoS2 lattice during the
hydrothermal synthesis. Moreover, EDS analysis also verifies that these materials are
S deficient with a composition of NixMo1-xSy; x ~ 0.01 to 0.15, y ~ 1.32 to 1.81. Indeed,
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the sulfur content in the Ni-doped MoS2 decreased obviously with increasing amount
of Ni, see Table 4. In fact, the incorporation of Ni2+ ions into the MoS2 structure may
cause the formation of S-defect sites according to Equation (6). In this equation
replacement of one Mo4+ with Ni2+ involves the formation of one S vacancy (Vs･･) in
the Mo-S-Ni lattice for charge balance.
MoS2 + xNi2+ ® xNiMo′′ + xVs･･ + NixMo1-xS2-x

(6)

Such S vacancies can improve the carrier transport efficiency and electrochemical
performance of MoS2 nanosheets by introducing mid-gap localized states in the band
structure as well as creating new active edge sites (S-terminated edge) in the
catalytically inactive basal plane of MoS2185. These interband states may activate new
optical transitions in the visible range, thus improving light harvesting ability186.
Therefore, controlling the quantity of defects in MoS2 is critical in photochemical
reactions.

Figure 53. Typical TEM images of 3-NMS/GCN heterostructure.

Typical TEM images of the 3-NMS/GCN catalyst are shown in Figure 53. The
images show that this material exhibits a layered network structure that is composed of
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Ni-MoS2 nanosheets (appeared as dark small areas) with a 27 ± 4 nm lateral size
(Figure 54) that spread over the surface of graphitic C3N4 (appeared as light areas). A
high-resolution TEM (HRTEM) image taken on the surface of a single Ni-MoS2
nanosheet shows crystal lattice fringes throughout the entire layered structure with a
3.2 Å interplanar distance (Figures 55a and b), corresponding to the (004) planes of
hexagonal MoS2. The hexagonal lattice symmetry of MoS2 was further affirmed by
selected-area electron diffraction (SAED); the three concentric Debye-Scherrer
diffraction rings in Figure 55c are well assigned to the (100), (110) and (200) crystal
planes of 2H MoS2 (JCPDS card no. 77-1716; space group P63/mmc).187

Figure 54. The lateral size distribution of the 3% Ni-MoS2 nanosheets for the 3-NMS/GCN catalyst
(based on the analysis of more than 70 individual Ni-MoS2 layers).

Figure 55. Typical (a and b) high-resolution TEM and (c) SAED pattern of 3-NMS/GCN heterostructure.
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Further chemical information for the as-prepared MoS2 based nanosheets was
obtained from X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) measurements. Figures 56
show the Mo 3d and S 2p core-level signals for the undoped and Ni-doped MoS2
samples. In Figure 56a, deconvolution of the Mo 3d spectrum reveals a prominent
doublet peak (229.1 and 232.3 ±0.2 eV) with a spin-orbit splitting of 3.2 eV due to the
Mo 3d5/2 and 3d3/2 spin-orbit components of the Mo4+ in MoS2188. Furthermore, it
displays a weak doublet peak at 232.4 ± 0.2 eV (Mo 3d5/2) and 235.6 ±0.2 eV (Mo 3d3/2)
binding energies most likely due to unsaturated Mo4+ atoms189 and/or the formation of
some surface suboxide MoOx species caused by the synthesis and surface oxidation in
air.190 The small singlet peaks at 226.1, 227.6 and 233.0 ±0.2 eV are assigned to the S
2s lines, corresponding to metal sulfur bonds (Ni/Mo–S), S2- ions of defective MoS2
and SOx species owing to surface oxidation, respectively.191

Figure 56. (a) Mo 3d and (b) S 2p core-level XPS spectra of as-prepared MoS2 and Ni-doped MoS2
nanosheets. Inset of panel (a): the Ni 2p XPS spectrum for Ni-MoS2 sample. Embedded peaks for
different components are presented as green, red, yellow and purple curves. The blue lines are fits to the
experimental data.

For the Ni-doped MoS2 sample, due to the low signal-to-noise ratio, fitting of the Ni 2p
spectrum is difficult to perform. The Ni 2p region shows a broad Ni 2p3/2 photoelectron
peak at around 854.8 ± 0.3 eV (inset of Figure 56a), which can be attributed to Ni–S
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bonds, corroborating the inclusion of Ni2+ ions into the MoS2 lattice by the formation
of Ni–S–Ni and/or Ni–S–Mo bonds. Figure 56b shows two prominent doublet peaks
(shown as asymmetric single peaks with a spin-orbit splitting of 1.16 and an area ratio
of 1:2) for the S 2p spectrum at 161.7 ±0.2 eV and 163.3 ±0.2 eV assigned to metalsulfur bonds (Ni/Mo–S) and bridging S22– moieties of (Ni)MoS2, respectively.192 In
addition, a small amount of sulfur species at certain higher oxidation states is, however,
observed in the surface of MoS2 and Ni-MoS2 nanosheets, deducing from the weak
peaks at 168.6 ±0.2 eV.

Figure 57. N2 adsorption-desorption isotherms at –196 oC of the GCN and n-NMS/GCN catalysts.

N2 physisorption was carried out to examine the porosity of the prepared materials.
The N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms of the GCN and n-NMS/GCN samples show
typical type-IV curves accompanied with a small H3-type hysteresis loop according to
the IUPAC classification (Figure 57), suggesting mesoporous structures with slitshaped pores, possible derived from the interstitial voids among the stacked layers.193
On the basis of the adsorption data, the specific surface area of the n-NMS/GCN was
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estimated to be 63–95 m2 g−1, using the Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) model fit of
the adsorption data, which are slightly lower than the surface area of pristine GCN
sample (ca. 104 m2 g-1), see Table 5. The lower surface area of the Ni-MoS2 loaded
materials is presumably due to the heavy elements (Mo, Ni and S) that compose the
structure.
Table 5. Textural properties of the GCN and n-NMS/GCN catalysts.

Surface area
(m2 g-1)

Pore volume (cm3
g-1)

Average pore
size[a] (nm)

GCN

104

0.15

2.9

1-NMS/GCN

95

0.15

3.2

3-NMS/GCN

73

0.11

3.0

5-NMS/GCN

82

0.12

2.9

10-NMS/GCN

65

0.10

3.1

15-NMS/GCN

63

0.11

3.5

Catalyst

[a]

The average pore width is given by w = 2Vp/Sp, where Vp is the total pore volume at P/Po = 0.98 and

Sp is the pore surface area, assuming slit-shaped pores.

3.3.2 Photocatalytic study of n-NMS/GCN
3.3.2.1 Photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction
The photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction activity of the n-NMS/GCN heterostructures
was initially investigated in a Cr(VI) aqueous solution (50 mg L-1) that contained 1 g
L-1 of catalyst without any additional hole scavenger under λ > 360 nm light irradiation.
The catalytic results in Figure 58 show that doping the MoS2 lattice with Ni2+ leads to
a significant improvement of the photoactivity, indicating that the Ni-MoS2 nanosheets
act as functional co-catalysts in the present system. In particular, the Cr(VI)
photoreduction rate of n-NMS/GCN heterostructures increases with increasing Ni
dopant level and attains a maximum at 3 at%; the 3-NMS/GCN outperforms the other
catalyst, achieving complete (>99%) reduction of the Cr(VI) in 40 min. For
comparison, under analogous conditions, the undoped MS/GCN (containing 30 wt%
MoS2) and pure GCN samples exhibited inferior performance to n-NMS/GCN, yielding
a respective Cr(VI) conversion of ~87% and ~54% in 3 h. Meanwhile, control
experiments showed no obvious changes in the Cr(VI) concentration in the dark or
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absence of catalyst, suggesting that Cr(VI) elimination occurs via photocatalytic
process (inset of Figure 58).

Figure 58. Photocatalytic reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) over different GCN, MS/GCN, n-NMS/GCN and
3-NMS/GCN-b catalysts (inset: photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction activity of Ni/GCN). The photocatalytic
reactions were performed as follows: 1 g L-1 catalyst, 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, λ > 360 nm
light irradiation, 20 oC.

As we shall discuss below, the superior catalytic performance of the present system
can be justified by the enhanced charge carrier density and mobility at the interface of
Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 junctions. Also, the lower photocatalytic activity of the highly Nidoped samples could be attributed the to the relative lower reduction potential of the
CB electrons and the deteriorated charge transport over the Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 interface.
To further examine the kinetics of the Cr(VI) reduction, the pseudo-first-order reaction
is plotted in Figure 59. Assuming that the reaction rate is proportional to the
concentration of Cr(VI), the overall photocatalytic reaction can be expressed by the
first-order kinetics of Langmuir-Hinshelwood model: ln(Ct/Co) = –kapp×t, where Ct and
Co are the concentration of Cr(VI) at time t and initial time, respectively, and kapp is the
apparent reaction rate constant. For all samples, the initial temporal evolution of the
Cr(VI) concentration shows a good linear correlation with time, claiming that the
reaction rate is first order with respect to Cr(VI) concentration. The above analysis thus
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indicates that the reaction proceeds at a faster rate over 3-NMS/GCN catalyst than the
other samples (Figure 60). For instance, the kapp rate constant of 3-NMS/GCN is
improved to 4.57´10-2 min-1, which is about 4.7 and 11.4 times the rate of the MS/GCN
(kapp = 0.98´10-2 min-1) and GCN (kapp = 0.40´10-2 min-1) samples (Figure 61),
respectively.

Figure 59. Kinetic profiles for the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) over different n-NMS/GCN
catalysts. The red lines are fit to the data.

Figure 60. Pseudo-first-order reaction rate constants (kapp) over different GCN, MS/GCN, n-NMS/GCN
and 3-NMS/GCN-b catalysts.
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Figure 61. Pseudo-first-order kinetic plots for the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) over different GCN,
MS/GCN, 3-NMS/GCN-b catalysts. The red lines are fit to the data.

