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ABSTRACT: Blocky sulfonated poly(ether ether ketone)
(SPEEK) ionomers were synthesized by postpolymerization
functionalization in the gel state. Matched sets of blocky and
random SPEEK with ion contents between 3 and 11 mol %
were prepared, and the thermal transitions and crystallization
kinetics were examined using differential scanning calorimetry
(DSC). At similar ion contents, the blocky SPEEK exhibited
higher crystallizability and faster crystallization kinetics than
random SPEEK. Reduced scattering contrast in the USAXS/
SAXS/WAXD analysis of the blocky SPEEK copolymer
membranes, relative to the random analogues, suggested
that the ionic aggregates in blocky SPEEK were distributed in close proximity to the crystalline domains. Despite similar water
uptake values for the low ion content random and blocky SPEEK membranes, the blocky SPEEK exhibited higher proton
conductivities than their random analogues. At significantly higher ion contents (45 mol %), the blocky SPEEK membranes
remained semicrystalline, showed controlled water uptake, and exhibited a 2.5 times higher conductivity over that of the
amorphous, random analogues. Moreover, these new blocky, semicrystalline SPEEK membranes were found to exhibit a proton
conductivity that was comparable to that of the benchmark 1100 EW Nafion.

■ INTRODUCTION

Fuel cells have emerged as a promising alternative energy
candidate due to their high efficiency, renewable nature, and
innocuous byproducts. A key component of fuel cells is the
proton exchange membrane (PEM), which acts as both the
proton conductor and the gas separator.1 To function in the
harsh environment of a fuel cell, PEMs must exhibit chemical
and electrochemical stability, mechanical strength and
integrity, and high proton conductivity.2−4 The most widely
studied PEM is Nafion, a perfluorinated ionomer that exhibits
excellent thermal and mechanical stability in addition to
exceptional transport properties.5−9 The properties of Nafion
arise from the phase separation of the hydrophobic poly-
(tetrafluoroethylene) (PTFE) backbone from the hydrophilic
sulfonic acid groups, which generates a well-defined nano-
separated morphology with a continuous hydrophilic domain.
Despite its success as a benchmark PEM, Nafion has several
drawbacks including high cost, difficult synthesis, and limited
performance at high temperature and low humidity.10,11 Thus,
the search for novel low-cost, high-performance PEMs to
replace Nafion has gained significant attention in recent
years.12,13

Sulfonated aromatic hydrocarbon polymers such as poly-
(ether ether ketone)s, poly(ether sulfone)s, polyimides, and
polybenzimidazoles have been explored as viable alternative
PEMs due to their excellent mechanical properties, easy
processability, and high hydrolytic, oxidative, and thermal

stability.14−16 These materials are prepared by either
postpolymerization sulfonation of the aromatic backbone or
direct synthesis using sulfonated monomers. The degree of
sulfonation dictates the ion exchange capacity of these
membranes, and high degrees of sulfonation are necessary to
achieve high proton conductivity.10

Among the widely explored hydrocarbon membranes,
sulfonated poly(ether ether ketone) (SPEEK) is popular due
to its low cost, ease of production, good proton conductivity,
and high thermal and chemical stability.17−20 Conventionally,
SPEEK is prepared by postpolymerization functionalization
using concentrated sulfuric acid.1,21,22 Because of the limited
solubility of PEEK, the sulfuric acid acts as both the solvent
and the sulfonating reagent, resulting in heterogeneous
sulfonation with a large distribution of sulfonic acid
functionalities along the polymer chain. Using this method,
the degree of sulfonation may be varied by sulfonation time
and temperature; however, little control is granted over the
ionic group distribution along the chains. In addition, the
conventional method prohibits sulfonation below 20−30 mol
% due to the concurrent dissolution and sulfonation of
PEEK.23
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To obtain better control over the ionic distribution along the
polymer chains and enhance the properties of hydrocarbon
membranes, amorphous block copolymers have been explored,
wherein the hydrophilic sulfonic acid functionalities are
concentrated into blocks along the polymer chain.24,25

McGrath and co-workers synthesized block copolymers
based on poly(arylene ether sulfone)s consisting of partially
fluorinated ether sulfone blocks (hydrophobic block) and
disulfonated ether sulfone blocks (hydrophilic block). These
studies demonstrated that block copolymers have higher
proton conductivity than random copolymers at similar ion
contents due to improved hydrophobic/hydrophilic phase
separation.26 This enhanced performance was attributed to the
fact that the multiblock architecture resulted in well-ordered
lamellar morphologies with long-range periodicity. In contrast,
the random architecture did not demonstrate any significant
long-range order, and the ionic aggregates were poorly
interconnected and homogeneously distributed throughout
the amorphous polymer matrix.27 McGrath also showed that
block copolymers displayed enhanced proton conductivity at
low hydration levels compared to random copolymers. Thus, it
was postulated that a more interconnected network of
hydrophilic domains is present in block copolymers as
compared to random copolymers.28 Other work has been
performed to directly synthesize SPEEK block copolymers by
controlled coupling of hydrophobic and hydrophilic
oligomers.29,30 Compared to random SPEEK, the synthetically
tailored block copolymers of SPEEK exhibited increased
proton conductivity and increased water uptake due to more
well-defined phase separation.
Additional studies of directly synthesized poly(ether ether

ketone)-disulfonated poly(arylene ether sulfone) block co-
polymers demonstrated that it is possible to preserve the
semicrystalline nature of PEEK by separating the hydrophobic
and hydrophilic domains into distinct blocks.31 Again, the
distinct nanophase morphology that arises in these block
copolymers resulted in proton conductivities that were higher
than Nafion 212 and the random copolymer analogues, even at
low humidities. The incorporation of crystallinity into PEMs
has also been shown to improve mechanical and thermal
stability and decrease excessive swelling in water.13,32−34 This
is particularly important at the high degrees of sulfonation
necessary to achieve good proton conductivity, where
amorphous hydrocarbon membranes often swell or even
dissolve in water.35 Achieving a high degree of sulfonation
with high crystallizability is advantageous to enable the
production of membranes with good proton conductivity,
mechanical durability, and resistance to undesirable swelling
during PEM fuel cell operation.
Recently, we introduced a facile method of postpolymeriza-

