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ABSTRACT: van der Waals (vdW) metal chalcogenides have
been extensively investigated as electrocatalysts for the hydro-
gen evolution reaction (HER); however, for the majority of
these materials only the edges are active, thereby wasting most
of the materials’ surfaces. Recent research has focused on
finding new materials with active basal planes. Herein, for the
first time, we demonstrate that the hexagonal vdW Fe3GeTe2
(FGT), also a spintronic candidate material, shows both basal
plane and edge site HER activities. Partial exfoliation of bulk
FGT through sonication increases both basal plane and edge
sites leading to significantly improved overpotential. A
subsequent compacting of the sample (using plasma sintering
at room temperature) to produce a densified electrode leads to
an impressive overpotential to drive a current density of 10 mA/cm2 of −0.105 V. DFT free energy calculations not only
showed that the high activity is due to the abundant active sites present on the hexagonal Te layer in FGT but also presented
an even more HER active layer (106) containing both iron and tellurium active sites. Furthermore, the presence of a thin oxide
layer on top of the active FGT layers, as found by XPS, suggests that the real active surface is likely a hybrid FGT/oxide layer.
These results demonstrate the high basal plane and edge sites HER activity of FGT, thus opening a new avenue for the design
and screening of related iron-based vdW materials, their composites, and their surface functionalization as high-performing
electrocatalysts.

The development of clean and renewable energy is
crucial in order to overcome the depletion of fossil
fuels while meeting an increase in energy demand.1,2

Among all the renewable energy sources, hydrogen has been
accepted as one of the most promising alternatives to fossil
fuels due to its cleanliness, sustainability, and high energy
density.3−5 Through water electrolysis, an environmental-
friendly method, hydrogen can be produced to achieve
sustainable energy production.6−8 Currently, platinum-group
metals and noble-metal compounds are considered the most
efficient hydrogen evolution reaction (HER) electrocatalysts.
However, high cost and scarcity of these precious metals
impede large-scale utilization and commercialization.9,10 The
development of a highly active and abundant electrocatalyst
would overcome these difficulties, providing the necessary
breakthrough for a sustainable and clean energy supply.
van der Waals (vdW) layered materials have been known for

several decades.11 However, the interest in these materials has
been renewed since the discovery of graphene as the first two-
dimensional (2D) material.12,13 This and various other 2D

materials beyond graphene have raised extensive interest in
optical, electronic, and energy storage applications.14−16 Due
to intriguing properties, 2D materials are being explored as
alternative electrocatalysts.17−20 Most pristine vdW materials
do not show electrochemical activity in their basal planes; thus
to improve the activity of the basal plane, various surface
modifications such as defect engineering,21−23 interfacial
engineering,24−26 and doping27−29 are required. However, if
the parent layered material demonstrates activity in the basal
plane prior to surface modification, its electrochemical activity
can be tremendously improved after further modifications.
Consequently, recent research has been focused on the
discovery of new basal plane active vdW materials. Among
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all the vdW layered materials, Fe3GeTe2 (FGT), an itinerant
ferromagnet with high stability and high Curie temperature
(220 K), has attracted great interest recently in the field of
spintronics. FGT has a hexagonal crystal symmetry with space
group P63/mmc, consisting of a “Fe3Ge” substructure
sandwiched between two layers of Te atoms, which are weakly
bonded by vdW forces as seen in Figure 1e.30,31 Very recently,
FGT was suggested as a potential electrocatalyst candidate for
the oxygen-evolution reaction (OER) and other gas adsorption
reactions (CO, NO, etc.).20,32 However, no theoretical or
experimental work has proposed FGT as an active material for
HER to the best of our knowledge. Herein, we report on the
experimental and theoretical investigations of the HER activity
of FGT for the first time. We have investigated FGT’s
electrochemical activity in three different forms: bulk, partially
exfoliated layers (sonicated), and densified layers. We found
that FGT is highly active in bulk form already, a finding
confirmed by density functional theory (DFT) calculations.
Furthermore, the HER activity increases with exfoliation and
even more after densification.

