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Ultra-thin proton conducting carrier layers
for scalable integration of atomically thin 2D
materials with proton exchange polymers for
next-generation PEMs†

Nicole K. Moehring, a,b,c Andrew E. Naclerio, b Pavan Chaturvedi, b,c

Thomas Knight d and Piran R. Kidambi *a,b,c,e

Scalable approaches for synthesis and integration of proton selective atomically thin 2D materials with

proton conducting polymers can enable next-generation proton exchange membranes (PEMs) with

minimal crossover of reactants or undesired species while maintaining adequately high proton conduc-

tance for practical applications. Here, we systematically investigate facile and scalable approaches to inter-

face monolayer graphene synthesized via scalable chemical vapor deposition (CVD) on Cu foil with the

most widely used proton exchange polymer Nafion 211 (N211, ∼25 µm thick film) via (i) spin-coating a

∼700 nm thin Nafion carrier layer to transfer graphene (spin + scoop), (ii) casting a Nafion film and cold

pressing (cold press), and (iii) hot pressing (hot press) while minimizing micron-scale defects to <0.3%

area. Interfacing CVD graphene on Cu with N211 via cold press or hot press and subsequent removal of

Cu via etching results in ∼50% lower areal proton conductance compared to membranes fabricated via

the spin + scoop method. Notably, the areal proton conductance can be recovered by soaking the hot

and cold press membranes in 0.1 M HCl, without significant damage to graphene. We rationalize our

finding by the significantly smaller reservoir for cation uptake from Cu etching for the ∼700 nm thin

carrier Nafion layer used for spin + scoop transfer compared to the ∼25 µm thick N211 film for hot and

cold pressing. Finally, we demonstrate performance in H2 fuel cells with power densities of ∼0.23 W cm−2

and up to ∼41–54% reduction in H2 crossover for the N211|G|N211 sandwich membranes compared to

the control N211|N211 indicating potential for our approach in enabling advanced PEMs for fuel cells,

redox-flow batteries, isotope separations and beyond.

Introduction

The pristine lattice of atomically thin 2D materials such as gra-

phene and hexagonal boron nitride (h-BN) allows for electric-

field driven permeation of protons, while maintaining imper-

meability to atoms and larger ions.1–12 Such selective proton

transport through 2D materials presents potential for enabling

next-generation proton exchange membranes (PEMs) with

minimal crossover of reactants or undesired species, thereby

providing avenues to address persistent issues in conventional

state-of-the-art proton conducting polymers e.g. Nafion.1–12

Practical applications necessitate large area 2D material

synthesis as well as facile integration approaches for realizing

functional devices.13–20 In this context, chemical vapor depo-

sition (CVD) has emerged as the most promising approach for

large area 2D material synthesis.21–24 However, bottom-up syn-

thesis via CVD inevitably introduces intrinsic defects into the

2D lattice.25,26 Intrinsic defects can enhance proton transport

through 2D materials, but large intrinsic defects may also

allow permeation of undesired species.11–15 Interfacing 2D

materials with conventional state-of-the-art proton conducting

polymers allows for synergistic advantages of reduced cross-

over (2D materials reduce crossover) while retaining high

proton conductance (via intrinsic defects in 2D materials) by

leveraging the low probability of large, non-selective defects in

2D materials aligning perfectly with pores/water channels of
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the Nafion support.10–12,27,28 Hence, the development of a

facile and scalable approach to integrate 2D materials with

Nafion is imperative.10–12,27,28

Hot pressing proton conducting polymers e.g. Nafion directly

onto CVD graphene grown on Cu foil, has been explored in

prior studies and optimized to enable large area graphene trans-

fer for applications in fuel cell, redox flow batteries, isotope sep-

arations and beyond.2,7,11,29 However, oxidation of the Cu

underneath defects in graphene can cause damage to graphene

compromising selectivity, necessitating new approaches.29

Here, we systematically explore scalable approaches in

addition to hot press to interface atomically thin CVD graphene

with one of the most widely used PEM i.e. Nafion 211 (N211,

∼25 μm thick film). Specifically, we leverage casting a Nafion

film on graphene on Cu foil followed by room-temperature press-

ing (cold press) to a N211 layer as well as a spin-coated ∼700 nm

thin Nafion carrier layer (spin + scoop) to transfer graphene on

N211 to minimize micron-scale defects to <0.3% area (∼88% less

than conventional hot press transfer method). Graphene transfer

via cold press or hot press results in ∼50% lower areal proton

conductance compared to membranes fabricated via the spin +

scoop method, but the areal proton conductance is recovered by

soaking the membranes in 0.1 M HCl. We highlight the critical

role of the significantly smaller reservoir for cation (Cu and

ammonium ions) uptake from Cu etching2,11,30,31 for the

∼700 nm thin carrier Nafion layer used for spin + scoop transfer

compared to the ∼25 μm thick N211 film for hot and cold press

and demonstrate PEMs for H2 fuel cells with power densities

∼0.23 W cm−2 and up to ∼41–54% reduction in H2 crossover

compared to bare Nafion control PEMs.