The photocatalytic effectiveness of the nanoscale Ni-MoS2 layers was also
evidenced by comparing the 3-NMS/GCN to a bulk analogue with respect to their
corresponding Cr(VI) photoreduction performance. We thus prepared Ni-doped
MoS2/g-C3N4 heterostructure (denoted as 3-NMS/GCN-b) by depositing 3% Ni-doped
MoS2 microflakes (30 wt%) on the surface of exfoliated g-C3N4. Interestingly, the
Cr(VI) photoreduction efficiency with 3-NMS/GCN is even higher that of 3NMS/GCN-b, although both catalysts possess similar composition. In particular, bulk
3-NMS/GCN-b heterostructure reduces ~95% of Cr(VI) in 2 h with a reaction rate
constant (kapp) of 1.99´10-2 min-1 (Figures 58, 60 and 61). In addition, a newly designed
3% Ni-loaded g-C3N4 (Ni-GCN) catalyst, which prepared by impregnating the
exfoliated g-C3N4 with an ethanol solution of NiCl2, showed similar catalytic activity
to GCN (inset of Figure 58), indicating that Ni2+ ions have negligible effect towards
the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI). These results explicitly demonstrate that both
Ni doping and small grain size of Ni-MoS2 layers have a decisive effect in enhancing
the Cr(VI) photoreduction performance.
In the following, we optimize the photocatalytic performance of 3-NMS/GCN by
performing a series of Cr(VI) photoreduction tests with different concentrations of NiMoS2 nanosheets (from 10 to 40 wt%) and different loads of catalyst (from 0.6 to 1.2 g
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L-1). As shown in Figure 62, at a fixed mass of catalyst, a higher photocatalytic Cr(VI)
reduction activity is observed with heterostructure containing 30 wt% Ni-MoS2.

Figure 62. Time courses for photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction for 3-NMS/GCN catalyst containing
different amounts (wt%) of 3% Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets (3-NMS). The photocatalytic reactions were
performed by suspending 30 mg of catalyst in 50 mL of water containing 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) (pH = 2),
under λ > 360 nm light irradiation.

Also, there is an increase of the Cr(VI) conversion efficiency with catalyst dosage
increasing up to 1 g L-1 (keeping the Ni-MoS2 loading concentration constant), as
shown in Figure 63. This may result from the increased absorption of the incident light
by the catalyst. At higher catalyst addition (1.2 g L-1), however, the Cr(VI)
photoreduction rate is slightly lower, possibly due to the full absorption of the incident
light and/or light scattering by the catalyst’s particles. Aside from catalyst loading, the
pH of the solution has a pronounced effect on the photocatalytic activity. As shown in
Figure 64, the 3-NMS/GCN catalyst exhibits a remarkably increased Cr(VI)
photoreduction yield as the solution pH decreases from 6 to 1. Notably, in pH 1
solution, 3-NMS/GCN reduces Cr(VI) (50 mg L-1) with a >99% conversion yield after
20 min. This behavior can be attributed to the favorable adsorption of Cr(VI) on the
catalyst surface. In particular, at low pH values (less than 4), the Cr(VI) species, mainly
as HCrO4– anions, tend to interact more extensively with the positively charged surface
of g-C3N4 (the point of zero charge (pHpzc) of g-C3N4 ranges from 4 to 5)194 and,
therefore, this process can increase the Cr(VI) photoreduction effect.
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Figure 63. Concentration dependent photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction activity of 3-NMS/GCN catalyst.
Reaction conditions: 0.6–1.2 g L-1 of catalyst, 50 mgL-1 Cr(VI) aqueous solution, pH = 2, UV-visible
light (λ>360 nm) irradiation, 20 oC.

Figure 64. Effect of the solution pH on the photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction performance. Reaction
conditions: 1 g L-1 catalyst (3-NMS/GCN), 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) aqueous solution, pH = 1–6, λ > 360 nm
light irradiation, 20 oC. The pH of the solution was adjusted with 2 M H2SO4 or 2 M NaOH.

Moreover, in acidic solutions, the excessive concentration of hydronium ions (H3O+)
is beneficial to the reduction of Cr(VI) to Cr(III) (see Equation (9)). Thus, under optimal
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conditions (1 g L-1 catalyst, pH = 2), the Cr(VI) reduction rate for this system reaches
38.8 µmol h-1 within 40 min under UV-visible light. When using monochromatic light
sources, the apparent quantum yield (QY) for the system is estimated to be as high as
29.6% at 375 ± 10 nm and 23.7% at 410 ± 10 nm, assuming all incident light is absorbed
by the catalyst particles. This activity is superior to that of other state-of-the-art Cr(VI)
reduction catalysts reported to date, even with sacrificial electron donors, such as the
Ag3PO4/AgBr/Ti3C2Tx composite (15 mg L-1 Cr(VI)/EDTA; QY ~ 12.5% at λ > 420
nm)195, AgCl:Ag hollow nanocrystals (10 mg L-1 Cr(VI)/10 mM EDTA, QY ~ 7.5% at
λ > 420 nm)196, porous Ag/Ag3PO4/rGO microspheres (10 mg L-1 Cr(VI)/methylene
blue (MB), QY ~ 2.37% at λ > 400 nm)197, CuFe2O4/CdS heterostructure (0.5 mM
Cr(VI)/0.5 mM salicylic acid, QY ~ 1.1% at λ = 430 nm)198, TiO2/formic acid (FA)
composite (1.92 mM Cr(VI)/286 mM FA, QY ~ 1.58% at λ = 365 nm)199, Co3O4/gC3N4 heterojunction (15 mg L-1 Cr(VI)/tetracycline, QY~ 30% at λ = 420 nm)200,
mesoporous Co1-xNixO nanoparticles (50 mg L-1 Cr(VI), QY ~ 1.5% at λ = 375 nm, QY
~ 0.8% at λ = 410 nm)201, mesoporous CoO nanoparticle assemblies (50 mg L-1 Cr(VI),
QY ~ 1.61% at λ = 375 nm)202 and Au/TiO2-Pt nanocomposites (1 mM Cr(VI), QY ~
1% at λ = 550 nm)203, as well as other g-C3N4-based catalysts (see Table 6), further
manifesting the excellent photocatalytic activity of 3-NMS/GCN towards Cr(VI)
reduction.
Table 6. Comparison of photocatalytic efficiency between 3-NMS/GCN and other reported g-C3N4based photocatalysts.

Photocatalyst
Sulfonic acidmodified g-C3N4
BUC‐21/g‐C3N4
composite
g-C3N4/Graphene
Oxide/BiFeO3

Reaction conditions
50 mg catalyst, 100 mL Cr(VI)
solution (10 mg L−1), 50 mg citric
acid, 300 W Xe lamp (λ>400 nm),
pH=2
50 mg catalyst, 200 mL Cr(VI)
solution (10 mg L−1), tartaric acid,
500 W Xe lamp (λ>400 nm), pH=2
0.5 g catalyst, 200 mL Cr(VI)
solution (5 mg L-1), 0.01 M or 0.1 M
NaOH and HCl solution, 300 W Xe
lamp (λ>400 nm), pH=2

Photocatalytic
reduction of Cr(VI)
C/C0
Time
(min)
>86%
40

Ref.
[204]

100%

80

[205]

95%

240

[206]

101

3.0 wt% gC3N4/MIL-53(Fe)
ZnS/g-C3N4
Ag/Bi4O7/g-C3N4
nanosheets
Polyaniline@gC3N4/ZnFe2O4
90 wt% gC3N4/rGH
GO/g-C3N4/MoS2
BPCMSs(40)/gC3N4 NSs
g-C3N4/PMDA

2D/3D gC3N4/UiO-66
composite
50 wt% CoFeLDH/g-C3N4
TiO2/gC3N4/rGO
B-doped gC3N4/BiVO4
Fe0-doped gC3N4/MoS2
30 wt% gC3N4/SnS2
2 wt% Cu-(1:4)
MoO3/g-C3N4
Fe3O4/C/g-C3N4

20 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
solution (10 mg L-1), 500 W Xe
lamp, (420<λ<760 nm), pH=3
800 mg L−1 catalyst, 250 mL Cr(VI)
solution (10 mg L−1), 500 W Xe
lamp, pH=7
15 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
solution (50 mg L-1), 300 W Xe lamp
(λ>420 nm), pH=3
200 mg catalyst, 20 mL Cr(VI)
solution (20 mg L-1), 20 mg L-1
phenol, 300 W Xe lamp, pH=3
30 mg catalyst, 30 mL Cr(VI)
solution (30 mg L-1), 400 W metal
halide lamp (λ>420 nm)
20 mg catalyst, Cr(VI) solution (10
mg L−1), 300 W Xe lamp (λ>420 nm)
50 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
solution (10 mg L-1), 4-fluorophenol,
300 W Xe lamp (λ>420 nm), pH=2
50 mg catalyst, 50 mL As(III) and
Cr(VI) solution ([As(III)]0 = 100 μM,
[Cr(VI)]0 = 100 μM, 300 W Xe lamp
(λ>420 nm), pH=4
100 mg catalyst, 200 mL Cr(VI)
solution (10 mg L-1), 300 W Xe
lamp, pH=2
50 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
solution (50 mg L-1), 300 W Xe lamp
(λ > 420 nm), pH=2
50 mg catalyst, 100 mL Cr(VI)
solution (100 mg L-1), 300 W Xe
lamp (λ > 360 nm), pH=3
50 mg catalyst, 20 mL Cr(VI)
solution (20 mg L-1), 150 W Xe lamp
(λ>420 nm), pH=2
30 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
solution (20 mg L-1), RhB, 500 W Xe
lamp (λ>420 nm)
40 mg catalyst, 100 mL Cr(VI)
aqueous solution (50 mg L-1), 300 W
Xe lamp (λ>420 nm)
20 mg catalyst, 20 mL Cr(VI) (20
mg L-1), citric acid, sunlight, pH=3
10 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
solution (20 mg L-1), 300 W Xe lamp
(λ>420 nm), pH=2

100%

180

[207]

91%

120

[208]

98%

60

[209]

98%

120

[210]

100%

120

[211]

80%

120

[212]

~70%

240

[213]

>90%

120

[214]

~99%

40

[215]

100%

100

[216]

97%

240

[217]

85%

30

[218]

91%

120

[219]

>99%

50

[220]

95%

~50

[221]

100%

100

[222]
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1D/2D
AgxH3−xPMo12O4
0/Ag NRs/g-C3N4
CaFe2O4/gC3N4/CNT
g-C3N4@NH2MIL-88B(Fe)
g-C3N4/
MIL-88B(Fe)
3-NMS/GCN

20 mg catalyst, 40 mL Cr(VI)
solution (80 mg L-1), isopropanol,
300 W Xe lamp (λ>420 nm)

85.4%

40

[223]

100 mg catalyst, 100 mL
Cr(VI) and tetracycline (10 mg L-1),
300 W Xe lamp (λ>420 nm), pH=3
25 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
aqueous solution (25 mg L-1), 500 W
Xe lamp, pH=7
20 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
aqueous solution (10 mg L-1), 300 W
Xe (λ>420 nm)
50 mg catalyst, 50 mL Cr(VI)
aqueous solution (50 mg L-1), 300
W Xe lamp, pH=2

97%

120

[224]

100%

40

[225]

100%

105

[226]