tion functionalization to produce “blocky” architectures.36,37

This method consists of sulfonating semicrystalline, aromatic
polymers in the semicrystalline gel state, as demonstrated using
syndiotactic polystyrene (sPS). During sulfonation, the
sulfonating reagent is sterically excluded from the tightly
packed crystalline domains present in the gels and is only
capable of reacting with the solvent-swollen amorphous chains
within the physical network. Thus, selective sulfonation of the
amorphous chain segments occurs, and long runs of
unsulfonated, crystallizable sPS homopolymer are preserved.
This method not only enables the synthesis of blocky
copolymers using a simple experimental procedure but also
conserves the crystallizability necessary for improved phase

separation and enhanced mechanical properties once the
blocky materials are cast into membranes.
With our discovery of thermoreversible, semicrystalline gels

of poly(ether ether ketone) (PEEK) in dichloroacetic acid
(DCA),38 it is now possible to extend the facile gel state
functionalization method developed for sPS to other
crystallizable polymers that are more suitable for PEM fuel
cell applications. In this work, the sulfonation of PEEK gels was
performed to produce SPEEK with a blocky architecture. The
blocky SPEEK ionomers are compared to random SPEEK
ionomers at similar degrees of sulfonation to determine the
influence of ionic architectures on the resultant membrane
properties. Relatively low degrees of sulfonation were
examined in this initial report to highlight the effect of
architecture on crystallizability, crystallization kinetics, and
membrane properties.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials. Poly(ether ether ketone) (PEEK) pellets (Victrex

150G) were obtained from Victrex. Dichloroacetic acid (DCA) was
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich and was dried over magnesium sulfate
(Fisher Scientific) and then filtered through a 0.45 μm PTFE syringe
filter prior to use. Trifluoroacetic anhydride was purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich. Concentrated sulfuric acid (98%), 1,2-dichloroethane
(DCE), sodium chloride, and cesium chloride were purchased from
Fisher Scientific.

Preparation of Sulfonating Reagent. Trifluoroacetyl sulfate
was prepared according to previously published procedures.39,40

Trifluoroacetic anhydride (3.8 mL, 0.027 mol) was added to a
nitrogen-purged round-bottom flask. The flask was cooled in an ice
bath for 15 min, and then concentrated sulfuric acid (1 mL, 0.018
mol) was added. The solution was stirred vigorously for
approximately 3 h to obtain a clear, light brown liquid.

Random Sulfonation of Poly(ether ether ketone). In contrast
to the conventional method to sulfonate PEEK (i.e., heterogeneous
dissolution and sulfonation in concentrated sulfuric acid), we have
developed a procedure to first dissolve PEEK in a non-sulfonating
solvent followed by a homogeneous sulfonation to obtain a truly
random functionalization. PEEK (5.0 g) was dissolved in dichloro-
acetic acid at 185 °C to a final concentration of 10% w/v. Once
dissolved, the temperature was decreased to 80 °C, and the solution
was allowed to equilibrate at this temperature under nitrogen for 1 h.
Next, 0.5−1 equiv of trifluoroacetyl sulfate was added dropwise to the
PEEK solution, and the reaction was allowed to proceed for 1−4 h.
For reactions targeting degrees of sulfonation of 15 mol % and above,
reactions were run for up to 24 h. The reaction was terminated by
precipitation into cold deionized water. The product was filtered,
washed with deionized water, and then washed by Soxhlet extraction
over methanol for 24 h. The resulting polymers were dried at 100 °C
for 12 h. Prior to any analysis, samples were ground under liquid
nitrogen to form a fine powder.

Blocky Sulfonation of Poly(ether ether ketone). PEEK (5.0
g) was dissolved in dichloroacetic acid at 185 °C to a final
concentration of 20% w/v. Once dissolved, the solution was removed
from heat and allowed to remain at room temperature for at least 24
h. During this time, the PEEK crystallizes from solution to form a
thermoreversible gel network.38 The gel was manually broken into
small particles using a spatula and diluted to a 10% w/v suspension
with additional dichloroacetic acid. For reactions targeting degrees of
sulfonation higher than 15 mol %, the gel particles were diluted to a
10% w/v suspension in 1,2-dichloroethane (DCE). These reactions
were performed for up to 48 h. The gel suspension was equilibrated at
80 °C under nitrogen for 1 h. Once equilibrated, 0.5−1 equiv of
trifluoroacetyl sulfate was added dropwise to the PEEK solution, and
the reaction was allowed to proceed for 1−4 h. The reaction was
terminated by precipitation into cold deionized water. The product
was filtered, washed with deionized water, and then washed by
Soxhlet extraction over methanol for 24 h. The resulting polymers
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were dried at 100 °C for 12 h. Prior to any analysis, samples were
ground under liquid nitrogen to form a fine powder.
Membrane Preparation. SPEEK membranes were prepared by

dissolving the random or blocky SPEEK (in the H+-form) in DCA at
185 °C to a concentration of 15% w/v. Once dissolved, the solution
was allowed to cool to room temperature and then filtered through a
0.45 μm PTFE syringe filter. These solutions were cast onto a glass
substrate that was preheated to 100 °C using a doctor blade set to 7.5
mil. The wet films were allowed to dry on the heated substrate for 30
min, resulting in a final dry thickness of 25 μm. Membranes were
washed with deionized water to remove residual DCA and then dried
at 100 °C for 12 h.
Ion Exchange. The H+-form SPEEK samples were converted to

the sodium-form (Na+-form) by stirring the powders in 2 M
NaCl(aq) for 24 h. To convert to the cesium-form (Cs+-form),
SPEEK samples (ground powders and/or cast membranes) were
stirred in 1 M CsCl(aq) for 24 h. Samples in either salt form were
then filtered, washed with deionized water to remove residual salt, and
dried at 100 °C for 12 h. Complete ion exchange was confirmed by
thermogravimetric analysis (see the Supporting Information, Figure
S1).