Experimental methods
Graphene synthesis and characterization

Graphene is synthesized via low pressure chemical vapor depo-

sition (CVD) in a custom-built, 1″ diameter tube furnace

reactor.7,11,15–21,23,29,32 In brief, Cu foil (HA, 18 μm thickness,

JX Holdings) is cleaned via sonication in ∼20% Nitric Acid fol-

lowed by DI water wash and air drying.11 The Cu foil is heated

to ∼1060 °C and annealed under 100 sccm H2 for 45 minutes,

then 300 sccm for an additional 15 minutes.11 While maintain-

ing a H2 flow rate of 300 sccm, the graphene growth is initiated

by introducing methane via a two-step process to ensure a

complete film: step 1 (0.5 sccm CH4 for 45 minutes), step 2

(1 sccm of CH4 for an additional 30 min).11 The system is

quench cooled while still flowing the reaction gases until the

temperature reaches <100 °C.

Raman spectroscopy of graphene after transfer to 300 nm

SiO2/Si (University Wafers) using poly(methyl) methacrylate

(PMMA) carrier layer is used to determine the resulting gra-

phene quality.7,11,32 2 wt% PMMA (Acros Organics, 35 000 M.W.)

in Anisole (BeanTown Chemical, 99%) is drop casted on the

graphene on Cu foil, dried, then the Cu foil etched in 0.2 M

ammonium persulfate (APS, Acros Organics, ACS reagent

grade, (98+%)). Once fully etched, the graphene/PMMA stack is

rinsed with DI water then scooped onto SiO2/Si wafers and

dried before the PMMA is removed with acetone and rinsed

with isopropanol. Raman spectra are collected using a

Thermoscientific DXR Raman Microscope (532 nm, 1 mW

laser, spot size ∼1.1 µm). For Raman of graphene already

transferred to Nafion, the laser power was increased to 3 mW

to improve the signal to noise ratio.

Proton exchange membrane (PEM) fabrication

Graphene is transferred to H+ form Nafion 211 (N211, 25 μm

thickness, Ion Power) using three distinct methods (Fig. 1): (i)

hot press, (ii) cast and cold press (referred to as cold press),

and (iii) spin-coat and scoop (referred to as spin + scoop). Hot

press: graphene on Cu foil is pressed to Nafion by sandwiching

it between two sheets of PTFE-coated fiberglass sheets

(McMaster Carr, ∼10 mil thickness) at ∼140 °C under 1000 psi

for 3 minutes.7,11,29 Cold press: a thin layer of Nafion (1 wt%

Nafion solution, 1100 EW – equivalent weight of Nafion in

alcohol, Ion Power) is casted (via drop-casting or spin-coating)

on CVD graphene on Cu before pressing N211 via sandwiching

between the PTFE-coated fiberglass sheets at room tempera-

ture under 1000 psi for 3 minutes. Spin + scoop: Graphene on

Cu foil is coated with a thin Nafion film via spin-coating.

Three layers of Nafion are spin-coated (1000 rpm, 60 seconds)

and dried to create a film strong enough to maintain structural

integrity during the transfer process. The first layer consists of

5 wt% Nafion solution while the second 2 layers are 1 wt%

Nafion solution. For each layer, ∼0.1 mL of Nafion solution is

added and the sample spun for 60 seconds at 1000 RPM.

Between each step, the film is dried at ∼60 °C for ∼10 minutes

and a final drying time of ∼30 minutes. The resulting film

thickness is ∼700 nm (see Fig. 1H).

Next, the Cu foil is etched using ammonium persulfate

(APS) solution. An initial ∼10 min etch in 0.2 M APS, followed

by ∼10 min float in DI water rinse is repeated twice to ensure

that graphene on the bottom side of the Cu foil is removed

before floating on ∼0.2 M APS for ∼3 hours to fully etch the Cu

foil, after which the sample is rinsed in a series of DI water

baths. For the hot press and cold press methods, the samples

are dried, then the second layer of Nafion is added by hot

pressing at 140 °C under 1000 PSI for 3 minutes to result in

graphene sandwiched between 2 layers of N211. For the spin +

scoop sample, a layer of Nafion attached to PTFE-coated fiber-

glass is submerged in the water and used to scoop the gra-

phene|Nafion-thin-film stack onto it and then dried before

adding the second Nafion layer via hot pressing.