>99%

40

In this
work

In order to explore the applicability of the present catalytic system for practical
detoxification of wastewaters, the Cr(VI) photoreduction ability of 3-NMS/GCN was
examined in the presence of various interfering ions. These experiments made by using
the same dose of catalyst (1 g L-1) in 50 mL of Cr(VI) aqueous solution (100 mg L-1)
containing 50 mg L-1 for each SO42-, CO32-, NO3-, Cl-, Na+, Cu2+, Zn2+ and Mn2+ ion,
which represent typical concentrations in industrial wastewaters.227,228 In general, the
coexistence of interfering ions (such as SO42-, NO3-, Cl-, Zn2+ and Mn2+) with Cr(VI) in
wastewaters is a challenge as they decrease the reduction rate of Cr(VI) due to the
competitive adsorption and redox behavior at the catalyst surface, as well as the light
screening effect.229,230 Figure 65 shows the time courses of photocatalytic reduction of
Cr(VI) (100 mg L-1) in aqueous solutions without and in the presence of different
interfering ions. The results demonstrate that there is no significant change in the Cr(VI)
(in form of HCrO4– and Cr2O72– oxyanions) photoreduction performance of 3NMS/GCN even though overwhelming amounts of interfering ions are present; Cr(VI)
oxyanions are completely reduced after irradiation for 90 min in both contaminated
solutions. Recent studies indicated that the presence of hydrated anions with high
charge and large size (like SO42- and NO3-) can severally deteriorate the reduction
efficiency of the catalyst by inhibiting the diffusion of HCrO4– ions231. However, we
did not observe such a behavior in our catalytic system, confirming the strong
photocatalytic ability of the prepared catalysts for Cr(VI) reduction.
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Figure 65. Photocatalytic reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) solution (100 mg L-1) over 3-NMS/GCN catalyst
in the absence and presence of different interfering ions (50 mg L-1 for each ion: SO42-, CO32-, NO3-, Cl-,
Na+, Cu2+, Zn2+ and Mn2+). The photocatalytic reactions were performed as follows: 1 g L-1 catalyst, 50
mg L-1 Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, λ > 360 nm light irradiation, 20 oC.

Moreover, 3-NMS/GCN catalyst exhibited high photochemical stability over three
consecutive recycling tests. After the completion of catalytic reaction, the catalyst was
isolated from the reaction mixture by centrifugation, washed with water, and redispersed in a fresh Cr(VI) solution. As seen in Figure 66, 3-NMS/GCN largely
maintained its operation performance (within 5% experimental error) throughout the
entire tested period, giving an a Cr(VI) reduction efficiency of >98% after three 40 min
cycles of reuse. In addition, kinetic analysis indicated that the rate of Cr(VI) reduction
remains stable, and no significant changes were observed (k1app = 4.4´10-2 min-1; k2app
= 4.4´10-2 min-1; k3app = 4.5´10-2 min-1, Figure 67). The durability of the 3-NMS/GCN
catalyst was further explored by EDS and XRD measurements after repeated
photocatalytic tests. The EDS analysis demonstrated that the dopant structure of NiMoS2 nanosheets is well maintained after cycle reactions; it shows a 1.2:37.5:61.4
Ni/Mo/S atomic ratio that corresponds to a Ni content in MoS2 of about 3 at% (see
Table 4). In addition, XRD data confirm the graphitic structure of C3N4 host matrix,
thus providing further evidence for the durability of the catalyst (Figure 68). These
results attest the stability of the catalyst under the examined conditions.
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Figure 66. Recycling study of the 3-NMS/GCN catalyst (inset: typical photographic images of Cr(VI)containing solution before and after catalysis). The photocatalytic reactions were performed as follows:
1 g L-1 catalyst, 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, λ > 360 nm light irradiation, 20 oC.

Figure 67. Kinetic profiles for the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) over 3-NMS/GCN catalysts. The
red lines are fit to the data.
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Figure 68. XRD pattern of the 3-NMS/GCN sample after photocatalytic recycle tests.

3.3.2.2 Mechanism of photocatalytic reaction
To elucidate the hole transfer processes during photocatalytic reaction, 3-NMS/GCN
catalyst was examined for oxygen evolution under our previously described
experimental conditions. In particular, the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) along
with H2O oxidation was carried out in an air-tight cell containing 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI)
solution and 1 g L-1 catalyst under irradiation of λ > 360 nm light; in this experiment,
the concentration of Cr(VI) was determined using the colorimetric method and the
amount of evolved O2 was measured using a gas chromatograph. Prior to
photocatalysis, the reaction solution was purged with He for at least 45 min to remove
dissolved oxygen. The results indicate that 3-NMS/GCN is effective to reduce Cr(VI)
to Cr(III) and oxidize water to molecular oxygen, yielding a Cr(VI) consumption rate
of ~31.6 μmol h-1 (as HCrO4– ions) and an O2 evolution rate of ~21.4 μmol h-1 after 40
min irradiation. Further verification that the evolved O2 indeed comes from the
photochemical oxidation of water (2H2O ® O2 + 4H+ + 4e–) was provided by in situ
monitoring the effluent gas with a mass spectrometer. For the purpose of this study, the
Cr(VI) reduction experiment was performed as described above in a vacuum-tight cell
and the evolved oxygen gas was detected by an on-line connected gas analyzer. Figure

106

69 shows the transient partial pressure of oxygen when light on and off conditions were
applied to a 3-NMS/GCN suspension.

Figure 69. Oxygen evolution transient for 3-NMS/GCN catalyst under light on/off conditions. The
dashed lines indicate the light on and off states. Reaction conditions: 1 g L−1 catalyst, 50 mg L−1 Cr(VI)
solution, pH = 2, λ > 360 nm light irradiation, 20 °C.

It is apparent that there is a quick oxygen formation under UV-visible light
illumination, while no oxygen evolution was observed in the dark. Meanwhile, no
detectable trace of N2 was observed during the course of the experiment, indicating that
the reaction cell was air tight. Taken together, these results explicitly confirm the
feasibility of the 3-NMS/GCN catalyst for multi-electron oxidation of water to
dioxygen. Therefore, the half-reactions and overall reaction for photocatalytic
reduction of Cr(VI) in acidic solution (in pH < 4 solution, Cr(VI) predominately exists
as hydrogen chromate (HCrO4–) anions) can be expressed by the following equations:
HCrO4–(aq) + 7H+(aq) + 3e– ® Cr3+(aq) + 4H2O(l) (cathode)

(7)

3H2O(l) + 6h+ ® 3/2O2(g) + 6H+(aq) (anode)

(8)

2HCrO4–(aq) + 8H+(aq) ® 2Cr3+(aq) + 3/2O2(g) + 5H2O(l) (overall reaction)

(9)
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If we use the stoichiometry shown in Equation (9) to estimate the rate of oxygen
production from the photocatalytic consumption of 31.6 μmol h-1 HCrO4– (as inferred
from photo-oxidation results), we obtain a theoretical value of 23.7 μmol h-1, which is
close to the experimental O2 evolution rate obtained by the 3-NMS/GCN catalyst (ca.
21.4 μmol h-1). Given that the redox potentials of H2O/·OH (1.92 V) and –OH/·OH
(1.58 V) pairs are located above the VB of n-NMS/GCN catalysts (see below), photooxidation of absorbed water molecules (H2Oabs) and/or surface hydroxyl (–OHabs)
groups to hydroxyl radicals (·OH) also appears feasible.

Figure 70. (a) GC chromatograph of the 40 min reaction product obtained from Cr(VI) (50 mg L−1)
reduction with 3-NMS/GCN catalyst (1 g L−1) in the presence of coumarin (10 mM) at 20 °C under λ >
360 nm light irradiation. (b) GC chromatograph of the umbelliferone solution (10 mM). Insets of panels
(a) and (b) are the MS spectra of coumarin and umbelliferone compounds, respectively.

To clarify this, Cr(VI) photoreduction experiment was carried out in the presence of
coumarin and the products obtained at certain reaction times were study by gas
chromatography-mass spectroscopy (GC-MS). Coumarin reacts readily with ·OH to
form umbelliferone232 and, therefore, identification of these substances in the reaction
medium enables investigation of the free ·OH radicals’ formation. It is noted that,
because of the similar fluorescence emission spectra of umbelliferone (ca. 455 nm) and
catalyst, the direct verification of umbelliferone through fluorescence spectroscopy is
difficult. The GC-MS chromatograph in Figure 70 reveals no signs of umbelliferone in
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the reaction mixture even after completion of the reaction, signalling that ·OH radical
formation does not occur during the photochemical process. These findings, together
with oxygen evolution results, consistently verify that, under the photocatalytic Cr(VI)
reduction conditions, the majority of the surface-reaching holes of the catalyst
participate in water oxidation reaction, producing molecular oxygen.
The hole-transfer kinetics at the catalyst/solution interface were also investigated in
the presence of ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA), citric acid and phenol, which
served as sacrificial hole acceptors. Since hole transfer to these organic compounds can
overcome the kinetic limitations of the multi-electron water oxidation process
(oxidation of H2O involves a four electron transfer process combining with sluggish
absorption/dissociation steps)233, the overall photochemical reduction of Cr(VI) is
expected to proceed more readily. In support to this, results of catalytic experiments
indicated that the rate of Cr(VI) reduction (50 mg L-1) can be considerably enhanced
after addition of small amount (2 equiv. relative to the Cr(VI) concentration) of the
above pollutants in the solution. For example, in these conditions, 3-NMS/GCN catalyst
reaches a quantitative (>99%) conversion of Cr(VI) within only 5 to 15 min (Figure
71). To the best of our knowledge, this is the first example reporting Cr(VI)
photoreduction at so faster rates. The rate enchantment in the photoreduction of Cr(VI)
can be ascribed to the fast oxidation kinetics of organic compounds, which deplete the
surface-reaching holes and thus reduce electron-hole recombination.

Figure 71. Photocatalytic reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) over 3-NMS/GCN catalyst in the presence 2
equiv. of ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA), citric acid and phenol (PhOH) under λ > 360 nm light
irradiation. Reaction conditions: 1 g L-1 catalyst, 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, 20 oC.

109

3.3.2.3 Electronic band structure of the catalysts
To better understand and interpret the variations in the Cr(VI) photoreduction
activity of n-NMS/GCN heterostructures, it is important to establish the electronic band
structure of the catalysts. Figure 72 shows the Mott-Schottky plots of GCN, MS/GCN
and n-NMS/GCN sample electrodes (fabricated as thin films on FTO substrates), that
is, 1/C2 as a function of applied voltage (E) curves. The flat band potentials (EFB) of the
samples are obtained as extrapolation of the linear fits of 1/C2 versus E curves to zero.
Positive slopes of the Mott-Schottky plots indicate typical n-type semiconductor
behavior. Moreover, as inferred from the slope of the 1/C2–E lines, the n-NMS/GCN
catalysts exhibit a much higher donor density (Nd) compared to undoped MS/GCN and
pristine GCN samples. Specifically, analysis of the 1/C2 versus E data yields values for
Nd of ~5.5–6.1´1018 cm-3 for n-NMS/GCN, ~4.8´1018 cm-3 for MS/GCN and ~7.1´1017
cm-3 for GCN, see Table 7. This is most likely due to the n-type doping effect of Ni on
MoS2 and the improved charge dissociation at the Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 interface.