1H NMR Spectroscopy. 1H NMR spectra were measured using a
Bruker Avance III 600 MHz. Because of the low degree of sulfonation
targeted for this study, conventional deuterated solvents were not able
to dissolve the SPEEK samples, and thus a solvent suppression
method was employed. SPEEK samples were dissolved in DCA at 185
°C to a concentration of 10% w/v. Once dissolved, the samples were
cooled to room temperature and diluted by a factor of 5 using
deuterated chloroform (CDCl3) with 0.05% v/v TMS. Presaturation
of the intense DCA resonance at 6 ppm was performed during
acquisition to obtain a suitable spectrum, free of a solvent
contribution. The degree of sulfonation was calculated from the
integration of the 10′ peak relative to the combined area of the 1, 3, 6,
and 8 peaks (see Figure S2 for reference).1 A full description of the
chosen NMR solvent system is also described in the Supporting
Information, including Figures S3 and S4 and Table S1.
Differential Scanning Calorimetry. A TA Instruments Q2000

DSC was used to determine the thermal transitions and crystallization
behavior of the SPEEK samples. Na+-form and Cs+-form SPEEK
powders were used for this analysis, as acid-form SPEEK is not
thermally stable at elevated temperatures.17,41 Samples were predried
at 150 °C for 5 min before several heating and cooling sequences.
Under a nitrogen atmosphere, the dried samples (∼5−8 mg) were
heated from 0 to 380 °C at 20 °C/min, quench cooled to 0 °C, and
then reheated from 0 to 380 °C at 20 °C/min. Furthermore, the
isothermal crystallization was performed by heating SPEEK samples

from 25 to 380 °C at 20 °C/min, isothermally holding at 380 °C for 3
min, quench cooling to the desired crystallization temperature (Tc),
isothermally holding at this Tc for 2 h, quench cooling to 100 °C, and
finally heating from 100 to 380 °C at 10 °C/min. Isothermal
crystallization was performed at 10 °C increments from 220 to 290
°C. The glass transition temperature (Tg), enthalpy of crystallization
(ΔHc), melting temperature (Tm), and enthalpy of melting (ΔHm)
were determined from each heat scan using the TA Instruments
Universal Analysis software.

To evaluate the kinetics of crystallization, isothermal crystallization
experiments were performed on the low degree of sulfonation Cs+-
form SPEEK samples at various crystallization temperatures. Samples
were ramped at 20 °C/min to 380 °C and were held at 380 °C for 3
min to completely melt the samples and eliminate thermal history.
Samples were then cooled at 60 °C/min to the desired crystallization
temperature and held at that temperature while measuring the
exothermic heat of crystallization until no change in heat flow was
observed. The crystallization half-time (t1/2) was determined at each
isothermal crystallization temperature and was used as a measure of
the rate of bulk crystallization for each sample.

Water Uptake and Areal Swelling Ratio. The water uptake and
swelling ratios of the SPEEK (H+-form) membranes were determined
by first drying membranes in a vacuum oven at 120 °C for 3 h. The
mass (Wdry) and dimensions (Lx,dry × Ly,dry) of the dry membranes
were recorded. Then, the samples were treated in boiling deionized
water for 1 h followed by equilibration in room temperature deionized
water for 12 h. Membranes were blotted to remove excess surface
water, and the mass (Wwet) and dimensions (Lx,wet × Ly,wet) of the wet
membranes were recorded. The water uptake and areal swelling ratio
were calculated as

=
−

×
W W

W
water uptake 100%wet dry

dry (1)

=
× − ×

×
×

L L L L

L L

areal swelling ratio
( ) ( )

100%x y x y

x y

,wet ,wet ,dry ,dry

,dry ,dry (2)

The reported values are the average of four samples.
Proton Conductivity. Prior to analysis, SPEEK membranes were

boiled in deionized water for 1 h and then soaked in room
temperature deionized water for 12 h. In-plane proton conductivity
was conducted using a four-point conductivity cell from Bekktech,
which was immersed in deionized water at room temperature.
Measurements were taken from 1 Hz to 1.5 MHz at a voltage

Figure 1. General synthesis of sulfonated poly(ether ether ketone). When performed in solution (A), a random or “statistical” copolymer is
synthesized. When performed in the gel state (B), a blocky copolymer is synthesized due to the semicrystalline nature of the gel.
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amplitude of 50 mV using a 1255 HF frequency analyzer coupled to a
1286 electrochemical interface, both from Solartron Analytical. Data
analysis was performed using the Zplot and Zview software from
Scribner and Associates, Inc. The proton conductivity was calculated
as

σ
ρ

= =
×
l

R A
1

(3)

where σ (S cm−1) is the conductivity, ρ (Ω·cm) is the resistivity, l
(cm) is the distance between the contacting electrodes, R (Ω) is the
resistance determined from the real value of the complex impedance
plot that corresponds to the minimum imaginary response, and A is
the cross-sectional area of the membrane calculated from the width
and thickness of the membrane. Measurements were performed on
three separate membranes for each sample to ensure the
reproducibility of results.
USAXS/SAXS/WAXD Analysis. Ultrasmall-angle X-ray scattering

(USAXS), small-angle X-ray scattering (SAXS), and wide-angle X-ray
diffraction data (WAXD) were collected at Argonne National
Laboratory beamline 9ID-C, using a photon energy of 24 keV.42