Proton transport experiments

Proton transport characterization of the fabricated membranes

were performed by supplying H2 gas as the source of protons

and by adding ∼0.25-inch diameter platinum-carbon electro-

des (Pt/C, 0.2 mg cm−2 Pt loading, Fuel cell store, ∼0.32 cm2)

via hot press at ∼200 psi and ∼140 °C for ∼1 minute.7,11,29

Before testing, the membranes were soaked in DI water for

10 minutes to ensure the Nafion was fully hydrated (as pre-

pared). Membranes were loaded into a custom-built miniature
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fuel cell and ∼40 sccm of humidified H2 gas (99.9999%, AL

Gas) is introduced to both sides of the membrane (see

Fig. 2A). A potentiostat (Gamry Interface 1010B) is used to run

linear sweep voltammetry from −100 mV to +100 mV at a scan

rate of 2 mV s−1. The membrane conductance is determined

from the slope of the resulting curve:

I

V
¼

1

R
¼ σ

then normalized to the active area (∼0.32 cm2) to obtain areal

proton conductance. After the initial proton conductance and

H2 crossover measurements, the samples are removed from

the measurement cell, soaked for 12 hours in 0.1 M HCl,

rinsed in DI water and then reloaded in the cell and measured

again (post acid soaking).

Ion exchange capacity (IEC)

IEC was determined by neutralization titration.33 Membranes

were prepared with Nafion 212 (N212, ∼50 µm thickness)

using the hot press method. Prior to hot pressing, the N212

pieces were weighed to acquire their dry mass (mnaf ). After

sandwiching, each membrane is soaked in 75 ± 0.25 mL of

∼0.5 M KCl for ∼2 hours, then removed. Three aliquots of 20 ±

0.25 mL were taken and 2 drops of Brothymyl blue indicator

(BTB) added to each so that a yellow color was observed. Each

aliquot was titrated with ∼0.01 N NaOH until the aliquot color

changed to green/blue, indicating a pH of ∼7.0. The IEC is cal-

culated using:

IEC ¼

N � V

mnaf

� �

VKCl; total

VKCl; aliquot

� �

where N is the normality of the NaOH titrant, V is the volume

of titrant added to neutralize the KCl solution, mnaf is the

mass of the dry Nafion, VKCl, total is the total KCl volume the

sample was soaked in, and VKCl, aliquot is the volume of each

KCl aliquot.

Fig. 1 Graphene transfer and proton transport membrane (PEM) fabrication using spin + scoop, cold press, and hot press methods. Schematics of

graphene transfer to 25 µm thick Nafion 211 (N211) using (A) spin-coat and scoop (referred to as spin + scoop), (B) cast and cold press (referred to as

cold press), and (C) hot press methods. (D) Schematic of the final hot press step used to add the second N211 layer and optical image of the N211|G|

N211 sandwich membrane. Black lines serve as guides to the eye and indicate graphene edges. Representative SEM images of graphene transferred

to N211 via (E) spin + scoop, (F) cold press, and (G) hot press methods and (I) calculated percent defect area via image analysis using ImageJ soft-

ware. Error bars represent one standard deviation. Common defects observed for each transfer method are circled. (H) Cross section SEM images of

the spin + scoop Nafion layer coated on graphene on Cu foil, showing the thickness of the spin-coated Nafion layer is ∼700 nm. (J) Raman spectra

for monolayer graphene transferred on to 300 nm SiO2/Si wafer (red curve) indicates high quality with the absence of a D-peak (∼1350 cm−1). The

presence of G (∼1600 cm−1) and 2D (∼2700 cm−1) peaks in the Raman spectra of graphene transferred on to Nafion (light blue curve) in comparison

to bare Nafion (dark blue curve) demonstrates successful transfer.
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Fig. 2 Areal proton conductance of N211|N211 and N211|G|N211 PEMs. (A) Schematic of cell and gas flow used for measurement of proton conduc-

tance. (B) I–V curves for Nafion sandwich membrane (N211|N211) without exposure to Cu or APS (No Cu/APS, black line), sandwich membrane

which was pressed against bare Cu foil and etched in 0.2 M APS before (Hot press Cu, green line) and after soaking in 0.1 M HCl (Hot press Cu & HCl

float, red line). (C) Areal conductance extracted from I–V curves in (C). An additional sandwich membrane where Nafion 211 was floated on APS solu-

tion (APS float, blue) without any Cu present, showing that ammonium ion contamination can also lead to conductance reduction. Areal conduc-

tance for N211|N211 (controls) and N211|G|N211 PEMs (D) as prepared and (E) after soaking in 0.1 M HCl. Note one of the N211|N211 control mem-

branes was not exposed to Cu or APS solution [211|211 (no Cu/APS), black outline]. For all other membranes, Nafion is contacted with annealed bare