The FGT sample was synthesized through a direct solid-
state reaction according to previous reports [see the
Supporting Information (SI) for more details]. The sample
was investigated by powder X-ray diffraction (PXRD) for
phase and crystallinity determination, via energy dispersive X-
ray spectroscopy (EDS) for elemental analysis and through
scanning electron microscopy (SEM) for particle size and
morphology determination. According to the PXRD pattern
(Figure 1b), all peaks matched those reported for FGT,
proving a single-phase synthesis and EDS mapping showed the
presence of all three elements as well as their homogeneous
distribution (Figure 1f). However, some intensity mismatches
were observed in the PXRD pattern for the (00l) peaks due to
the preferred orientation along the c-axis as expected for flat,
thin crystals (Figure 1f).
To increase the amount of exposed basal planes, the FGT

sample was crushed, and the resulting powder was dispersed in
ethanol and ultrasonicated in a vial which was immersed in an
ice−water bath for 2 h. Ultrasonication of the FGT powder
resulted in smaller particles (Figure S1). PXRD shows an

Figure 1. Powder X-ray diffraction patterns of FGT: (a) calculated, (b) bulk, (c) sonicated, and (d) SPS pellet. (e) Crystal structure of FGT
and (f) SEM images and EDS mappings of as-synthesized FGT crystals.

Figure 2. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy spectra of (a) Fe 2p, (b) Ge 3d, and (c) Te 3d for bulk and sonicated FGT samples.
Experimental and fitting data are indicated as (□) and solid lines, respectively.
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intensity increase for the (002) peak (Figure 1c), indicating
abundance of exposed (002) layers and confirming partial
exfoliation of the bulk crystals. Interestingly, the (106) peak
has become one of the most prevalent intensities, indicating
exposure of edges through layer breaking.
The surface chemical composition and the core-level binding

energy of the bulk and sonicated FGT were investigated by X-
ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS). Figure 2 and Table S1
show the oxidation states of the Fe 2p, Ge 3d, and Te 3d
species on the analyzed surfaces. As shown in Figure 2a, the
high-resolution Fe 2p spectrum is deconvoluted into Fe 2p1/2
and Fe 2P3/2: The two peaks at 706.6 eV/719.8 eV originate
from the metallic iron (Fe0 in FGT). The two other doublets at
710.9 and 724.6 eV (with 713.2 and 726.21 eV satellites)33−36

can be ascribed to Fe3+ from the surface oxide layer. The Ge 3d
spectrum (Figure 2b) is deconvoluted into Ge 3d3/2 and Ge
3d5/2, with the peaks at 29.3/29.8 eV assigned to metallic
germanium (Ge0 in FGT), while those at 31.8 eV (Ge2+) and
32.4 eV (Ge4+) correspond to germanium oxide peaks.37−39

Finally, the Te 3d spectrum (Figure 2c) is deconvoluted into
Te 3d3/2 and Te 3d5/2, with the peaks at 572.9/583.3 eV
ascribed to metallic tellurium (Te0 in FGT) and those at
576.4/586.8 eV assigned to Te4+.40,41 Comparing the non-
oxide peaks (Fe0, Ge0, and Te0) to each other in both samples
(bulk and sonicated), it is obvious that Te0 is by far the most
abundant on the surface, an indication of a Te-terminated basal
plane in FGT, as expected for this Te-terminated vdW atomic
structure (Figure 1e). The oxide peaks in all the species reveal
that air-exposed surface atoms of FGT have been oxidized.
However, this oxide layer is likely very thin because the FGT
peaks (Fe0, Ge0, and Te0) are still clearly detectable by XPS.
Sonication diminishes the FGT’s peak intensities, thereby
increasing the amount of surface oxides because more surface
area is exposed to oxygen as the particles become smaller.
These surface oxides may affect the HER activity of FGT;
however, our density functional theory (DFT) calculations
show that FGT is already an active HER electrocatalyst on its
own (see below). Nevertheless, the effect of the oxides on
FGT’s HER activity warrants further investigations in the
future.
The HER activities of the bulk and sonicated FGT samples

were examined in 1 M KOH solution, and their electrodes
were prepared via a drop-cast method. The linear sweep
voltammetry (LSV) curve of the bulk FGT powder exhibits an
overpotential of η10 = −0.337 V at 10 mA/cm2 (Figure 3a). In