Scattering profiles are plotted as absolute intensity versus q, where

θ= π
λ( )q sin( )4 , θ is one-half of the scattering angle, and λ is the X-

ray wavelength. USAXS measurements were performed using a
Bonse-Hart camera. SAXS measurements were taken using the Pilatus
100k camera, and WAXD was collected using the Pilatus 100k-w
camera. Data reduction was performed using the Irena43 and Nika44

data reduction software provided by Argonne. Scattering data were
processed and corrected (1-dimensional data reduction, background
subtraction, transmittance and thickness correction) using standard
methods in the Nika software package.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Synthesis of Random and Blocky SPEEK. The

sulfonation scheme of PEEK in both the homogeneous
(solution state) and heterogeneous (gel state), using
trifluoroacetyl sulfate, is shown in Figure 1. In the
homogeneous solution state, all PEEK chains are completely
solvated, making each repeat unit equally likely to be
functionalized with the addition of sulfonating reagent. This
results in a random or statistical SPEEK copolymer. In
comparison, in the heterogeneous gel state, a physical network
with two distinct domains exist: the solvent-swollen

amorphous fraction and the PEEK crystallites. During
functionalization, the sulfonating reagent is sterically excluded
from the tightly packed crystalline domains and thus is only
capable of penetrating and functionalizing the solvent-swollen
amorphous chains. This heterogeneous, gel state reaction
process results in a blocky copolymer with pendent sulfonate
units that are significantly concentrated into groups along the
chains separated by relatively long runs of unfunctionalized,
and thus crystallizable, PEEK segments.
To determine the effect of ionomer architecture (random

versus blocky) on physical properties, a series of low degree of
sulfonation SPEEK materials were prepared for each
sulfonation method. A low degree of sulfonation was targeted
to maintain a relatively high crystallizability for the SPEEK
samples. Thereby, crystallizability may be used to probe the
differences between blocky and random behavior in a manner
similar to our low degree of sulfonation studies with
syndiotactic polystyrene.36 The 1H NMR spectra of the
random and blocky functionalized SPEEK series are shown
in Figure 2. Conventionally, the 1H NMR of SPEEK is
performed in deuterated DMSO.22,45,46 However, at the low
degrees of sulfonation targeted in this work, SPEEK is not
soluble in any polar aprotic solvents. Thus, a solvent
suppression method using DCA and CDCl3 was developed
(as described above) to obtain well-resolved spectra suitable
for integration. As shown in Figure 2, degrees of sulfonation at
3.6, 6.0, 7.6, 8.8, and 10.9 mol % were obtained for the random
SPEEK samples. The 10′ and 12′ peaks increase in intensity
with increasing degree of sulfonation, thereby confirming that
the regulation of time and reagent concentration is sufficient to
yield control over low degrees of sulfonation using
trifluoroacetyl sulfate.1 In comparison, it is essentially
impossible to achieve these low degrees of sulfonation using
conventional sulfonation techniques, i.e., using sulfuric acid as
both the solvent and sulfonation reagent, because a significant
fraction of the PEEK chains are already highly sulfonated by
the time the sample fully dissolves in sulfuric acid. A matched
set of blocky SPEEK at 3.7, 5.9, 7.6, 8.7, and 10.9 mol % was
also obtained for direct comparison to the random analogues.
The 1H NMR spectra of the blocky samples displayed no

Figure 2. Solvent-suppressed 1H NMR of random and blocky SPEEK at various degrees of sulfonation.
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significant differences from the random samples. This is
understandable because sulfonation occurs exclusively at one
of the four sites on the electron-dense hydroquinone ring,
regardless of architecture.47 The naming of random and blocky
ionomers will herein be represented by xSPEEKz, where x
signifies the architecture (R for random, B for blocky) and z is
the molar degree of sulfonation.
Thermal Analysis. DSC was performed on the precipitated

SPEEK samples to determine the influence of architecture on
thermal transitions. As observed with sulfonated atactic
polystyrene and sulfonated syndiotactic polystyrene, random
architectures display a linear increase in Tg with increasing
sulfonation while the Tg in blocky systems becomes
independent of sulfonate content at high degrees of
sulfonation.36,48,49 Thus, analysis of the Tg versus degree of
sulfonation provides indirect evidence of architecture in the
SPEEK systems. The Tg’s as a function of degree of sulfonation
for both the random and blocky SPEEK (in Cs+-form) are
shown in Figure 3. As expected, sulfonation of PEEK leads to a

higher Tg in the SPEEK samples due to a reduction in chain
mobility from the physical cross-links formed by aggregation of
the polar sulfonate groups. For degrees of sulfonation up to
7.6%, the random and blocky samples display similar Tg’s that
increase with increasing degree of sulfonation. Above 7.6%
sulfonation, the Tg of the random samples continues to
increase up to 174 °C for RSPEEK10.9 while the Tg’s of the
blocky samples remain constant at about 162 °C. The
difference in Tg at higher degrees of sulfonation suggests that
the gel state sulfonation process of PEEK leads to a blocky
distribution of sulfonate groups.
DSC was also utilized to determine the effect of architecture

on the crystallizability of SPEEK copolymers. SPEEK samples
in Cs+-form were isothermally crystallized from the melt for 2
h at 250 °C. The DSC thermograms of PEEK, BSPEEK5.9,
RSPEEK6.0, BSPEEK10.9, and RSPEEK10.9 and their
respective degrees of crystallinity following isothermal
crystallization at 250 °C are displayed in Figure 4. The degree
of crystallinity, Xc, was determined using the relationship

=
Δ
Δ ◦X
H
Hc

f

f (4)

where ΔHf is the enthalpy of fusion determined from
integration of the melting endotherm and ΔHf° is the
theoretical enthalpy of fusion of 100% crystalline PEEK (130
J/g).50 Following isothermal crystallization, the PEEK
homopolymer exhibits a double melting endotherm with a
low melting temperature (Tm1) of 265 °C and an upper
melting temperature (Tm2) of 342 °C. The double melting
endotherm arises from two separate crystal populations that
form during isothermal crystallization. The lower melting
transition, Tm1, is attributed to thinner lamella formed during
secondary crystallization while the upper melting transition,
Tm2, is attributed to the main crystalline lamella formed during
primary crystallization.51−53 The Tm1 is dependent on the
crystallization temperature and generally lies 5−30 °C above
Tc.