Cu foil via hot press [211|211 (hot press Cu), green outline] or cold press [211|211 (cold press Cu), purple outline] or with graphene on Cu using hot

press [211|G|211, green, filled], cold press (purple, filled), spin + scoop (yellow, filled) and the Cu is subsequently etched using 0.2 M ammonium per-

sulfate (APS) solution. A reduced areal proton conductance is seen for all membranes (except the control not contacted with Cu or APS [N211|N211

(no Cu/APS)]. After soaking in 0.1 M HCl the proton conductance increases for all hot press and cold press membranes. Such a trend is not observed

with the spin + scoop sandwich membrane as well as the N211|N211 (no Cu/APS) control membrane (black outline) and areal proton conductance

remains relatively unchanged. (F) Ratios of proton conductance after soaking in 0.1 M HCl to conductance as prepared illustrate the change in areal

proton conductance. Comparison of SEM images (G) before and (H) after soaking in HCl do not show an increase in cracks/tears (<3%) suggesting

the acid soak increases areal proton conductivity without damaging the graphene significantly. Schematics of (I) exchange of ions in Nafion polymer

chains, (J) the Cu etching process, and (K) the reservoir effect proposed to explain the observed change in areal proton conductance. Notably, the

∼700 nm thick Nafion film formed during the spin scoop process represents as significantly smaller reservoir for uptake of Cu or ammonium ions

compared to the ∼25 µm thick Nafion 211 film.
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Energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS)

As prepared graphene transferred to N211 (N211|G) via hot

press method was mounted to the sample holder (without

soaking in 0.1 M HCl) and loaded into a Zeiss Merlin SEM

with EDS. At a working distance of ∼8.5 mm, the N211|G

sample is brought into focus at low magnification (<800×) to

mitigate charging/damage to the sample due to the high vol-

tages (20 kV) and probe current (2 nA) used. The EDS spectra

was collected over ∼5 minutes in an area of the sample

covered with graphene. Next, the magnification was increased

(>800×) and the EDS spectra collected again.

H2 crossover measurements

H2 crossover at room temperature is determined using electro-

chemical techniques previously described.7,11,12,29 ∼40 sccm of

humidified H2 gas is flowed on one side of the membrane while

∼40 sccm of humidified N2 (99.999%, AL Gas) is flowed on the

other side of the membrane and the OCV monitored until

stable. Linear sweep voltammetry is run from +600 mV to

−150 mV. At potentials above the OCV, the current results from

hydrogen which diffused through the membrane and is avail-

able to react at the electrode on the N2 side of the membrane.

Therefore, the measured current is directly related to the magni-

tude of H2 crossover through the membrane. The limiting

current density at 400 mV is taken to compare crossover between

membranes as per U.S. Department of Energy standard.11

Hydrogen fuel cell

Fuel cell measurements were done at room temperature by

supplying humified H2 to one side and humidified air to the

other side of the membrane. An initial break-in procedure is

performed prior to each measurement wherein the membrane

potential is cycled between 600 and 200 mV, holding for 60

seconds at each step for ∼3 hours. I–V curves and power

density plots are obtained by sweeping the applied potential

from ∼900 mV to ∼200 mV at a scan rate of ∼2 mV s−1. Power

density is calculated by multiplying current density by the

potential. Maximum power density is extracted from the power

density plots as the maximum point.

Results and discussion
Transfer of CVD graphene to N211 via hot press, cold press,

and spin + scoop approaches

Three different methods were used to transfer CVD graphene

to N211: (i) spin-coating a thin layer of Nafion on CVD gra-

phene on Cu, followed by subsequent etch of Cu and scooping

the Nafion|graphene (N211|G) on to N211 (spin + scoop,

Fig. 1A), (ii) casting a Nafion film on CVD graphene on Cu and

cold pressing on to N211 (Fig. 1B) and subsequent etch of Cu,

and (iii) hot pressing N211 on to CVD graphene on Cu and

subsequent etch of Cu (Fig. 1C). Finally, another layer of N211

is hot pressed to fabricate an N211|G|N211 sandwich PEM,

electrically isolating and protecting the graphene layer in-

between (Fig. 1D).

Scanning electron microscopy (SEM, Fig. 1E–G), and

Raman spectroscopy (Fig. 1J) performed on graphene trans-

ferred to N211 (prior to hot pressing the additional sheet of

N211) confirms successful graphene transfer. SEM images

show wrinkles in graphene and some multi-layer spots indicat-

ing CVD graphene transfer using each method (Fig. 1E–G).