comparison, bulk FGT is far better than the most popular
layered materials studied as HER catalysts, bulk hexagonal 2H-
MoS2 (η10 = −0.83 V)42 and 2H-MoTe2 (η10 = −0.65 V),43

whose active sites are limited solely to the edges. To improve
their activity, the basal plane of these materials is usually
activated by different surface modifications, which have led to
the overpotential improvements given in Table S3, the best
value (η10 = −0.31 V) being recorded for the 2H-MoS2 directly
grown on carbon cloth. Interestingly, puckering the chalcoge-
nide layer has proven to be another successful way to activate
the basal plane. For example, the basal planes in 3R-MoS2

42

and 1T′-MoTe2
43 are active showing improved overpotentials

of η10 = −0.52 V and η10 = −0.34 V, respectively. FGT has an
overpotential comparable to 1T′-MoTe2, hinting at its basal
plane activity even though it has an undistorted hexagonal
crystal structure with honeycomb Te layers. As demonstrated
by PXRD analysis, the bulk FGT sample shows preferred
orientation along the c-axis [basal plane, (00l) reflections], a
further indication that the observed activity might be related to
the exposed basal plane. Furthermore, XPS analysis shows that
Te dominates the surface, a further hint that the Te basal plane
is exposed. Indeed, our DFT calculations (see below) show
that the flat Te layer in FGT is as active as the puckered Te
layer in 1T′-MoTe2.
To confirm and improve this result, we have investigated a

sonicated FGT sample, which has more basal planes exposed
than the bulk, as shown by PXRD. However, the sonication
can also break the layers and provide edge sites which can
further impact activity; for example, the PXRD (Figure 1c)
shows that the (106) layers are among the most abundant in
the sample. Compared to the bulk powder, the sonicated
sample shows a significant enhancement (33%) in HER
activity with an overpotential of η10 = −0.222 V. To
understand this result, we have estimated the available
surface-active sites using the electrochemical active surface
area (ECSA) method. ECSA was estimated from the
electrochemical double-layer capacitance (Cdl), with a larger
Cdl value indicative of more active sites present.44 Figure S3
shows that the Cdl value (22.9 mF/cm2) of the sonicated
powder is larger than that of the bulk powder (16.2 mF/cm2),
confirming that the sonicated sample has more active sites than
the bulk. There are two reasons for the increased activity: The
exfoliation of the FGT crystals which exposes more basal
planes (Figure 1c) and the decrease in particle size (Figure S2)
which exposes more edge sites. However, the increased

Figure 3. a) Polarization curves of FGT (for various electrode types) and Pt/C. The data were recorded in 1 M KOH at a scan rate of 5 mV/s
with iR-correction. b) Tafel plots obtained using the polarization curves in a).
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formation of oxide layers on the surface after sonication could
also play a role.
Improving the HER activity of vdW transition metal

dichalcogenides (TMDs) is currently one of the most
attractive research areas, where defect engineering is being
used for activating the inactive basal planes of hexagonal
TMDs (Table S3). For monoclinic 1T′-MoTe2, which has an
active basal plane, a different strategy was recently employed to
boost its HER activity: in fact, its catalytic performance was
improved dramatically when the electrode was held at a
cathodic bias. As a result, the overpotential required to
maintain a current density of 10 mA cm−2 improved from
−0.320 V to −0.178 V.45 This is an extraordinary result which
showcases the ease with which the HER activity of basal plane
active materials can be improved. During our recent studies of
another group of basal plane active materials (transition metal
diborides), we discovered that their HER activity can be
drastically improved by efficiently covering the electrode, thus
taking advantage of the basal plane activity.46−48 We have
applied this strategy to further improve the activity of FGT.
The sonicated FGT sample was compressed into a pellet
through spark plasma sintering (SPS) at room temperature to
achieve a densified disk (see the Supporting Information). As
shown in Figure S2c, the electrode surface is denser than the
other electrodes. This type of electrode exposes more basal
planes compared to the drop-cast method; however, the
sonication also breaks the layers and provides edge sites which
can further impact activity. As shown in Figure S2c, the disk-
type electrode provides a homogenous coverage of the FGT
particles if compared to the other electrodes (Figures S2a and
S2b). The PXRD pattern of the SPS pellet (Figure 1d) shows
an intensity increase of the (00l) peaks pointing toward a
preferred orientation and the presence of more basal planes.
Interestingly, this PXRD pattern is almost identical to that
recorded for a single crystal of FGT (Figure S4), thus hinting
at a nearly single-crystal-like layer arrangement of the FGT
particles in the SPS pellet. However, as pointed out above, the
(106) peak still remains one of the dominant intensities and
thus may have an impact on activity (see below). This
condensed, highly oriented (single-crystal-like) electrode
dramatically improves all electrochemical parameters of FGT.
The obtained overpotential (η10 = −0.105 V) not only is more
than twice lower than that of the sonicated sample (η10 =