52 Because all SPEEK copolymers shown in Figure 4 were
isothermally crystallized at 250 °C, the Tm1 for all degrees of
sulfonation and both architectures is approximately 268 °C,
consistent with that of the PEEK homopolymer. The upper
melting transition, however, is highly dependent on degree of
sulfonation as well as architecture. At 6 mol % sulfonated, the
BSPEEK5.9 ionomer exhibits a Tm2 of 335 °C while
RSPEEK6.0 exhibits a depressed Tm2 of 322 °C. As expected,
the Tm2 values of both BSPEEK5.9 and RSPEEK6.0 both lie
below that of the PEEK homopolymer due to melting point
depression from the presence of noncrystallizable defects (i.e.,
sulfonated monomer units) in the copolymers. The melting
point depression of RSPEEK6.0, however, is much more
significant than that of BSPEEK5.9, suggesting that the blocky
copolymer forms thicker primary crystalline lamella than its
random analogue. Upon integration of the melting endotherm,
it was also determined that the degree of crystallinity of
BSPEEK5.9 (Xc = 23.6%) is significantly greater than that of
RSPEEK6.0 (Xc = 15.9%).
The effect of defect sequencing along the SPEEK chain is

amplified at higher degrees of sulfonation, where the random
incorporation of noncrystallizable, interactive defects decreases
the fraction of crystallizable runs and significantly lowers the
equilibrium melting point of the copolymer, thus lowering the

Figure 3. Glass transition temperature versus degree of sulfonation of
random and blocky SPEEK copolymers in Cs+-form. Linear fits are
provided as a visual guide.

Figure 4. DSC thermograms of PEEK, RSPEEK6.0, BSPEEK5.9,
RSPEEK10.9, and BSPEEK10.9 after isothermal crystallization for 2 h
at 250 °C. All samples are in Cs+-form. The crystallinity of each
sample is shown at their respective melting peak.
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crystallizability at low supercoolings.54−57 At high degrees of
sulfonation, it is observed that RSPEEK10.9 is completely
amorphous following isothermal crystallization at 250 °C while
BSPEEK10.9 displays the typical double melting endotherm of
PEEK with an upper melting temperature of 320 °C and a
crystallinity of 7.3%. Thus, the long runs of unfunctionalized,
crystallizable homopolymer preserved by gel state sulfonation
allows for the formation of thicker crystals during isothermal
crystallization and a reduced effect of melting point depression
consistent with nonrandom, “blocky” copolymers. The stark
contrast in crystallizability between the random and blocky
SPEEK is observed at a wide variety of crystallization
temperatures, as shown in Figure S5. While these inves-
tigations have focused on crystallization from the melt, it is
important to note that the as-precipitated SPEEK products
(Table S2) exhibit much greater crystallinity due to solvation
of the interactive ionic groups (and thus increased molecular
mobility) in the presence of the polar solvent. Thus, a greater
crystallizability is recognized for the as-cast membranes, which
are prepared from a similar solution state.
Isothermal Crystallization Kinetics. To further elucidate

the effect of ionomer architecture on the crystallization
behavior of SPEEK, DSC isothermal crystallization experi-
ments were performed. The kinetics of bulk crystallization of
the matched sets of RSPEEK3.6 and BSPEEK3.7 and
RSPEEK6.0 and BSPEEK5.9 in Cs+-form were analyzed
using the following approach:

∫
∫

= ∞F t
t

t
( )

d

d

t H
t
H
t

c
0

d
d

0
d
d (5)

where Fc(t) is the bulk fractional crystallinity of the
functionalized copolymer systems that is equal to the heat
evolved during isotherm crystallization at a specific time t
divided by the total heat evolved during the entire isothermal
crystallization process. For 3.7 mol % sulfonation, the samples
were isothermally crystallized at 260, 270, 275, 280, and 290
°C. For 6.0 mol % sulfonation, the samples were isothermally
crystallized at 220, 230, 240, 250, 260, and 270 °C. The plots
of Fc(t) versus ln(t) when crystallized at 260 °C are displayed
in Figure 5. The crystallization isotherms for both architectures
and degrees of sulfonation display a sigmoidal shape, which is
characteristic of a nucleation and growth crystallization
process. The shape of the isotherms are superimposable,
suggesting no change in crystallization mechanism as an effect
of degree of sulfonation or architecture. The rate of
crystallization, however, is highly dependent on degree of
sulfonation and architecture. As the degree of sulfonation
increased from 3.7% to 6.0 mol %, both the random and blocky
SPEEK displayed an increase in crystallization time (i.e., slower
crystallization rate). However, at identical ion contents, the
random samples displayed significantly longer crystallization
time scales (i.e., over 2 orders of magnitude) than their blocky
analogues. This effect was observed at all Tc’s, as shown in the
Supporting Information (Figure S6).
The differences in crystallization kinetics between random

and blocky ionomer architectures were further quantified by
extracting the crystallization half-time, t1/2, from the crystal-
lization isotherms of Figure 5 and Figure S6. The analysis was
also performed using the PEEK homopolymer for comparison,
as shown in Figure 6. In addition, a full Avrami analysis of the
results is shown in the Supporting Information (Table S3). At

3.7 mol % sulfonation, both the random and blocky SPEEK
copolymers display higher crystallization half-times than pure
PEEK. However, the BSPEEK3.7 has a smaller t1/2, and
thereby faster crystallization, than RSPEEK3.6 at all crystal-
lization temperatures. The difference becomes even more
distinct at high temperatures. For example, at 290 °C, the t1/2
for BSPEEK3.7 is more than 3 times shorter than the t1/2 for
RSPEEK3.6 (i.e., 6 min versus 19 min). As the degree of
sulfonation is increased to 6 mol %, the differences between
the random and blocky architectures are even more
pronounced. While BSPEEK5.9 is capable of crystallizing
rapidly even at elevated temperatures, higher degrees of
supercooling are necessary for RSPEEK6.0 to crystallize in
under an hour (t1/2 < 30 min). In fact, RSPEEK6.0 displays a
minimum t1/2 value of 13 min at 230 °C while BSPEEK5.9 has
a t1/2 value of 0.5 min at the same temperature.
At the temperatures investigated in Figure 6, the

crystallization rates of PEEK, BSPEEK, and RSPEEK all

Figure 5. Bulk crystallization isotherms as fractional crystallinity
versus ln(t) for BSPEEK3.7, RSPEEK3.6, BSPEEK5.9, and
RSPEEK6.0 crystallized at 260 °C.