Raman spectroscopy confirms (i) the high quality of the as-syn-

thesized monolayer CVD graphene (Fig. 1J, red spectrum) as

well as (ii) the successful transfer of graphene to Nafion

(Fig. 1J, light blue spectrum, Fig. S1†). Raman spectra are col-

lected from 1200 cm−1 to 2800 cm−1 as the characteristic gra-

phene peaks appear within this range and allows confirmation

of graphene transfer.10,34,35 Specifically, Raman peaks at

∼2690 cm−1 (2D), ∼1580 cm−1 (G), and the absence of a peak

at ∼1350 cm−1 are characteristic to graphene and a ratio of ID/

IG ∼0.032, confirms high quality (Fig. 1J, red spectrum).35,36

Nafion does not have peaks at 2690 cm−1 or 1580 cm−1

(Fig. 1J, dark blue spectrum).37 Hence, the presence of charac-

teristic graphene peaks after graphene transfer is indicative of

successful graphene transfer (Fig. 1J, light blue spectrum).

However, broad, characteristic Nafion peaks are present

around 1350 cm−1 (∼1300 cm−1 and 1380 cm−1) and therefore

this method cannot be used to quantify the quality of the gra-

phene after transfer to Nafion.

Notably, graphene transferred via hot press shows spot/

linear defects (Fig. 1G) consistent with prior literature reports

of damage to graphene via oxidation of the Cu foil underneath

intrinsic defects in CVD graphene which are large enough to

allow for H2/O2 permeation.29,38,39 Further, such oxidation

related features appear to line up along wrinkles in CVD

graphene,29,38,39 as is apparent when comparing CVD gra-

phene on Cu foil that has been oxidized via heating in

ambient atmosphere (see Fig. S2†).

Interestingly, graphene transferred without using elevated

temperatures (as used in hot press) does not show oxidation

related features (Fig. 1E and F). However, some minor areas

with different damaged/ruptured regions for the graphene

transferred via cold press are observed. These regions appear

brighter under SEM imaging due to charging of the underlying

exposed Nafion (due to the non-conducting nature of the

polymer compared to graphene) along with much darker

regions in the immediate vicinity (Fig. 1F). We attribute these

darker patches to >1 layer of graphene that ruptured due to

poor contact with the N211 (exposing Nafion in the bright

regions of SEM) and folded over.29 We note that cold press in

some instances results in large areas of non-conformal contact

(see Fig. S3†) in addition to the minor ruptures, although they

occurred less frequently across several samples we tested and

were mitigated when a thin layer of Nafion is cast on the Cu|G

before the cold press to N211 (Fig. 1B). Finally, we note that

graphene transferred via a spin-coated, ultra-thin Nafion film

(∼700 nm thickness, Fig. 1H) showed minimal damage/

rupture of either type (Fig. 1E). A quantitative analysis of the

percentage area attributed to defects/damage/ruptures (Fig. 1I)

from SEM images with ImageJ confirms the qualitative obser-

vations with hot press > (∼2.5 ± 1.3%) > cold press (∼0.95 ±
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0.56%) > spin + scoop (∼0.25 ± 0.07%) (Fig. 1I). We attribute

the low defective area for the spin + scoop sample to the lack

of elevated temperatures which ensures no damage results

from the Cu oxidation and the spin-coated Nafion film achiev-

ing conformal contact with CVD graphene on Cu.

Areal proton conductance of the fabricated N211|G|N211

PEMs

Proton transport through fabricated PEM sandwich mem-

branes was evaluated by adding Pt/C electrodes to either side

of the membrane (0.32 cm2) and using a custom built, minia-

ture test cell (Fig. 2A).11,29 The PEM is loaded into the cell and

sealed between two graphite rods and Ni foam for electrical

contact with Pt/C electrodes on either side and o-rings to

isolate either side of the membrane from gas leakage.

Current–Voltage (I–V) curves are measured while supplying

humidified H2 gas on either side of the PEM (symmetric

measurements), and the slope of the I–V curve collected using

linear sweep voltammetry (LSV) is used to compute PEM con-

ductance (Fig. 2B) using Ohm’s law.11,29,34

We note that CVD graphene transfer to N211 inevitably

necessitates the removal of catalytic CVD substrate and chemi-

cal etching of Cu has emerged as the most preferred route due

to Cu being relatively inexpensive, and since approaches such

as mechanical peeling or interface oxidation for delamination

can result in damage to CVD graphene.32,40 Hence, under-

standing the impact of this chemical etching process of Cu is

imperative for facile and scalable PEM fabrication.

To evaluate the influence of the etching step on proton con-

ductance, we prepare and study four different kinds of N211

(controls): (i) as received N211 with no exposure to Cu or

etching solution of ammonium persulfate (APS), (ii) N211 hot

pressed to bare Cu foil and etched in APS, (iii) N211 floated on

fresh APS solution, and (iv) N211 hot press to bare Cu foil,

etch in APS, then soaked in 0.1 M HCl (Fig. 2C). We sub-

sequently sandwich each of these N211 layers with another as-

received N211 (without any treatment) and proceed to evaluate

proton transport through the N211|N211 PEMs.