Figure 72. Mott-Schottky plots for the GCN, MS/GCN and n-NMS/GCN catalysts.
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Table 7. Optical absorption and electrochemical data for the GCN, MS/GCN and n-NMS/GCN (30 wt%
Ni-MoS2) catalysts, and undoped and 3% Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets.

Catalyst

EFB

EVB

(V vs NHE, pH=7)

Energy gap

Carrier density

(eV)

(Nd, cm-3)

Rct

MoS2

–0.47

1.14

1.61

7.02´1017

3% Ni-MoS2

–0.39

1.17

1.56

3.29´1018

GCN

–1.33

1.37

2.70

7.10´1017

101.4

MS/GCN

–0.65

2.07

2.72

4.84´1018

100.0

1-NMS/GCN

–0.62

2.12

2.74

5.19´1018

100.4

3-NMS/GCN

–0.61

2.12

2.73

6.11´1018

97.4

5-NMS/GCN

–0.59

2.14

2.73

8.76´1018

102.9

10-NMS/GCN

–0.58

2.17

2.75

6.24´1018

98.6

15-NMS/GCN

–0.56

2.19

2.75

5.49´1018

98.9

One plausible mechanism for the increased carrier density is the formation of sulfur
vacancies in MoS2 matrix caused by the charge-balanced replacement of Mo4+ with
Ni2+, see Equation (6). Such defect centers can serve as electron donors to the CB of
MoS2, increasing the carrier density and mobility in Ni-doped MoS2. Measurements of
the optical band gap (Eg) were performed using ultraviolet-visible (UV–vis) diffuse
reflectance spectroscopy, as shown in Figure 73. The UV–vis absorption spectra
indicated that the heterostructured catalysts have an energy band gap of 2.72 to 2.75
eV, while the pristine GCN has an energy gap of 2.70 eV. This small, yet notable,
hypsochromic shift in energy gap is attributed to the strong interlayer coupling between
the g-C3N4 and (Ni)MoS2 layers which allows for electronic interactions to develop.
Moreover, compared to GCN, the composite catalysts show an apparent absorption tail
below 1.8 eV (λ > 690 nm), most likely due to the interband electronic transitions in
MoS2; the energy gap of MoS2 and Ni-MoS2 nanosheets was estimated to be 1.61 and
1.56 eV, respectively, according to UV-vis spectra (Figure 74).
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Figure 73. Optical absorption spectra for the GCN, MS/GCN and n-NMS/GCN catalysts.

Figure 74. UV-vis absorption spectra of as-prepared MoS2 and Ni-MoS2 nanosheets.
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Considering the heavily n-type doped nature of the n-NMS/GCN catalysts, it is
appropriate to assume that the flat band position lies very close to the CB edge
(particularly, EFB potential lies at 0.1–0.3 V below the CB minimum).234 Thus, we
obtained the energy diagram for each catalyst and the corresponding results are
illustrated in Figure 75. In this study, the valence band energy (EVB) for each catalyst
was determined from EFB + Eg. As schematically shown by Figure 75, Ni doping of
MoS2 causes a remarkable downshift of the CB edge position of n-NMS/GCN by ca.
0.1 V (particularly, from –0.65 V to –0.56 V, see Table 6). All electrochemical
potentials are referred to the normal hydrogen electrode (NHE) at pH 7. As g-C3N4 has
a higher Fermi level (EF) than Ni-MoS2 nanosheets (specifically, for heavily n-type
semiconductors the EF lies close to the CB edge position, which is determined as –1.33
V for GCN and –0.39 V for 3% Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets through Mott-Schottky
measurements, see Figure 76), a built-in electric field is formed near the Ni-MoS2/gC3N4 interface, which causes electron flow from g-C3N4 to Ni-MoS2 until the Fermi
levels reach equilibrium. Such an electron transfer creates a depletion layer close to the
g-C3N4 surface, which is consistent with the anodic (positive) shift of the g-C3N4 EFB.
This intrinsic electric field may contribute to the enhanced photocatalytic efficiency
because it helps electron-hole pair dissociation.

Figure 75. Energy band diagrams for the GCN, MS/GCN and n-NMS/GCN catalysts (the redox potential
levels of the O2/H2O and HCrO4–/Cr3+ pairs are also presented).
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Figure 76. Mott-Schottky plot of the 3% Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets.

The effect of Ni substitutional doping and sulfur vacancies on the electronic structure
of MoS2 was studied using density functional theory (DFT) calculations. DFT results
indicate that, when both Ni dopant and sulfur vacancy defects are present DFT results
indicate that both Ni dopant and sulfur vacancy defects are present in MoS2. There are
relatively small structural changes near defects, mostly around substitutional Ni
impurities. Substitutional Ni defect (Ni-MoS2) has a formation energy close to 5 eV,
much higher than the S vacancy (MoS2-Vs) formation energy, which is 1.3 eV. When
both defects are created simultaneously (Ni-MoS2-Vs) the formation energy is
approximately 3.9 eV, while when substitutional Ni follows S vacancy formation into
the MoS2 structure this value is close to 2.5 eV (Figure 77), suggesting that Ni-doping
associated with S vacancies is energetically favorable. It should be stressed that defect
formation energies are very similar for all of the relatively small Ni concentrations we
examined (i.e., from 2.78 to 11.11 at%), but this may not be the case for high Ni
concentrations (there is already a small difference for 11.11%). In order to study several
defect concentrations with DFT, we used simulation cells of different sizes, with the
MoS2 monolayer unit cell repeated 3 to 6 times in each plane direction. Nickel doping
was simulated by replacing a Mo atom by a Ni atom. S vacancy was created by
removing one S atom from the supercells. The corresponding substitutional and
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vacancy defects concentrations are 11.11% for 3x3, 6.25% for 4x4, 4.00% for 5x5,
2.78% for 6x6 supercells, respectively.

Figure 77. Projected electronic density of states (PDOS) for the defected structures MoS2 with S vacancy,
MoS2 with Ni dopant, and MoS2 with Ni dopant and S vacancy for defect concentration of (a) 11.11%,
(b) 6.25%, (c) 4.00% and (d) 2.78%.

Defect formation energies are defined as Ef = Edef + ∑μi - Eref - ∑μj, where Eref is the
total energy of the reference system without defects, Edef is the total energy of the
defected system, μi and μj are reference chemical potentials for atoms removed from or
added to the reference system. For instance, in the substitution of a Mo atom by a Ni
atom, the formation energy is ENid = ENi-MoS2 + μMo - EMoS2 - μNi, where EMoS2 and ENiMoS2 are

the energies of pristine and Ni containing supercells, respectively, μNi and μMo

are the energies of Ni and Mo atoms in the pristine fcc Ni and bcc Mo lattices,
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respectively. The formation energy for the S-vacancy is defined as EVsd = EMoS2-Vs + μS
- EMoS2, where EMoS2 and EMoS2-Vs are the energies of pristine and vacancy containing
MoS2 supercell, respectively, and μS = (μMoS2 - μMo)/2. In the plots of the projected
electronic density of states (PDOS) of Figure 77, the defect states are located in the
electronic band gap for the larger defect concentrations and merge with the band edges
for the smaller concentrations we examined. In Figure 78, we present results for
optimal doping of Ni, that is, close to 3%. It can be observed that the electronic band
gap for 2.78% Ni-MoS2-Vs becomes 1.56 eV, from 1.61 for pristine MoS2, in good
agreement with the experimental data. Another remarkable aspect is that incorporation
of Ni/S-vacancy defect centers in MoS2 lattice leads to the appearance of defect states
in the gap toward the CB edge (see Figure 77), suggesting an enhanced n-type
conductivity, in line with the Mott-Schottky results. The excellent agreement between
DFT calculations and experimental data suggests that Ni/Mo substitution and sulfur
vacancies confer to Ni-MoS2 nanolayers’ improved photochemical properties.

Figure 78. Projected electronic density of states (PDOS) for pristine MoS2 and Ni-MoS2-Vs (Inset:
atomic structure) for defect concentration 2.78 at%.

In addition, electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) Nyquist measurements
were performed to extract the charge-transfer rate of the different GCN, MS/GCN and
n-NMS/GCN catalysts (drop-casted onto FTO glass substrates). Figure 79 displays the
Nyquist plots of each electrode recorded in a 0.5 M Na2SO4 electrolyte (pH 6.8) at open
circuit potential. A typical electric circuit (inset of Figure 79) consisting of the
116

electrolyte resistance (Rs), charge-transfer resistance at the electrode/electrolyte
interface (Rct), double layer capacitance (Cdl) and high-frequency pseudo-inductor
(L1)235,236 has been used to interpret the experimental data. Fitting analysis indicated
that Rct values for Ni-MoS2-modified samples are lower, especially for 3-NMS/GCN
catalyst (see Tables 7 and 8), suggesting an accelerated charge transfer rate at the
interface between electrode and electrolyte. In fact, Ni-MoS2 layers act as electron
acceptors from photoexcited g-C3N4, suppressing the recombination of g-C3N4
photogenerated carriers, as indicated by the Mott-Schottky plots (Figure 72). This may
facilitate the charge transportation within the heterojunction interface. Further
information about the charge transfer processes on Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 interface was
obtained from steady-state photoluminescence (PL) spectra of GCN and 3-NMS/GCN
samples studied under 370 nm excitation wavelength.

Figure 79. Nyquist plots of GCN, MS/GCN and n-NMS/GCN catalysts.
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Table 8. EIS equivalent circuit fitted parameters for GCN, MS/GCN and n-NMS/GCN catalysts.

Sample

Rs
(Ω)

Cdl
(F)

Rct
(Ω)

L2
(H)

x2

GCN

2.64

11.19 x 10-9

101.4

73.35 x 10-6

9.3 x 10-5

MS/GCN

2.49

11.79 x 10-9

99.95

74.29 x 10-6

2.8 x 10-4

1-NMS/GCN

2.33

12.58 x 10-9

100.4

79.66 x 10-6

3.4 x 10-4

3-NMS/GCN

2.49

12.03 x 10-9

97.36

72.03 x 10-6

1.9 x 10-3

5-NMS/GCN

2.43

11.68 x 10-9

102.9

78.20 x 10-6

1.5 x 10-3

10-NMS/GCN

2.38

11.93 x 10-9

98.58

73.69 x 10-6

3.4 x 10-4

15-NMS/GCN

2.32

12.02 x 10-9

98.97

74.79 x 10-6

3.5 x 10-4

Figure 80. Room-temperature PL emission spectra of the 3-NMS/GCN, MS/GCN and GCN catalysts.
PL experiments were carried out in water (0.5 mg mL-1) with 370 nm excitation wavelength.