Figure 6. Crystallization half-time as a function of crystallization
temperature for pure PEEK, RSPEEK3.6, BSPEEK3.7, RSPEEK6.0,
and BSPEEK5.9. All SPEEK samples were in the Cs+-form.
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decrease with increasing Tc, as expected. This is indicative of a
nucleation-controlled crystallization regime, thereby suggesting
that the growth of crystallites is dependent on the ability of the
crystallizable chain segments to establish and grow upon a
crystal surface. It is important to note, especially for ionomers,
that diffusion of chains segments within the melt also plays a
significant role at these temperatures due to the presence of
electrostatic interactions between the interactive (SPEEK)
defects that restrict polymer chain mobility through ionic
aggregation.57 Consequently, the crystallization kinetics of
these ionomers are slowed by both the rejection of defective
stems (containing at least one sulfonated unit) from the
growing crystal interface and by slower diffusion of the
ionomer chain segments in the melt.
For the random SPEEK ionomers, the more homogeneous

distribution of sulfonate groups along the polymer chain makes
it more likely to encounter a sulfonated unit at the growing
crystal surface (i.e., fewer runs of pure PEEK units of sufficient
length to crystallize compared to the blocky analogue). This
results in rejection of that defective chain segment from the
crystal and thus a longer time period for bulk crystallization.
For each ionic content, the prevalence of encountering a
defective stem is greater for the random systems in comparison
to the blocky analogue, where long runs of unfunctionalized
homopolymer are maintained. Thus, blocky SPEEK ionomers
are able to crystallize significantly faster than their random
ionomer analogues due to a reduced prevalence of
encountering a defective stem at the growing crystal interface.
USAXS/SAXS/WAXD Analysis. The morphological char-

acterization of solution-cast membranes over a wide range of
length scales was performed using USAXS/SAXS/WAXD at
Argonne National Laboratories. The USAXS/SAXS/WAXD
profiles of as-cast membranes of random and blocky SPEEK at
all degrees of sulfonation as well as pure PEEK membranes are
shown in Figure 7. All measurements were conducted on dry
Cs+-form membranes to achieve enhanced contrast of the ionic
domains. In the WAXD region (i.e., q > 0.6 Å−1), all samples
show diffraction peaks attributed to the characteristic
interplanar reflections of the PEEK crystal structure. For
both the random and blocky specimens, the intensity of the
crystalline peaks is observed to decrease with increasing ion
content (in agreement with the decreasing crystallizability with

ion content trend observed by DSC, above). While the
RSPEEK10.6 was observed to be amorphous following
isothermal crystallization from the melt (Figure 4), these
WAXD data for solution-cast samples confirm that a significant
degree of crystallinity can be developed in these low ion
content SPEEK membranes during the solvent-borne casting
process. Even the RSPEEK10.6 sample yields a degree of
crystallinity of 18% when cast from DCA at 100 °C (Table
S4).
In the USAXS region (i.e., q < 0.006 Å−1), the SPEEK

samples generally exhibit a broad exponential “knee” similar to
that observed for the pure PEEK sample. The precise origin of
this scattering feature requires further investigation (beyond
the scope of this study); however, given that this knee is
observed in pure PEEK, it is likely attributed to long-range
heterogeneities in the spatial distribution of the PEEK
crystalline domains.
In the SAXS region (i.e., 0.006 Å−1 < q < 0.6 Å−1), all of the

samples show a distinct matrix knee at q ≈ 0.05 Å−1 attributed
to interlamellar scattering from the semicrystalline matrix.58 To
obtain an estimate of the lamellar dimensions from the
interlamellar SAXS feature, the peak position of the scattering
maximum for each sample was extracted from the Lorentz-
corrected SAXS curve and was used to estimate the center-to-
center intercrystalline domain spacing (i.e., long period) from
Bragg’s law (dBragg = 2π/q).59,60 Note that the excess scattering
contribution from the ion-rich domains (at q values larger than
ca. 0.05 Å−1; see below) precludes the use of a more accurate
analysis of lamellar dimensions using a 1-D correlation
function analysis.61 By definition, the long period, Lp, is
considered as the sum of the crystal lamellar thickness, lc,
combined with the thickness of the interlamellar amorphous
region, la. Assuming a linear two-phase model, the lc
dimensions may be estimated for comparison by multiplying
Lp by the volume fraction of crystallinity (ϕc) determined by
XRD of the as-cast membranes, and the la dimensions may be
determined by subtraction of lc from Lp.

50 As shown in Table
1, the long periods for the ionomers are all greater than that of
pure PEEK. This behavior is expected due to stastically shorter
runs of crystallizable polymer chains for the SPEEK samples
that tends to limit the lamellar thickness and increase la.
Interestingly, Lp increases systematically with ion content for

Figure 7. USAXS/SAXS/WAXD of random (A) and blocky (B) SPEEK membranes in Cs+-form. Scattering profiles have been vertically shifted for
ease of viewing. For the random SPEEK membranes, peaks at 0.05 and 0.2 Å−1 are clearly visible and are attributed to the semicrystalline structure
and ionomer peak, respectively. For the blocky SPEEK membranes, only the semicrystalline peak at 0.05 Å−1 is visible.
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the random SPEEK samples. In contrast, however, Lp remains
constant at 150 Å for the blocky SPEEK samples having ion
contents of 6 mol % and greater. By accounting for the
differences in crystallinity between the blocky and random
SPEEK samples, the linear two-phase approximation yields
thicker lc values and thinner la values, across the board, for the
blocky SPEEK samples compared to the random SPEEK
samples. Therefore, this comparative analysis further supports
a blocky architecture and suggests that the crystalline
dimensions attainable with the blocky SPEEK samples
originate from a “memory” of the crystalline dimensions
within the physical network during the gel state functionaliza-
tion.
The SAXS region of the scattering profiles of Figure 7 also