The un-treated N211 shows the highest conductance ∼5.2 S

cm−2 (Fig. 2C) but after exposure to Cu and APS, the conduc-

tance drops significantly ∼2.3–2.5 S cm−2. We hypothesize this

lowering in areal conductance stems from uptake of cations

present in the etching solution e.g. Cu and ammonium ions

into Nafion replacing/exchanging the H+ usually present on

the sulfonated groups (Fig. 2I).41,42 To test this hypothesis we

soak the N211|N211 PEMs exposed to Cu and APS in dilute

HCl (0.1 M) and find the areal conductance recovers to match

that of the untreated membrane ∼5.1 S cm−2, suggesting that

the cations have been exchanged out with H+ and contami-

nation effectively removed. Similarly, we observe a drop in

areal proton conductance to ∼2.5–2.6 S cm−2 for N211|N211

PEMs which were contacted with bare Cu via hot pressing and

cold pressing (Fig. 2D) techniques in comparison to N211|

N211 (no contact with Cu/APS) and recovery upon soaking in

0.1 M HCl (Fig. 2E). These observations are consistent with

studies by Hongsirikarn et al.42 wherein the in-plane ionic con-

ductance of N211 decreased linearly from ∼115 mS cm−1 to

∼25 mS cm−1 when equilibrated with increasing concen-

trations of ammonium ions via contamination of Nafion with

NH4
+ as well as re-protonation of Nafion via uptake cations

present in solutions (acids with high H+ concentration) via

diffusion.2,11

Hot as well as cold pressed graphene membranes N211|G|

N211 also show lowering of areal proton conductance and

recovery upon soaking in 0.1 M HCl, similar to the N211|N211

(controls) but the resistance of the graphene membrane

remains higher than the controls (Fig. 2D–F), since graphene

presents additional resistance to proton transport.2,11

Comparison of the areal conductance after soaking in 0.1 M

HCl to the areal conductance as prepared, the control mem-

branes demonstrate the greatest increase in conductivity (∼2×)

while the hot press graphene sample changes by ∼1.5× and

the cold press ∼1.8× (Fig. 2F). To ensure that the 0.1 M HCl

soak is not introducing microscale defects, we imaged the gra-

phene surface on Nafion within the same area via SEM before

and after soaking in 0.1 M HCl and did not observe significant

differences in the graphene features or the introduction of

tears/ruptures (Fig. 2G and H). Interestingly, the spin + scoop

sample did not show a significant drop in the proton conduc-

tance prior to acid soaking and upon acid soaking the proton

conductance only marginally changes i.e. post acid soaking : as

prepared ratio ∼0.99× (Fig. 2F). We propose these differences

between spin + scoop vs. hot/cold pressed N211|G|211 PEMs

originate from a reservoir effect (Fig. 2J and K) as well as any

material properties differences for the ultra-thin ∼700 nm

Nafion films versus ∼25 μm N211.

Nafion films have been suggested to experience confine-

ment effects and substrate/film interactions with slower water

diffusion and reduced water uptake, amongst other

effects.43–46 Specifically, when casted on a hydrophobic

surface, thin Nafion films have been suggested to orient the

ionic domains parallel to the surface which in turn could

reduce water uptake.43–46 For Cu and ammonium ions to

exchange with the protons in the Nafion film, water must

permeate through the graphene barrier via defects overlapping

with the Nafion channels. Once there is water in the ionic

channels, diffusion and ion exchange of Cu and ammonium

ions with H+ can occur. Additionally, the N211 thickness is sig-

nificantly greater than that of the spin-coated film (25 μm vs.

700 nm) and so the N211 has a greater volume for holding

these contaminants, hindering efficient proton transport and

reducing the conductance if not re-protonated (Fig. 2K).

Hence, we conclude that when graphene is transferred to N211

via hot press or cold press, soaking in 0.1 M HCl is necessary

to re-protonate and remove contamination from the etching

step (i.e. Cu and ammonium ions), while graphene that is

transferred via the spin + scoop method does not require an

additional 0.1 M HCl soaking step.

Differences in the ion exchange capacity (IEC, mol of cation

per g of Nafion) are also observed for graphene membranes

which have contact with Cu2+ and NH4
+ as compared to pris-

tine Nafion (Fig. 3). Typically, Nafion in H+ form (i.e. protons
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associated with the sulfonate groups in the Nafion) can be

exchanged out with other cations (K+) by soaking in a solution

such as KCl. Due to the concentration gradient, the protons in

Nafion diffuse into the KCl solution and are replaced with K+.