As seen from Figure 80, the GCN spectrum displays a prominent peak at 455 nm
(2.72 eV), which is related to the band-edge absorption of g-C3N4 (Eg ~ 2.70 eV), and
a weak shoulder around 480 nm (ca. 2.60 eV), which is attributed to the mid-gap
photoemission processes due to defect levels. Comparatively, the 455 nm emission of
both MS/GCN and 3-NMS/GCN samples decreased notably, indicating that electronhole dissociation within the layered heterostructure is improved. This means that the
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interband electron-hole transitions can be suppressed to a large extent by the electronic
interactions between the Ni-MoS2 and g-C3N4 layers, further demonstrating that the NiMoS2/g-C3N4 junctions promote electron injection from photoexcited g-C3N4 to NiMoS2, in line with the above EIS experiments.
Moreover, photoelectrochemical measurements were also performed to obtain
further information about the different charge transport properties of (Ni)MoS2/g-C3N4
heterostructures compared to those of pristine g-C3N4. Chronoamperometric curves are
shown in Figure 81, and indicate that both 3-NMS/GCN and MS/GCN electrodes
respond more strongly to light, emerging a higher photocurrent density than GCN under
visible (380–780 nm) light irradiation. This affirms a higher charge separation
efficiency and better electron conductivity within the (Ni)MoS2/g-C3N4 junctions. The
slightly lower photocurrent observed for 3-NMS/GCN sample, although Ni-doped
MoS2 enables faster redox kinetics as a cocatalyst, may be due to the interface
recombination at the Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4 junction. In addition, the efficient charge
transport and separation of photogenerated charge carriers along the Ni-doped MoS2/gC3N4 heterostructure was also verified by open-circuit photovoltage (OCP) decay
analysis. OCP is a useful technique to probe the lifetime of photoexcited carriers in the
semiconductors, and can provide important information about the transport lifetime of
electrons (both free and trapped electrons) in the CB of the catalyst. The potentialdependent photoelectron lifetime (tn) can be calculated according to the Equation
(10)237:
tn = –(kBT/e)(dVoc/dt)-1

(10)

where, kB is the Boltzmann’s constant, e is the electron charge, T is the temperature and
Voc is the photovoltage at time t when the light is turned off.
Figure 82 displays the photoelectron lifetime (tn) versus Voc plots for different catalysts
obtained from the OCP decay profiles (Figure 83). Consistent with PL spectra and EIS
Nyquist plots, these results demonstrate that the 3-NMS/GCN catalyst promotes better
separation of photoexcited electron-hole pairs, exhibiting a markedly prolonged
electron lifetime; the OCP analysis yields tn values of ~14, ~65 and ~119 s for GCN,
MS/GCN and 3-NMS/GCN, respectively. This indicates an electron-transfer channel
from photoexcited g-C3N4 to Ni-MoS2 nanosheets that prolongs the electron lifetime
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and eventually improves the utilization of charge carriers for chemical reactions, in line
with the enhanced photocatalytic performance of 3-NMS/GCN.

Figure 81. Transient photocurrent responses measured at a bias of 0.2 V (vs Ag/AgCl) under visible
light (380–780 nm) irradiation and dark conditions of the 3-NMS/GCN, MS/GCN and GCN electrodes.

Figure 82. Electron lifetime determined from the OCP decay curves (Figure 76) of the 3-NMS/GCN,
MS/GCN and GCN electrodes.
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Figure 83. Open-circuit photovoltage (OCP) decay curves of GCN, MS/GCN and 3-NMS/GCN catalysts
in 0.5 M Na2SO4 solution.

A plausible mechanism for the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) by NMS/GCN
catalysts is schematically depicted in Figure 84. In short, under UV-vis light
irradiation, electrons and holes are generated in the CB and VB of g-C3N4. Because of
the built-in electric field, excited electrons transferred through the Ni-MoS2/g-C3N4
interface tend to localize in Ni-MoS2 nanosheets, where they reduce Cr(VI) to less toxic
Cr(III), as shown in Equation (9). Therefore, the anchored Ni-MoS2 nanosheets on the
g-C3N4 surface serve as effective co-catalysts and active sites for reduction of Cr(VI).
On the other hand, the photoinduced holes in the VB of g-C3N4 react with surface
absorbed water molecules to form O2, as revealed by in-situ gas analysis techniques.
Although n-NMS/GCN can perform efficient water oxidation, capture of the surfacereaching holes by organic pollutants (such as ETDA, phenol and citric acid) can
accelerate the overall photocatalytic reaction. As a result, the photocatalytic Cr(VI)
reduction efficiency was enhanced due to the efficient dissociation of electron-hole
pairs. Evidence for this was obtained from photo-electrochemical and PL
investigations.
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Figure 84. Proposed mechanism for the photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) by n-NMS/GCN catalysts
under UV-visible light irradiation.

3.4 Photochemical deposition of SnS2 on g-C3N4
3.4.1 Synthesis and structural characterization
The synthesis of SnS2-containing g-C3N4 heterostructures with different SnS2
content (denoted as n-SnS2/GCN, where n refers to the different weight percent of SnS2)
was accomplished by a sulfur-mediated photochemical deposition of SnS2 nanosheets
on the g-C3N4 surface, which seems to be a redox reaction. Namely, g-C3N4 was excited
under 375 nm light irradiation in the 1:1 water:ethanol solution (ethanol serves as the
hole scavenger) containing tin chloride (SnCl4) and sulfur (S8) powder. During the
irradiation the photogenerated electrons in the conduction band (CB) of g-C3N4 reduce
Sn4+ to Sn2+ and/or Sn0 species on the surface of g-C3N4, which in turn react with
adsorbed S to form SnS2, according to the following chemical reactions. Meanwhile,
the photogenerated holes left on the valence band (VB) of g-C3N4 can oxidize the
sacrificial ethanol.
g-C3N4 + hv ® g-C3N4(e– + h+)

(11)

g-C3N4(e–) + Sn4+ ® g-C3N4 + Sn2+/Sn0

(12)

Sn2+/Sn0 + xSads ® SnS2

(13)

g-C3N4(h+) + CH3CH2OH ® g-C3N4 + CH3CHO + 2H+

(14)

122

Figure 85. Schematic representation of the fabrication of SnS2/g-C3N4 (SnS2/GCN) layered
heterostructures by photo-deposition method.

Given the standard redox potentials of Sn2+/Sn4+ (0.15 V) and Sn0/Sn2+ (–0.13 V)
couples are located below the CB edge of g-C3N4 (ca. –0.92 V vs NHE, pH=0, see
below), electron transfer from g-C3N4 to Sn4+/Sn2+ thus appears feasible. Moreover, the
redox potentials for the sulfur to mono- or poly-sulfide reduction range from 2.1 to 2.5
V238, indicating that conversion of Sn2+/Sn0 species to SnS2 is a thermodynamically
favorable redox reaction. A schematic illustration of the synthetic procedure of
SnS2/GCN heterostructures is shown in Figure 85. The success of this process was
verified by the color change of the suspension from light yellow to light brown. A
similar reaction scheme has been proposed for synthesis of MexSy/MIL-125(Ti) (MexSy
= Ag2S, CuS, CdS, MoS2)239 and CdS/TiO2 240 composites. We found that this synthetic
route is highly reproducible and leads to the formation of heterostructures with different
loading amount of SnS2. In particular, the SnS2 content was tuned from 10 to 40 wt%.
by varying the concentration of SnCl4 and S8 precursors, and measured by
thermogravimetric analysis (TGA). The TGA results showed that the loading amounts
of SnS2 were very close to the expected compositions from the stoichiometry of
reactions (Table 9 and Figure 86). Moreover, energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy
(EDS) also indicated an overall Sn to S composition close to 1:1.7–1.8 (see Table 9),
that is close to the stoichiometric ratio of SnS2.
Table 9. Chemical composition of the as-prepared SnS2/GCN catalysts.

Sample
1-SnS2/GCN
2-SnS2/GCN
3-SnS2/GCN
4-SnS/GCN
[a]

mg SnO2/ mg
catalyst[a]
2.0/25.1
4.3/25.8
6.2/25.6
8.0/24.8

SnS2 content[a]
(wt%)
9.7
20.2
29.4
39.1

Atomic ratio[b]
Sn/S
1.69
1.67
1.76
1.82

Based on TGA results. [b]Based on EDS analysis.

123

Figure 86. Typical (a) TGA profile and (b) XRD pattern of the inorganic residue (SnO2) obtained after
TGA analysis (up to 600 oC) of the 2-SnS2/GCN sample.

The crystallinity and morphology of the as-prepared materials were examined by Xray diffraction (XRD) and transmission electron microscopy (TEM). The XRD patterns
of pristine and SnS2-containing g-C3N4 samples in Figure 87 show two distinctive
diffraction peaks at 27.8o and 13.2o, which are assigned to the (002) inter-planar
stacking reflection of the conjugated aromatic rings and the (100) in-plane tri-s-triazine
packing of the graphitic C3N4, respectively (JCPDS card no. 87-1526).241 The XRD
patterns of SnS2/GCN heterostructures also show two additional peaks at 33.1o and
50.6o due to the (101) and (110) reflections of the hexagonal SnS2 (JCPDS 23-0677).

Figure 87. XRD patterns of GCN and SnS2/GCN materials.
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Typical TEM images of the 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst are shown in Figure 88a. The
TEM images magnify the hybrid structure of the sample and show SnS2 nanosheets
(appeared as dark areas) that are uniformly decorated on the surface of graphitic C3N4
(appeared as white areas). Through this analysis, the size of SnS2 flakes is
approximately 25–30 nm in lateral diameter. In addition, a closer inspection of the
heterojunction network with high-resolution TEM (HRTEM) shows lattice fringes with
d spacing of ~5.9 Å corresponding to the (120) interplanar distance of hexagonal SnS2;
the region marked by the yellow frame in Figure 88b is further enlarged, as shown in
inset image. The nanocrystallite feature of SnS2 can be further discerned from selectedarea electron diffraction (SAED) measurements. The SAED pattern recorded on a small
area of the 2-SnS2/GCN structure shows two broad concentric Debye-Scherrer
diffraction rings (Figure 88c), which, according to the XRD results, can be assigned to
the (100) and (102) crystal planes of the hexagonal SnS2 (space group: P3m1).