−0.222 V) but also is the lowest value reported so far for all
bulk TMDs electrocatalysts, to the best of our knowledge.
Furthermore, the path for the electrodes to transfer electrons
from the electrode’s substrate (in this work, it is a Cu plate) to
the active sites is hugely facilitated by the better electrode
coverage of the densified electrode, leading to a more than 2-
fold increase in the Cdl value (52.7 mF/cm2) if compared to
that of the sonicated sample (22.9 mF/cm2), thus confirming
the overpotential findings. Interlayer electron transfer is the
dominant mechanism for HER activity in layered materials,49

so by reducing the distance between the particles (densifica-
tion), this makes it easier for electrons to traverse through the
layered particles. This is further supported by the EIS data in
Figure S8 and Table S4. The charge transfer resistance (Rct)
derived from the Nyquist plot can be fitted using an equivalent
circuit model consisting of a series resistance (Rs, mainly the
solution resistance) and a constant phase element (CPE). The
SPS electrode has a much smaller Rct (9.71 Ω) than the
sonicated electrode (24.6 Ω), supporting the idea that
electrons will move faster in the former and thus boosting its
charge transfer rate during HER.
The Tafel slope is an inherent catalyst property regulated by

the rate-determining step of HER, with a small slope being
desirable to drive a large catalytic current density at low
overpotential. From the Tafel plots (Figure 3b), the bulk
powder and the sonicated powder display a slope of 134.6 mV/
dec and 125.1 mV/dec, respectively. The SPS pellet
demonstrates a superior HER activity with the lowest Tafel
slope (97.3 mV/dec), indicating a much more efficient HER
with faster kinetics versus the other two electrodes. Addition-
ally, the Tafel slope values of the bulk powder and the
sonicated powder near 120 mV/dec indicate that the Volmer
reaction strongly controls the HER process,50,51 whereas the
SPS pellet shows the Tafel slope falling in between the Volmer
reaction (Tafel slope ∼120 mV/dec) and the Heyrovsky
reaction (Tafel slope ∼40 mV/dec) due to the complexity of
the reaction observed in highly active bulk catalysts.46

Continuous cyclic voltammetry (CV) was employed to
evaluate the stability of FGT (Figure S9a, c, and e). All the
electrodes reveal good stability after 3000 cycles. Furthermore,
the catalysts were analyzed through a chronoamperometric test
(Figure S9b, d, and f). At a fixed overpotential, all the

Figure 4. a) The Gibbs free energy (ΔGH) of H-adsorption on several active sites of FGT and 1T′-MoTe2 from ref 52. b) FGT superstructure
models generated for (002) and (106) surfaces with the top and hollow sites indicated.
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electrodes yielded a stable current density of about 10 mA/cm2

for 24 h, further consolidating their high durability.
First-principles DFT calculations were performed to study

the active sites of FGT by considering different H-adsorption
sites on two different layers, the basal plane (002) and an edge
plane (106). For the (002) all tellurium layer, the following
sites were considered: (1) on top (Top) of a Te atom, (2) on a
hollow site (Hol-1) above an Fe atom, and (3) on a hollow site
(Hol-2) above a Ge atom (Figure 4b). For the mixed
tellurium/iron (106) layer, the following sites were considered:
(4) on top (Top-1) of one Fe atom, (5) on top of a separate
Fe atom (Top-2), and (6) on top of a Te atom (Top-3)
(Figure 4c). The binding energy (ΔEH) and the Gibbs free
energy (ΔGH) for H-adsorption were evaluated (see the
Supporting Information for more details) for all these sites and
compared with those reported for 1T′-MoTe2. As shown in
Figure 4a, the calculated ΔGH values for the basal (002) layer
of FGT are 1.30, 1.38, and 1.98 eV for the Top, Hol-1, and
Ho1-2 sites, respectively, while for the (106) layer, the
obtained ΔGH values are −0.45, −0.26, and 0.21 eV for the
Top-1, Top-2, and Top-3 sites, respectively. Bulk MoTe2 is
known for high basal plane activity in its monoclinic
polymorph 1T′-MoTe2,