The concentration of protons removed from the Nafion can

then be determined by simple titration and the IEC value cal-

culated. We note that although the addition of graphene has

been shown to provide resistance to electrically driven K+

transport in Nafion, we do not expect the presence of graphene

to completely eliminate the diffusion of K+ into Nafion during

these experiments. Previous experiments with Nafion|G|

Nafion membranes have indeed demonstrated that K+ can be

fully removed from N211|G|N211 sandwich membranes by

soaking in HCl.7,11

The control sandwich membrane not exposed to Cu or APS

has an IEC of ∼0.88 (Fig. 3D, gray bar). Slight deviation from

the theoretical value of ∼0.9 could be attributed to the accu-

racy of the titration method or some variability in the mass of

the dry Nafion due to residual water.33 When graphene is

transferred to the Nafion (i.e. 1 layer of Nafion is exposed to

Fig. 3 Ion exchange capacity (IEC) for membranes with and without exposure to Cu and ammonium persulfate (APS). (A) Schematic of IEC experi-

mental method wherein an H+ form Nafion sandwich (N212|N212) is soaked in 0.1 M KCl solution and the H+ in the membrane is replaced with K+

from solution, thereby decreasing the pH. The concentration of H+ in solution (from the Nafion) is determined by titration and used to determine

IEC. (B) Image of the aliquots of KCl solution after Nafion soaking at different stages of the titration process. When Brothymal blue (BTB) is added to

the aliquot, the color starts as yellow (acidic). Once neutralized with 0.01 M NaOH, the solution turns to teal. Additional NaOH will make the solution

light blue (basic). The volume of NaOH to neutralize the solution is used in the IEC calculation (see methods). (C) Schematic showing the same

experimental method for IEC determination but after graphene has been added (N212|G|N212), which introduces contamination from the etching

process (Cu and ammonium ions) and displaces a fraction of H+. (D) The calculated IEC for Nafion control membrane [212|212 (no Cu/APS, gray bar)]

compared to the graphene membrane [N212|G|N212 (with Cu/APS)]. The lower IEC for the graphene membrane is confirmation of contamination/

ion exchange in the Nafion during the etching process.
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Fig. 4 Performance of PEMs in fuel cells. Schematic of experiments for (A) H2 crossover and (B) H2 : Air fuel cell performance. The N211|G|N211

sandwich is sealed in the cell with rubber o-rings and electrical contact made with the Pt/C electrodes and Ni foam. The graphene acts as a barrier

between the Nafion layers, limiting H2 crossover but permeating protons and allow functionality in a fuel cell. (C) H2 crossover curves for the fabri-

cated membranes shows reduction upon incorporation of graphene into the PEMs. (D) The H2 crossover current density for each membrane is

determined from the current density at 400 mV. The reduction in H2 crossover is comparable to previous reports of H2 crossover reduction with

single layer graphene.11 (E) Polarization I-V curves (left axis, solid lines) and power density curves (right axis, dotted lines) for each membrane in a

custom-built H2/Air fuel cell. (F) Maximum power density for each membrane extracted from C. Moderate drops in power density are observed upon

the addition of graphene.
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Cu and APS), the IEC is significantly lower at ∼0.59 (Fig. 3D,

blue bar). We attribute this low IEC to the reduced proton con-

centration in the Nafion due to the exchange with Cu and/or

ammonia ions during the etching process. When soaked in

KCl, these ions may still exchange out with the K+ but they do

not contribute significantly to the acidity of the KCl solution

to be titrated, thereby reducing the volume of titrant needed

for neutralization and the subsequent calculated IEC.

To confirm whether Cu ions are participating in the ion

exchange process with Nafion, we performed energy-dispersive

X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) of a N211|G membrane (Fig. S4†) and

observe the Cu Lα peak at ∼0.930 keV when we probe the

sample surface, indicating the presence of Cu. At higher mag-

nification (same beam energy distributed over a smaller area),

the incident electron beam interacts with the Nafion sample,

leading to deformation of the sample surface,47 and an emer-

gence of the Cu Kα peak at ∼8.04 keV (Fig. S4B,† inset).

Hydrogen crossover and H2/Air fuel cell performance of the

fabricated N211|G|N211 PEMs

Having developed approaches to effectively integrate graphene

with Nafion and fabricate PEMs, we proceed to evaluate H2

crossover and H2/Air fuel cell performance of the fabricated

N211|G|N211 PEMs (Fig. 4A and B and Experimental

methods).11,48,49 We emphasize that since graphene is sand-

wiched between 2 layers of Nafion (N211), we cannot use direct

imaging techniques to evaluate the morphology/surface chem-

istry of graphene and hence use H2 crossover reduction as a

measure of the integrity of graphene and its barrier properties.