Figure 88. (a) Typical TEM image, (b) high-resolution TEM, showing the lattice fringes of an individual
SnS2 nanosheet, and (c) SAED pattern of 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst.

The nitrogen adsorption-desorption isotherms of the GCN and SnS2/GCN samples
showed characteristic type IV curves with a small H3 hysteresis loop according to the
IUPAC classification (Figure 89), suggesting mesoporous structures with slit-shaped
pores.242 The interchannel mesopores in these materials are possibly due to the
interstitial voids between the aggregated g-C3N4 flakes. The Brunauer–Emmett–Teller
(BET) surface areas and pore volumes assessed from the adsorption branch of isotherms
were estimated to be ~30–51 m2 g−1 and 0.05–0.08 cm3 g–1, respectively, for SnS2/GCN
and 94 m2 g–1 and 0.15 cm3 g–1 for GCN. The lower specific surface area of the SnS2-
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containing catalysts could be attributed to the heavy phase (SnS2) that compose the
structure. A summary of the N2 physisorption results is presented in Table 10.

Figure 89. N2 adsorption (open circles) and desorption (closed circles) isotherms at –196 oC of the GCN
and SnS2/GCN catalysts.
Table 10. Textural properties of the GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts.

Sample

BET surface area
(m2 g-1)

Pore volume
(cm3 g-1)

Average pore
size[a] (nm)

GCN

94

0.15

3.2

1-SnS2/GCN

34

0.06

3.5

2-SnS2/GCN

51

0.08

3.1

3-SnS2/GCN

30

0.05

3.3

4-SnS2/GCN

32

0.05

3.1

[a]

The average pore width is given by w = 2Vp/Sp, where Vp is the total pore volume at P/P0 = 0.98 and
Sp is the pore surface area, assuming slit-shaped pores.

The chemical states of elements at the surface of SnS2/GCN were investigated by Xray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS). Figures 90a and b display the C 1s and N 1s
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core-level spectra for SnS2/GCN catalyst with 20 wt% SnS2 content (2-SnS2/GCN).
The C 1s spectrum can be resolved into three peaks at about 284.8, 286.2 and 288.4
±0.2 eV binding energies, which are attributed to the aliphatic carbon and the sp2bonded (N–C=N) and sp3-bonded (C–N) C atoms in triazine units of g-C3N4,
respectively.

243,244

As for the N 1s signal, a prominent peak at 398.9 ±0.3 eV and a

broad shoulder at 400.8 ±0.3 eV was observed, which can be assigned to the pyridinic
(C–N sp2) and pyrrolic (C–N sp3) like nitrogen, respectively. 245 In respect of the Sn 3d
XPS signal (Figure 90c), the SnS2/GCN manifests a single doublet peak at binding
energies of 486.8 and 495.2 ± 0.2 eV, consistent with the Sn 3d5/2 and Sn 3d3/2 spinorbit components of the Sn4+ states in SnS2.246 Besides, the S 2p core-level spectrum
(Figure 90d) shows one peak around 162.3 ±0.2 eV, which agree with the literature
data for the S2– ions.
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Inevitably, surface oxidation of SnS2 particles is plausible,

however, this is minimal (less than 10%) as confirmed by XPS analysis.

Figure 90. XPS core-level spectra of the (a) C 1s, (b) N 1s, (c) Sn 3d and (d) S 2p region for the 2SnS2/GCN catalyst. The white circles are XPS data, while the green, blue and yellow curves are the
fitting of the experimental data.
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3.4.2 Photocatalytic study of n-SnS2/GCN
3.4.2.1 Photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction
The photocatalytic activity of the SnS2/GCN heterostructures were evaluated in the
reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) solution under irradiation of λ > 360 nm light. The
catalytic results in Figure 91 show that deposition of SnS2 nanosheets have a significant
effect on the photocatalytic performance of g-C3N4. In particular, photoreduction of
Cr(VI) was complete (>99%) after 1.6 h and 1 h for the 10 and 20–40 wt% SnS2containing samples, whereas for the pristine g-C3N4 under the same reaction conditions,
it took nearly 3 h for ~54% Cr(VI) reduction. Under control experimental conditions,
no Cr(VI) reduction was observed in the absence of catalyst or light irradiation,
signified that this is a photocatalytic process. In consequence, we focused on reactions
with 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst throughout our further photocatalytic studies due to its
relatively high activity in Cr(VI) reduction and lower effective load of SnS2.

Figure 91. Photocatalytic reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) with GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts. The time
course of Cr(VI) removal by 2-SnS2/GCN in the dark is also given.

In the following, we modified the catalyst dosage and pH of the solution to optimize
the reaction conditions. Figure 92 displays the evolution of photocatalytic Cr(VI)
reduction over time for different additions of 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst (from 0.2 to 0.8 g
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L−1). It can be perceived that the Cr(VI) reduction efficiency reach a maximum at 0.4 g
L–1 catalyst concentration. The slightly unaffected photoactivity with higher loadings
(0.4–0.8 g L−1) can be attributed to the contradictory effect of more available active
sites and light scattering from the particles surface.

Figure 92. Concentration dependent photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction activity of 2-SnS2/GCN. Reaction
conditions: 0.2–0.8 g L-1 catalyst, 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) aqueous solution, pH = 2, λ > 360 nm light irradiation,
20 oC.

The pH of the solution has also a pronounced effect on the photocatalytic activity.
As shown in Figure 93, the 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst exhibits a remarkably increased
Cr(VI) photoreduction yield as the solution pH decreases from 6 to 1. Notably, in pH 1
solution, 2-SnS2/GCN reduces Cr(VI) (50 mg L–1) with a >99% conversion yield after
40 min. This behavior can be attributed to the favorable adsorption of Cr(VI) ions on
the catalyst surface. Specifically, at acid pH (pH < 4), the Cr(VI) species, mainly in the
HCrO4– form
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, tend to absorbed on the positively charged surface of g-C3N4 (the

point of zero charge (pHpzc) of g-C3N4 is reported to be between 4 and 5)
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and,

therefore, this process can enhance the Cr(VI) photoreduction efficiency. Moreover, in
acidic solutions, the excessive concentration of protons (H+) is beneficial to the
reduction of Cr(VI) to Cr(III) (see Eq. (11)). Thus, under optimal conditions (0.4 g L–1
catalyst dose, pH 2), the Cr(VI) reduction rate for the system reaches 21.2 µmol h–1
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within 1 h under λ > 360 nm light. When using a monochromatic light source, the
apparent quantum yield (QY) for Cr(VI) reduction, defined as the ratio between the
amount of reduced Cr(VI) and the flux of incident photons, is as high as 16.4% at 375
nm and 12.1% at 410 nm. It is worth noting that the efficiency of 2-SnS2/GCN is
superior to almost all of the reported Cr(VI) reduction catalysts, operating even with
the aid of sacrificial regents (see Table 11).

Figure 93. Effect of the solution pH on the photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction performance. Reaction
conditions: 0.4 g L-1 catalyst (2-SnS2/GCN), 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) aqueous solution, pH = 1–6, λ > 360 nm
light irradiation, 20 oC. The pH of the solution was adjusted with 2 M H2SO4 or 2 M NaOH.

Table 11. Comparison of photocatalytic efficiency between 2-SnS2/GCN and other reported Cr(VI)
reduction catalysts.

Photocatalyst

Ag3PO4/AgBr/
Ti3C2Tx composite
AgCl:Ag hollow
nanocrystals
Porous
Ag/Ag3PO4/rGO
microspheres

Reaction
conditions
15 mg L-1
Cr(VI)/EDTA
10 mg L-1
Cr(VI)/10 mM
EDTA
10 mg L-1
Cr(VI)/methylen
e blue (MB)

Photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI)
QY
Cr(VI)
reduction/
Time
12.5% at λ > 420 nm
~76%/1h

Ref.

[250]

7.5% at λ > 420 nm

>99%/10min

[251]

2.37% at λ > 400 nm

>99%/16min

[252]
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CuFe2O4/CdS
heterostructure
TiO2/formic acid
(FA) composite
Co3O4/g-C3N4
heterojunction
Ni-doped
MoS2/g-C3N4
heteronanostructures
Mesoporous
Co1-xNixO
Mesoporous CoO
Au/TiO2-Pt
nanocomposites
2-SnS2/GCN
heterostructure

0.5 mM
Cr(VI)/0.5 mM
salicylic acid
1.92 mM
Cr(VI)/286 mM
FA
15 mg L-1
Cr(VI)/tetracycli
ne
50 mg L-1
Cr(VI) aqueous
solution

1.1% at λ = 430 nm

~72%/6h

[253]

1.58% at λ = 365 nm

>99%/8h

[254]

30% at λ = 420 nm

>90%/2.5h

[255]

29.6% at λ = 375
nm, 23.7% at λ =
410 nm

>99%/40min

[256]

~90%/4h

[257]

~92%/4h

[258]

>99%/0.5h

[259]

>99%/1h

In
this
work

50 mg L-1
1.5% at λ = 375 nm,
Cr(VI) aqueous 0.8% at λ = 410 nm
solution
50 mg L-1
1.61% at λ = 375 nm
Cr(VI) aqueous
solution
1 mM Cr(VI)
1% at λ = 550 nm
aqueous solution
50 mg L-1
16.4% at λ = 375
Cr(VI) aqueous
nm 12.1% at λ =
solution
410 nm

Further experiments were also performed to explore practical application of the
present catalytic system in detoxification of wastewaters. In this context, 2-SnS2/GCN
was tested for Cr(VI) reduction in the presence of various ions as competing agents.
Measurements were conducted using the same dose of catalyst (0.4 g L–1) in 50 mL of
Cr(VI) aqueous solution (100 mg L–1) without and containing 50 mg L–1 for each SO42–
, CO32–, NO3–, Cl–, Na+, Cu2+, Zn2+ and Mn2+ ion, which are typical concentrations in
industrial wastewaters. 260,261 In general, the presence of interfering ions, such as SO42–
, NO3–, Cl–, Zn2+ and Mn2+, may have a negative effect on the photocatalytic reduction
of Cr(VI) due to their competitive adsorption and redox behavior with Cr(VI) at the
catalyst’s surface. 262,263 Throughout these experiments, 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst exhibited
persistent high Cr(VI) photoreduction activity (>99% Cr(VI) conversion in 2.5 h), even
though excess amount of competing ions are present (Figure 94).
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Figure 94. Comparison of Cr(VI) reduction in the absence and presence of different interfering ions (Mi
= SO42–, CO32–, NO3–, Cl–, Na+, Cu2+, Zn2+ and Mn2+) (CCr/CMi = 1:4, where CCr and CMi are the total
concentration of Cr(VI) and impurity ions).