contains morphological information regarding contributions
from the ionic component of these ionomers. At q values
greater than 0.1 Å−1, it is clear that the SAXS scattering profiles
of the SPEEK samples differ significantly from the featureless
profile of the parent PEEK polymer. In agreement with
previous SAXS studies of dry Cs+-form SPEEK,58 the excess
SAXS scattering for these ionomers (over that of PEEK) is
reasonably attributed to the ion-rich domains, which have a
broad distribution of dimensions and relatively poor contrast
with the semicrystalline matrix. With increasing ion content,
the random SPEEK samples develop a distinct maximum,
centered at q ≈ 0.25 Å−1, attributed to a feature characteristic
of ionomers, known as the ionomer peak. For a broad class of
ionomers, the ionomer peak has been attributed to the
presence of nanophase-separated ionic aggregates (i.e.,
mutiplets of ion pairs) that produce interparticle interferences
that yield the characteristic scattering maximum.6 For the
random SPEEK samples, the ionomer peak increases in
intensity with increasing degree of sulfonation and displays q
values decreasing from 0.33 to 0.22 Å−1 as the degree of
sulfonation increases from 6.0 to 10.9 mol %. Using a Bragg
estimate from the qmax values (i.e., dBragg = 2π/qmax), this yields
an intermultiplet domain distance of 19−29 Å, which is
consistent with previous studies of conventionally sulfonated
SPEEK membranes in the literature.59,62,63 Fitting of the
ionomer peaks using a size distribution model with a spheroid
form factor and hard sphere structure factor (details of the
fitting process are described in the Supporting Information,
Figures S7 and S8) shows that the multiplet radii of the
random SPEEK membranes increase from 5.0 to 5.9 Å as the
degree of sulfonation increases from 6.0 to 10.9 mol % (Table
S5). Gebel and Gomes have similarly reported small ionic
domains with radii of 4−6 Å for SPEEK membranes using
various fitting procedures.58,64 On the basis of this analysis, it is

evident that the random SPEEK ionomers are behaving as
typical ionomers,6 wherby both the size of the multiplets and
the center-to-center distance between multiplets increase with
degree of sulfonation.
In distinct contrast to the behavior of the random SPEEK

samples, it is surprising to observe that a distinct ionomer peak
is not present for the as-cast blocky SPEEK samples. The
unexpected absence of an ionomer peak in the as-cast blocky
SPEEK samples is further explored by comparing the scattering
features of quenched samples of random and blocky SPEEK at
8.8 mol % sulfonation, as shown in Figure 8. For the quenched

samples, both the random and blocky SPEEK demonstrate one
primary scattering featurethe ionomer peak at ∼0.25 Å−1.
Fitting of these ionomer peaks using the method described
above shows similar multiplet radii of the two architectures
(6.7 Å for RSPEEK8.8 and 6.6 Å for BSPEEK8.7). Despite
similar peak positions, the ionomer peak appears more
prominent in the RSPEEK8.8 than in BSPEEK8.7. With the
introduction of crystallinity (as shown by the as-cast
membranes), the large crystalline shoulder at 0.05 Å−1 appears
and the ionomer peaks for both the random and blocky
samples appear to decrease in intensity while shifting to higher
q. By comparison, it is clear that the ionomer peak is essentially
absent for the semicrystalline blocky SPEEK. In agreement
with the work of Gebel,58 the data in Figure 8 confirm that the
intensity of the ionomer peak is diminished due to scattering
contrast in the semicrystalline state (i.e., the electron density of
the semicrystalline matrix is similar to the electron density of
the ionic aggregates).
While the intensity of the ionomer peak in SPEEK is clearly

affected by the limited contrast with the semicrystalline matrix,
the apparent greater sensitivity to this scattering contrast for
the blocky SPEEK may suggest that the ionic aggregates are
more uniformly distributed in near proximity to the PEEK
crystallites relative to the spatial distribution of aggregates and
crystallites in the random analogue. While it is beyond the
scope of this initial investigation into the gel-state sulfonation
of PEEK, it is of interest to note that this phenomenon is not

Table 1. SAXS Analysis of SPEEK Membranes

sample qmax (Å
−1) Lp (Å) ϕc lc (Å) la (Å)

PEEK 0.046 137 0.40 55 82
RSPEEK3.6 0.044 143 0.28 40 103
BSPEEK3.7 0.044 143 0.30 43 100
RSPEEK6.0 0.041 153 0.25 38 115
BSPEEK5.9 0.042 150 0.27 41 109
RSPEEK7.6 0.040 157 0.24 37 120
BSPEEK7.6 0.042 150 0.26 40 110
RSPEEK8.8 0.040 157 0.21 33 124
BSPEEK8.7 0.042 150 0.26 39 111
RSPEEK10.9 0.031 203 0.16 32 171
BSPEEK10.9 0.042 150 0.22 33 117

Figure 8. USAXS/SAXS/WAXS profiles of quenched RSPEEK8.8
(solid red), as-cast RSPEEK8.8 (dashed red), quenched BSPEEK8.7
(solid blue), and as-cast BSPEEK8.7 (dashed blue). Profiles have been
shifted for ease of comparison.
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unique to this blocky SPEEK. Our model blocky sulfonated
syndiotactic polystyrene system36 shows the same absence of
an ionomer peak compared to the random analogue (Figure
S9). Of course, further analysis will be required to determine
the origin of this unanticipated scattering behavior. Never-
theless, it is intriguing to consider how this potentially altered
distribution of ionic domains could affect the transport
properties in membrane applications.
Membrane Properties. SPEEK is commonly employed as

an alternative hydrocarbon proton exchange membrane for fuel
cell applications.65−67 While these applications require the use
of materials with significantly higher degrees of sulfonation
than that of the ionomer samples studied here, this initial
comparison of membrane properties is used to represent the
benefit of a blocky architecture in creating efficient conduction
pathways and the impetus for expanding this facile, gel state
synthetic scheme to higher degrees of functionalization. As
shown in Figure 9, the water uptake of SPEEK membranes