For H2 crossover, I–V curves are obtained from LSV when

flowing H2 on one side of the membrane and N2 on the other

side of the membrane at equal mass flow rates (Fig. 4C). At

potentials more negative than the open circuit potential

(∼120 mV), we see the onset of the hydrogen evolution reac-

tion, identified by the steep slope. At potentials more positive

than the open circuit potential (H2 crossover region), the

measured current results from the oxidation of H2 which has

diffused as molecular H2 through the PEM.49,50 The crossover

current density is taken at 400 mV for each membrane to

compare relative crossover (Fig. 4D).49,50 As with the proton

conductance, after HCl soaking the H2 crossover current den-

sities for the controls whether pressed against bare Cu or not

are similar at ∼0.32 mA cm−2 (Fig. 4D). Upon the incorpor-

ation of graphene, the crossover current densities for each of

the graphene membranes (N211|G|N211) drops significantly

as compared to the controls (N211|N211).

The hot press sample shows the lowest reduction in H2

crossover ∼41% (∼0.20 mA cm−2), in agreement with prior

reports of crossover reduction (∼0.17 mA cm−2).11 The cold

press and spin + scoop samples show higher H2 crossover

reduction to ∼54% (∼0.15 mA cm−2) and ∼53% (∼0.16 mA

cm−2), respectively. We also compare N211|G|

N211 membranes to a single layer of N211, which is more com-

monly used than the sandwich structure in standard H2 fuel

cells, and observe ∼87% reduction in H2 crossover (see

Fig. S5†). We note that the gas phase measurements are done

under humid conditions, which has previously been shown to

result in lateral expansion of Nafion of up to ∼10% at room

temperature.51 While this could cause strain in the graphene,

it still allows for between 41–54% reduction in crossover.

Reduced H2 crossover upon the addition of graphene can aid

longevity of PEMs since reactant crossover (H2 and O2) reduces

fuel cell efficiency and direct reaction between H2 and O2 can

lead to the formation of peroxides which degrade Nafion, ulti-

mately leading to membrane failure.49,50

We further evaluate beginning of life performance when the

N2 feed is changed to air i.e. in an H2/Air fuel cell (Fig. 4B). Fuel

cell measurements were done at room temperature in the same

test fixture as the symmetric and asymmetric tests. Due to the

significant drop in conductance observed for hot press and cold

press samples prior to soaking in HCl, fuel cell measurements

were only performed post acid soaking. During room tempera-

ture operation of the custom-built H2/Air fuel at atmospheric

pressure, we found the performance of the membranes to be

stable for the duration of the experiments (Fig. S6†). The gra-

phene membranes demonstrate slightly lower max current den-

sities (∼954–1004 mA cm−2) compared to the sandwich control

membranes (∼1260 mA cm−2) as also reflected in the maximum

power density (Fig. 4E and F). Between the hot press, cold press,

and spin + scoop samples, max power density for the cold press

sample is marginally higher than the hot press and spin scoop

samples, which is consistent with the higher proton conduc-

tance measured for the cold press sample (Fig. 2 and Fig. 4D)

but overall all membranes are impacted by the increase in

ohmic resistance due to graphene. However, the max power

density is only reduced by ∼22% while the H2 crossover is

reduced ∼41–53%, indicating the graphene barrier successfully

passes the typical selectivity/permeability tradeoff.

These beginning of life H2 fuel cell measurements serve as

proof-of-concept experiments that the approaches developed

for interfacing graphene with Nafion can be used for appli-

cations. The mitigation of deleterious effects from transfer pro-

cesses allows future studies to focus on evaluating/optimizing

fuel cell performance at elevated temperatures (∼70–80 °C) to

increase efficiencies, extended time studies, stress testing,

among others that could provide more technological insights

into the role of the interfaced 2D material.

Conclusions

Scalable approaches to integrate proton selective atomically

thin graphene with Nafion can allow for the development of

next-generation PEMs with minimal crossover of reactant or

undesired species while simultaneously maintaining high

proton conductance for applications. Transferring CVD gra-

phene to Nafion via hot pressing has emerged as one of the

most widely used transfer methods. However, typical use of

Nafion does not involve the removal of Cu foil via exposure to

acids/oxidizing solutions (such as ammonium persulfate) and

typical graphene transfer methods utilize polymers that do not

interact with the etchant. In this study, we demonstrate three
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different methods to successfully transfer graphene to Nafion

211 for N211|G|N211 sandwich membranes. We find the effects

of cation contamination on proton conductance when transfer-

ring to N211 using hot press and cold press techniques (36–52%

reduction in areal proton conductance) and demonstrate a

simple HCl soak can reverse this deleterious effect. We introduce

a spin + scoop method which mitigates contamination, by pro-

viding a significantly smaller reservoir for the uptake of Cu or

NH4
+ in the ultrathin ∼700 nm Nafion films vs. N211. Finally, we

demonstrate H2 crossover reduction up to ∼41–54% for the gra-

phene membranes compared to Nafion sandwich controls with

∼22% reduction in the peak power densities demonstrating per-

formance above the typical linear selectivity/permeability

tradeoff observed for conventional membranes.
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