The results of cycling tests of the reduction of Cr(VI) over 2-SnS/GCN are shown in
Figure 95. After completion of reaction, the catalyst was isolated from the reaction
mixture by centrifugation, washed with water, and re-dispersed in a fresh Cr(VI)
solution. As shown in Figure 95, the 2-SnS/GCN catalyst did not exhibit any significant
decrease of its activity throughout the testing cycles and its Cr(VI) conversion
efficiency remains stably high (>98%) after three 1-h photocatalysis runs. In addition,
no obvious changes in crystallinity and surface chemical states were observed after the
recycling tests, as shown by the TGA, XRD and XPS spectra, substantiating the
excellent stability of the 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst (see Figures 96, 97 and 98). In the
deconvoluted C 1s spectrum, the peaks located at 284.8, 286.2 and 288.4 ±0.2 eV
binding energies are assigned to the C–C bond of aliphatic carbon and the N–C=N and
C–N bonds in triazine units of g-C3N4, respectively. The N 1s spectrum displays the
fitting peaks at 398.9 and 400.8 ±0.3 eV, which are attributed to the pyridinic (C–N sp2)
and pyrrolic (C–N sp3) N atoms of g-C3N4. The Sn 3d spectrum shows two peaks
corresponding to Sn 3d5/2 (486.8 ±0.2 eV) and Sn 3d3/2 (495.3 ±0.2 eV) core levels of
Sn4+. In the S 2p region, the signal at 162.2 ±0.2 eV binding energy is assigned to the
Sn–S bonding, indicating the existence of SnS2.
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Figure 95. Cycling tests of photocatalytic Cr(VI) reduction with 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst. Inset: typical
photographic images of a Cr(VI) aqueous solution before (left) and after (right) catalysis. Reaction
conditions: 0.4 g L–1 catalyst, 50 mg L–1 aqueous Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, λ > 360 nm light, 20 oC.

Figure 96. TGA profile of the three-times reused 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst. The TGA shows a weight loss
of 83.5% between 50 and 600 oC due to the oxidation of SnS2 and combustion of g-C3N4 in air. The mass
difference before and after calcination indicates a weight fraction of SnS2 of ~20.1 wt%.
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Figure 97. XRD pattern of the 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst after recycling tests.

Figure 98. XPS core-level spectra of the (a) C 1s, (b) N 1s, (c) Sn 3d and (d) S 2p region for the 2SnS2/GCN catalyst after recycling tests. The white circles are XPS data, while the red, green, blue and
yellow curves are the fitting of the experimental data.
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3.4.2.2 Mechanism of photocatalytic reactions
The 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst exhibited substantial activity in the photocatalytic
oxidation of H2O to O2 under UV–vis light illumination. The photocatalytic oxidation
experiment was carried out in an air-tight quartz cell filled with an aqueous solution of
Cr(VI) (50 mg L−1) and the evolved oxygen was analyzed by gas chromatography (GC).
We found that 1 h of λ > 360 nm irradiation generated 15.1 μmol of O2 with 0.4 mg L–
1

catalyst dispersion; meanwhile, no other gas (e.g., CO2, N2) was detected by GC. The

O2 evolution rate is consistent with the expected production of oxygen derived from the
stoichiometry of the overall Cr(VI)/Cr(III) reaction; assuming a 21.2 μmol h–1 Cr(VI)
reduction rate, the O2 production based on Eq. (9) is 15.9 μmol h–1. This suggests that
the main oxidation reaction occurring on the 2-SnS2/GCN surface is the oxidation of
water to oxygen (2H2O ® O2 + 4H+ + 4e–), and the overall photocatalytic reaction can
3

be expressed by the equation: 2HCrO4– + 8H+ → 2Cr3+ + 2 O2 + 5H2O.
The Cr(VI) reduction activity of 2-SnS2/GCN in the presence of phenol, EDTA and
citric acid as organic pollutants was also examined. Since oxidation of these compounds
is kinetically more propitious than oxidation of water, it is anticipated that the Cr(VI)
reduction process will be accelerated. As expected, the rate of Cr(VI) degradation is
increased significantly with the addition of 2 eq. of the above pollutants, resulting in
complete conversion of Cr(VI) in only 10–30 min (Figure 99). The rate constants of
the these reactions were determined using a first-order kinetic model ln(Ct/Co) = –kappt,
where, Co and Ct is the concentration of Cr(VI) at initial time and time t, respectively,
and kapp is the apparent reaction rate constant). Thus, fitting results show that the
photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) proceeds at a rate (kapp) of ~7.8 × 10−2 min−1 and
~11.5 × 10−2 min−1 with EDTA and citric acid, respectively (Figure 100), which is
higher by a factor of about 2.4–3.5 than that obtained in pure water (3.3 × 10−2 min−1).
Due to the very fast reduction of Cr(VI) in presence of phenol, the determination of the
rate constant for this reaction is difficult; however, a rough value of ~15.5 × 10−2 min−1
is assessed based on initial limited data. This demonstrates that presence of organic
pollutants in Cr(VI)-containing wastewaters clearly enhance the catalytic propensity of
SnS2/GCN.
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Figure 99. Time courses for the photocatalytic reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) over 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst
in the presence 2 eq. of EDTA, citric acid and phenol under λ > 360 nm light irradiation. Reaction
conditions: 0.4 g L-1 catalyst, 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, 20 oC.

Figure 100. kinetic profiles for the photocatalytic reduction of aqueous Cr(VI) over 2-SnS2/GCN catalyst
in the presence 2 eq. of EDTA, citric acid and phenol under λ > 360 nm light irradiation. Reaction
conditions: 0.4 g L-1 catalyst, 50 mg L-1 Cr(VI) solution, pH = 2, 20 oC.

3.4.2.3 Electronic band structure of the catalysts
We used electrochemical impendence (EIS) and optical absorption spectroscopy to
examine the electron band structure and interfacial charge separation efficiency of the
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SnS2/GCN catalysts. Figure 101 shows the Mott-Schottky plots of GCN and
SnS2/GCN samples (drop-casted as thin films on FTO substrates). The flat band
potentials (EFB) of the electrodes were obtained as extrapolation of the linear portion of
1/Csc2 versus applied potential (E) curves to zero. The 1/Csc2–E plots slow positive
slopes claiming GCN and SnS2/GCN to be n-type semiconductors. The EFB values for
the SnS2/GCN are estimated to be –0.86 V to –1.28 V, while the EFB position of pure
GCN locates at –1.33 V (see Table 12). All electrochemical potentials are referred to
the normal hydrogen electrode (NHE) at pH 7. Apparently, deposition of SnS2
nanosheets onto the GCN surface causes an anodic shift in the EFB potential of g-C3N4,
which is consistent with the lower Fermi level of SnS2 than that of g-C3N4 (–6.2 eV vs
–4.2 eV vacuum scale)

264,265

. In particular, the SnS2/g-C3N4 contact forms a built-in

electric field, which account for the electron flow from g-C3N4 to SnS2 until the Fermi
levels reach equilibrium. Moreover, the slopes of the curves in Figure 101 indicate a
much higher donor density (Nd) for SnS2/GCN catalysts compared to GCN.
Specifically, the Nd values for SnS2/GCN were determined as ~0.9–2.2´1018 cm–3,
superior to that of GCN (~7.1´1017 cm–3), see Table 12. This is most likely due to the
improved charge dissociation at the SnS2/g-C3N4 interface (see below).

Figure 101. Mott-Schottky plots of GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts.
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Table 12. Optical absorption and electrochemical data for the GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts.

Nd
(cm–3)

Rct
(kΩ)

wSCL[a]
(nm)

1.39

7.10 ´ 1017

1241.2

30.9

–1.28

1.45

8.94 ´ 1017

19.2

27.0

2.88

–1.13

1.75

1.74 ´ 1018

11.6

18.2

3-SnS2/GCN

2.92

–1.04

1.88

1.85 ´ 1018

31.3

16.9

4-SnS2/GCN

2.92

–0.86

2.06

2.23 ´ 1018

28.7

14.0

Sample

Eg
(eV)

EFB
EVB
(V vs NHE) (V vs NHE)

GCN

2.72

–1.33

1-SnS2/GCN

2.73

2-SnS2/GCN

[a]

Width of space charge layer (wSCL) calculated by wSCL = (2εε0(Ε–ΕFB)/e0Nd)1/2, where, E is the applied
potential, EFB is the flat band potential of the semiconductor, ε is the relative dielectric constant, ε0 is the
permittivity under the vacuum, Nd is the donor density of electrode material and e0 is the elementary
charge.

Measurements of the optical band gap (Eg) were performed using UV–vis diffuse
reflectance spectroscopy, as shown in Figure 102. The absorption spectra revealed that
the energy gap of the heterostructured catalysts range from ~2.73 to ~2.92 eV, which
is slightly larger than the band gap of GCN sample (~2.72 eV). This small, yet
noteworthy, blue shift in energy gap suggests strong interlayer coupling between the gC3N4 and SnS2 layers, which enables interfacial electronic interactions. The UV–vis
spectra of SnS2-containing samples also show an apparent tail between 2.2 and 2.5 eV
due to the optical absorption of SnS2 nanosheets; SnS2 has an energy gap of ~2.2–2.4
eV. For heavily doped n-type semiconductors (such as the SnS2/GCN), the flat band
position lies very close to the CB edge. Thus, combined with the results from optical
absorption measurements, the valence band-edge energy (EVB) of GCN and SnS2/GCN
was obtained by subtracting the Eg from the EFB energy level (Table 12), and the band
diagrams for each catalyst are shown in Figure 103. The results show that the CB and
VB levels of SnS2/GCN meet the redox potentials of Cr(VI)/Cr(III) (0.92 V vs NHE)
and O2/H2O (0.82 V vs NHE) couples, thus demonstrating the ability of these materials
for the remediation of aqueous Cr(VI) under irradiation.
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Figure 102. Optical absorption spectra of GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts.

Figure 103. Energy band diagrams of GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts.