43,52 thus it is the perfect candidate
for comparison. The basal plane of this material also contains
many active sites on its distorted tellurium layer, two of which
have the best ΔGH values: 0.86 and 1.72 eV for H-adsorption
on top of the lower Te and on top of the higher Te,
respectively.52 Comparing the basal plane results of the two
phases, it is quite astonishing that the top sites (most active
sites for the FGT basal plane) in both compounds have almost
the exact ΔGH values if the average (1.29 eV) is used in the
case of 1T′-MoTe2, thus predicting similar HER activity for the
basal plane in these two compounds. Indeed, the experimental
HER activity measurements presented above for bulk FGT
show nearly the same overpotential (η10 = −0.337 V, in KOH)
as bulk 1T′-MoTe2 (η10 = −0.34 V, in H2SO4). To the best of
our knowledge, FGT is the first HER electrocatalyst found so
far in the class of hexagonal vdW materials with an active
undistorted hexagonal Te layer, since the hexagonal polymorph
of MoTe2 was found not to be competitive for HER in the bulk
(Table S3). Furthermore, the results for the (106) layer
suggest the presence of an even more active layer for FGT with
ΔGH values that are much closer to zero (from −0.45 to 0.21
eV) in comparison to those calculated for the basal planes of
FGT and 1T′-MoTe2. This result supports the far better HER
activity found for the sonicated sample if compared to the bulk
because smaller particles expose more edge sites which are
more active. However, the XPS results showed that a thin
oxide layer is present on the surface of these materials,
suggesting that the real active sites may be hybrid layers
composed of the thin oxide layer and the different active FGT
layers underneath. The hybrid model is supported by the fact
that a further oxidation (see Figure S11) of the FGT sample
through ball-milling has resulted in a significantly bad catalyst
despite obvious reduction of particle size according to PXRD.
In conclusion, FGT has been successfully synthesized by a

solid-state reaction, and the sample was characterized by
PXRD, EDS, and SEM analyses. In addition, its electro-
chemical properties were studied experimentally and theoret-
ically. Three types of electrodes (bulk powder, sonicated
powder, and SPS-densified pellet) were prepared to explore the
HER activity. The results indicated that the HER activity of the
sonicated FGT, which exposes more basal and edge planes, is

higher than that of the bulk. Moreover, the SPS pellet
electrode, which is the densest and whose PXRD showed not
only single-crystal-like preferred orientation along the c-
direction but also the presence of some edge planes, requires
the smallest overpotential (η10 = −0.105 V) among all bulk
TMDs reported so far. All the electrodes have excellent long-
term stability and durability, displaying no significant HER
activity loss after 3000 cycles and 24 h of operation in an
alkaline electrolyte. To understand the excellent HER activity
of FGT, DFT calculations were performed. The calculated
ΔGH values of the hexagonal basal plane Te layer were found
to be nearly equal to that of the puckered Te layer in
monoclinic MoTe2 (1T′-MoTe2), supporting the basal plane
activity of FGT. Furthermore, the calculated ΔGH values of
another prevalent (106) layer (edge layer) are even closer to
zero, thus supporting the increase in activity with particle size
reduction, which favors increased edge sites. Furthermore, the
presence of a thin oxide layer on top of the active FGT layers
as found by XPS suggests that the real active surface is likely a
hybrid FGT/oxide layer. This study introduces FGT as a
highly HER active hexagonal vdW material with active basal
plane and edge sites, thus paving the way for further studies of
related iron-based vdW materials, their composites, and their
surface functionalization as high-performing electrocatalysts.
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