(H+-form) increases as the degree of sulfonation increases.
Likewise, the areal swelling increases with increasing degree of
sulfonation. This effect is expected as increasing sulfonation

increases the number of hydrophilic ionic groups along the
backbone. No difference is observed between the random and
blocky SPEEK membranes at any degree of sulfonation,
signifying that water uptake is independent of architecture at
these low degrees of functionalization.
The proton conductivity of the SPEEK (H+-form)

membranes immersed in water was also examined, as shown
in Figure 10A,B. For the low degrees of sulfonation (Figure
10A), the blocky SPEEK membranes exhibit higher proton
conductivities, across all degrees of sulfonation, relative to their
random membrane analogues. Because proton conductivity is
often observed to be directly correlated to the water
content,68,69 it is of interest to note that the blocky ionomers
have higher conductivity than the random analogues despite
having similar water uptake values. The degree of crystallinity
for each of the membranes is also included for comparison next
to each data point (the crystallinity values obtained by DSC
and XRD are also listed in Table S4). By inspection, both the
proton conductivity and the degree of crystallinity tend to
diverge with increasing ion content. Given the similar water
contents for the blocky and random analogues, this behavior
may be attributed to the impact of crystallinity on the spatial
distribution of the functional ionic groups within the
amorphous phase of these membranes. As crystallinity
develops during the casting process, this phase-separation
phenomenon consequently increases the local concentration of
ionic groups within the remaining amorphous phase. Because
the blocky samples exhibit higher crystallinity than their
random analogues, the local ion concentration in the
amorphous phase is somewhat greater for the blocky SPEEK
at similar ion contents.36 Moreover, with a constant number of
water molecules per sulfonate group, the consequence of a
higher ion concentration for the blocky membranes implies
that the blocky and random analogous have different local
distributions of water within the ionic domains. Coupled with
the SAXS analysis above, it may be reasonable to conclude that
the hydrated ionic domains in the blocky membranes are more
interconnected, providing for more efficient percolation
pathways for proton and water transport. Future studies will
focus on a systematic study of morphology−conductivity
relationships over a range of water contents to probe this

Figure 9. Water uptake and swelling of random and blocky SPEEK at
various degrees of sulfonation.

Figure 10. Proton conductivity of random and blocky SPEEK at various degrees of sulfonation. The Xc values displayed were determined using
DSC, and λ (mol sulfonate/mol water) was determined using the water uptake. The open triangle represents the proton conductivity of the
benchmark 1100 EW Nafion evaluated under identical conditions.
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potential link between ionomer architecture and ionic domain
connectivity.
To demonstrate the impact of a blocky ionomer architecture

on SPEEK membranes containing ion contents relevant to
PEMFC applications, the data in Figure 10B show conductivity
results for SPEEK membranes having degrees of sulfonation
exceeding 10 mol %. For comparison, the degrees of
crystallinity (Xc) and water content (λ) values are listed next
to each data point. As expected, the conductivities for all
membranes continue to increase with degree of sulfonation. In
addition, for these higher degrees of sulfonation, the water
uptake is observed to increase as expected with ion content,
and the values significantly diverge with the random SPEEK
swelling much more than the blocky SPEEK. For a given
degree of sulfonation, it is clear that the blocky architecture
yields a profound increase in conductivity over that of a
random analogue. This behavior is consistent with the results
of other block ionomer membrane systems and further
demonstrates the profound importance of “blocking up” the
ions to achieve improved membrane performance.27,70 More-
over, it is important to note that the blocky BSPEEK45
membrane has a room temperature conductivity value (σ = 72
mS/cm) that is quite comparable to the conductivity of Nafion
under the same conditions (σ = 77 mS/cm). Furthermore, it is
evident that by sulfonating in the semicrystalline gel state, a
significant degree of crystallinity is retained that is unachiev-
able in the random, solution state synthesis. The crystallinity of
the blocky SPEEK not only imparts mechanical integrity to the
membranes but also prevents excessive swelling at high degrees
of functionality. For example, the RSPEEK53 membrane swells
extensively (λ = 147), near the point of dissolving and begins
to breaks apart upon exposure to water. In contrast, the
semicrystalline BSPEEK45 membrane (Xc = 14.4%) is
mechanically stable with a more controlled water uptake at
almost half the water content of the random analogue.

■ CONCLUSIONS
In this work, a simple postpolymerization technique to create
blocky SPEEK ionomers has been demonstrated. By
sulfonating in the heterogeneous gel state, sulfonation is
restricted to the solvent swollen amorphous fraction, which
preserves long “blocks” of crystallizable pure PEEK chain
segments in the resulting blocky ionomer. Evidence of the
blocky architecture was provided by analysis of the SPEEK
Tg’s. While random SPEEK displayed a Tg that increased with
increasing degree of sulfonation, blocky SPEEK exhibited a Tg
that was independent of degree of sulfonation above 7.6%
sulfonated, consistent with the blocky architecture. Further
analysis of the thermal transitions demonstrated that the
blocky architecture leads to enhanced crystallizability and less
significant melting point depression as compared to random
copolymers. Even at ion contents as low as 3.6%, the blocky
SPEEK demonstrated higher crystallizability and significantly
faster crystallization kinetics than random SPEEK. Addition-
ally, membranes cast from the low ion-content blocky and
random SPEEK displayed similar water uptake and swelling
that was dependent on degree of sulfonation. Despite the
similar water content, blocky SPEEK membranes exhibited
higher proton conductivity than random SPEEK membranes
attributed to a somewhat higher ion content in the amorphous
phase (due to increased crystallinity) and perhaps a more
interconnected network of ionic aggregates. For SPEEK
membranes of significantly higher ionic content, the

conductivity of the blocky membranes was significantly greater
than the random analogues and even rivaled that of the
benchmark Nafion. Overall, this study demonstrated that
sulfonation of PEEK in the gel state provides a facile method to
produce blocky functional copolymers with high ion content,
high crystallizability, and profoundly higher conductivity than
that of conventionally sulfonated PEEK.
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