EIS Nyquist measurements were also performed to extract the charge-transfer
resistance (Rct) at the catalyst/electrolyte interface. All measurements were conducted
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in 0.5 Na2SO4 electrolyte at open circuit potential from 1 Hz to 1 MHz using an
alternating current amplitude of 10 mV. Figure 104 shows Nyquist plots for pure GCN
and SnS2/GCN catalysts. We interpret the experimental data using a typical Randles
electrical circuit (inset of Figure 104), and found that 2-SnS2/GCN exhibits the lowest
resistance among the studied materials. Table 13 depicts the EIS parameters obtained
by fitting the impendence data. Nyquist plots unveiled a Rct for SnS2/GCN at ~11.6–
31.3 kΩ, dramatically lower than GCN at ~1241.2 kΩ (Table 13), suggesting an
accelerated electron transfer along the SnS2/g-C3N4 interface. The space-charge layer
thickness (wSCL) at the electrode/electrolyte interface was further evaluated to
understand the charge transfer ability of the catalysts 266. Based on EFB and Nd values,
the space charge layer of SnS2/GCN samples is calculated to be 14–27 nm at an applied
potential of 0 V (vs NHE), which is thinner than that of GCN (ca. 30.9 nm), see Table
12. This reflects a lower energy barrier between the SnS2-containing catalysts and
electrolyte, further manifesting a more efficient charge transfer towards the redox
species in solution, in line with above results.

Figure 104. Nyquist plots of GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts. Inset of panel: Randles equivalent circuit
where Rs is the electrolyte resistance, Rct is the charge-transfer resistance and Cdl is the double layer
capacitance.
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Table 13. EIS equivalent circuit fitted parameters for GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts.

Rs

Cdl

Rct

(Ω)

(F)

(Ω)

GCN

24.71

9.5 ´ 10-6

1241.2

5.04 ´ 10-5

1-SnS2/GCN

20.75

21.9 ´ 10-6

19.2

4.32 ´ 10-4

2-SnS2/GCN

15.54

29.3 ´ 10-6

11.6

5.29 ´ 10-5

3-SnS2/GCN

6.85

18.4 ´ 10-6

31.3

1.74 ´ 10-4

4-SnS2/GCN

11.58

9.5 ´ 10-6

28.7

5.20 ´ 10-4

Sample

x2

Figure 105. Transient photocurrent profiles measured at a bias of 0.2 V (vs Ag/AgCl) under light and
dark conditions for the GCN and SnS2/GCN catalysts.

To obtain further information about the charge transport dynamics in SnS2/GCN
heterostructures, we performed photoelectrochemical measurements in 1 M Na2SO4
solution. In Figure 105 we compare the photocurrent response curves of various SnS2containing catalysts with that of unmodified g-C3N4 under visible (380–780 nm) light
irradiation. Evidently, deposition of 20 wt% SnS2 on g-C3N4 makes a stronger
contribution to photocurrent generation; 2-SnS2/GCN exhibited a markedly higher
photocurrent density than the other samples. This suggests a more efficient separation
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of the photogenerated electron–hole pairs in this catalyst. Open-circuit photovoltage
(OCP) decay analysis was also performed to obtained further information on the exciton
separation along the electrode/electrolyte interface. OCP experiments were conducted
in a 1 M Na2SO4 electrolyte under light on and off conditions, and the potentialdependent lifetime (tn) of the photogenerated electrons (both free and trapped electrons)
of the samples was calculated by the equation: tn = –(kBT/e0)(dVoc/dt)–1, where, kB is
the Boltzmann’s constant, T is the temperature, e0 is the electron charge and dVoc/dt is
the photovoltage decay over time when the light is turned off.267 As shown in Figure
106, the electrodes based on SnS2-containing catalysts, especially 2-SnS2/GCN,
produce longer electron lifetimes than that of g-C3N4 (tn values measured as ~15, ~80,
~72 and ~69 s for GCN, 2-SnS2/GCN, 3-SnS2/GCN and 4-SnS2/GCN, respectively
obtained from the OCP decay profiles (Figure 107); consequently, this may contribute
to the observed trends in photocatalytic performance. Therefore, the high photoresponsive activity of SnS2/GCN heterostructures, once again, indicates the electron
transportation from g-C3N4 to SnS2 that prolongs the electron lifetime and eventually
improves the utilization of charge carriers for interfacial chemical reactions. On the
basis of the above characterizations, the excellent photocatalytic activity of 2SnS2/GCN was largely associated with the lower charge-transfer resistance through the
catalyst/electrolyte interface, relative high electron density, and low electron-hole
recombination rate. The high SnS2-loaded catalysts (>30 wt% SnS2), although possess
more active sites for Cr(VI) reduction (SnS2), the interface states formed at the SnS2/gC3N4 junction can serve as trap centers and cause recombination of the photogenerated
electron-hole pairs. This is supported by the relatively higher electron-transfer
resistance, shorter electron lifetime and lower photocurrent generation efficiency in
these materials, as indicated by the above-mentioned results.
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Figure 106. Electron lifetime determined from the OCP decay curves for the GCN and SnS2/GCN
catalysts.

Figure 107. Open-circuit photovoltage (OCP) decay curves of GCN, 2-SnS2/GCN, 3-SnS2/GCN and 4SnS2/GCN catalysts in 1 M Na2SO4 solution.

Figure 108 illustrates a proposed reaction mechanism for reduction of Cr(VI) and
oxidation of H2O in aqueous suspension of SnS2/GCN under UV-visible light
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irradiation. In short, under illumination conditions, both g-C3N4 and SnS2 components
get excited and produce electrons and holes. Because of the potential drop at the SnS2/gC3N4 interface, electrons are injected from g-C3N4 into the CB of SnS2, where they
reduce Cr(VI) (mainly in HCrO4– form) to Cr(III). Whereas the photogenerated holes
in the VB of SnS2 transfer to the g-C3N4 at which oxidation of H2O to O2 occurs. As gC3N4 has a higher CB and VB edge position, a type II heterostructure is formed between
g-C3N4 and SnS2. Specifically, the CB and VB potentials of SnS2 are estimated as –
0.75 V and 1.47 V vs NHE (pH 7), respectively, according to Mott-Schottky and optical
absorption measurements (see Figure 109), which are close to the literature values
268,269

. Such charge transfer pathways within the SnS2/GCN catalysts are evidenced

from electrochemical and photoelectrochemical studies.

Figure 108. Expected reaction mechanism for reduction of Cr(VI) and oxidation of H2O over SnS2/GCN
catalysts under irradiation of UV-visible light.
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Figure 109. (a) Mott-Schottky plot and UV-vis diffuse reflectance spectrum (inset), and (b) energy band
diagram of SnS2. The EIS measurements yield a flat band potential (EFB) of –0.75 V vs NHE (pH 7),
while the UV-vis spectrum shows an energy band gap (Eg) of 2.22 eV. The VB energy level is estimated
by subtracting the Eg from the EFB potential.
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Chapter 4 – Conclusions
Summing up, 2H MoS2-modifed few-layer g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures with
variable area of interlayer contact were synthesized via a two-step hydrothermal
sulfurization and liquid-phase exfoliation method. These materials are composed of
monodispersed MoS2 nanolayers with tunable lateral sizes (i.e., ranging from 18 to 52
nm) and show interface size dependence photocatalytic activity. The MoS2/g-C3N4
catalyst at the 20 wt% MoS2 loading and 39 nm MoS2 lateral size reaches the highest
H2-production activity, giving a 1497 µmol h-1 gcat-1 H2 evolution rate with an apparent
QY of 3.3% at 410 nm. The UV-vis/NIR, PL and EIS results affirm an electrontransport mechanism by which photoexcited g-C3N4 efficiently transfer electrons to the
surface-anchored MoS2 nanosheets, where they subsequently react with protons to
produce hydrogen. According to this reaction scheme, the electronic compatibility
between g-C3N4 and MoS2 layers plays a significant role in dictating charge transport
and separation processes and, thus, overall photocatalytic conversion efficiency.
Besides the increased interlayer contact area, the enhanced activity of these catalysts
for hydrogen evolution is also correlated to the increased number of exposed MoS2 edge
sites created at the interface of the MoS2/g-C3N4 heterojunction, which is affected by
the size of MoS2 nanolayers. This study provides new insights into engineering the
MoS2/g-C3N4 junctions, thus guiding on the importance of interface interactions in
layers heterostructures for the development of future light energy conversion devices.
A series of 2D/2D layered metal-doped MoS2/g-C3N4 heterostructures with different
metal doping level was also prepared via a two-step hydrothermal sulfurization and
liquid-phase exfoliation process. These materials exhibit high efficiency in
photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) with excellent stability. As a result, the Ni-MoS2/gC3N4 catalyst with 30 wt% concentration of 3% Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets (3NMS/GCN) shows the highest Cr(VI) photoreduction activity, reaching a record-high
apparent QY of 29.6% at 375 nm and 23.7% at 410 nm, which to our knowledge is the
highest among all reported Cr(VI) reduction nonprecious catalysts. Moreover, direct
comparison of the Cr(VI) photoreduction efficiency of 3-NMS/GCN in the absence and
presence of different interfering ions demonstrates the great reducing ability and
viability of the catalyst for detoxification of Cr(VI)-contaminated industrial effluents.
The effect of Ni doping and sulfur vacancies was thoroughly examined experimentally
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and theoretically to provide insights into the electronic band structure and
photoelectrochemical behavior of Ni-MoS2 layers. Optical absorption, photoelectrochemical and photoluminescence studies confirm an electron-transport and
separation mechanism by which photoexcited electrons are transferred from g-C3N4 to
the surface-anchored Ni-doped MoS2 nanosheets. Besides the electronic compatibility
between the Ni-MoS2 and g-C3N4 layers, the enhanced Cr(VI) reduction activity of this
catalytic system is also arises from fast water oxidation kinetics. Due to the efficient
dissociation and transport of free excitons, surface-reaching holes effectively oxidize
water to form molecular oxygen. These results provide new insights into understanding
and designing low-cost and earth-abundant layered heterostructures for photocatalytic
environmental remediation and water treatment.
In addition, 2D/2D SnS2/g-C3N4 heterojunction networks with different composition
have been successfully prepared by a photochemical deposition method. In particular,
the strong reducing ability of the CB electrons of g-C3N4 favors the thermodynamic
growth of SnS2 nanosheets on exfoliated g-C3N4. These newly developed
heterostructures have an electronic band structure that allows a spatial separation of
charge carriers across the SnS2/g-C3N4 interface and promotes high Cr(VI) reduction
and water oxidation efficiency of the photogenerated electrons and holes. Owing to
these merits, SnS2/g-C3N4 catalysts conduct photocatalytic reduction of Cr(VI) with
high energy conversion efficiency of up to 16.4% at 375 nm and 12.1% at 410 nm. The
results demonstrate the great potential of the SnS2/g-C3N4 nano-heterostructures as
viable photocatalysts for aqueous Cr(VI) reduction. Moreover, by proper selection of
the initial precursors, this photo-deposition method can be easily adapted for the
synthesis of a range of functional photocatalysts for clean energy conversion and
environmental protection.
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