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Abstract 

Single-atom catalysts (SACs) are being pursued as economical electrocatalysts. However, their low 

active-site loading, poor interactions, and unclear catalytic mechanism call for significant advances. 

Herein, atomically dispersed Ni/Co dual sites anchored on nitrogen-doped carbon (a-NiCo/NC) 

hollow prisms are rationally designed and synthesized. Benefiting from the atomically dispersed 

dual-metal sites and their synergistic interactions, the obtained a-NiCo/NC sample exhibits superior 

electrocatalytic activity and kinetics towards the oxygen evolution reaction. Moreover, density 

functional theory calculations indicate that the strong synergistic interactions from heteronuclear 

paired Ni/Co dual sites lead to the optimization of the electronic structure and the reduced reaction 

energy barrier. This work provides a promising strategy for the synthesis of high-efficiency 

atomically dispersed dual-site SACs in the field of electrochemical energy storage and conversion. 

Keywords: Single-atom catalysts, Dual-metal sites, Synergistic interactions; Hollow prisms, Oxygen 

evolution reaction.
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The severe global energy crisis and continuous environmental degradation make it urgent to develop 

highly efficient, environmental-friendly, and sustainable energy conversion and storage 

technologies.[1] As a vital reaction and usually a limiting step in many oxygen-involved 

electrochemical devices, including water splitting, rechargeable metal-air batteries, and reversible 

fuel cells, the oxygen evolution reaction (OER) has received widespread attention.[2,3] At present, 

Ru/Ir-based catalysts are still considered to be the benchmark OER electrocatalysts, but the high cost, 

low crustal reserve, and relatively poor stability prevent their large-scale application.[4-8] As a result, 

it is significant to develop low-cost and earth-abundant transition metal-based electrocatalysts as 

alternatives to noble metals, significantly upgrading the present energy technology landscape. 

Although the OER performance of transition metal-based electrocatalysts could be improved by 

the surface/interface atomic/molecular engineering (e.g., heteroatom-doping, interfacial bonding) and 

nanostructure engineering,[9-13] they usually suffer from instability and corrosion issues under high 

potential and harsh OER operating conditions, making it difficult to recognize the active sites. 

Fortunately, single-atom catalysts (SACs) with uniformly dispersed reactive centers in highly 

controllable and nearly identical configurations provide us an elegant platform to identify the nature 

of the reactive centers and understand the catalytic mechanisms at the atomic level.[14-17] As one 

popular material system in SACs, metal-nitrogen-carbon (M-N-C) materials have made great strides 

in terms of synthetic methods, structural characterizations, and catalytic applications.[18,19] However, 

the metal sites in most reported M-N-C materials are homonuclear with relatively low loading, 

resulting in unsatisfactory catalytic activity.[20,21] On the other hand, the matrixes (including carbon 

materials and inorganic compounds) supporting these atomic metal sites typically have a low specific 
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surface area, which is not conducive to the uniform dispersion of metal sites, as well as the charge 

and mass transfer during the electrocatalytic process.[22] A recent study shows that the introduction 

of additional metal sites can induce strong synergistic interactions to boost the electrocatalytic 

performance.[23] However, how to uniformly disperse these metal sites in the matrix at the atomic 

level and reveal the intrinsic mechanism of the performance improvement through precise structural 

characterization and theoretical calculation remains a major challenge. 

Based on the above analysis and guidance, herein, atomically dispersed Ni/Co dual sites anchored 

on nitrogen-doped carbon (denoted as a-NiCo/NC) hollow prisms via a multi-step templating 

approach involving an atom migration-trapping process are rationally designed and synthesized. The 

elaborately controlled atomization process of NiCo nanoparticles (NPs) within nitrogen-doped carbon 

(NC) hollow prism ensures atomically uniform dispersion of metal sites. The dual-metal sites with 

heteronuclear Ni-Co atomic pairs induce strong synergistic interactions to boost the OER activity 

through manipulating the electronic structure and lowering the reaction energy barrier, as evidenced 

by density functional theory (DFT) calculations. Thus, the obtained a-NiCo/NC sample delivers 

superior OER performance with an overpotential of 252 mV at 10 mA cm-2, a small Tafel slope of 49 

mV dec-1, and long-term durability over 150 h in alkaline electrolyte, which is much better than that 

of several control samples including atomically dispersed single-metal-site samples, NiCo NPs 

encapsulated into NC (NiCo NPs/NC) hollow prisms, and even commercial RuO2. 

The synthetic approach for the a-NiCo/NC is illustrated in Figure 1. First, uniform NiCo-based 

acetate hydroxide precursor (denoted as NiCo-precursor) prisms with an average length of 600 nm 

(Figures S1 and S2, Supporting Information (SI)) are synthesized according to our previous work 
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with some modifications.[24] Then a thin polydopamine (PDA) layer is uniformly grown on the surface 

of prisms through self-polymerization in an alkaline ethanol solution, generating NiCo-

precursor/PDA core-shell prisms (Figure S3, SI). The obtained NiCo-precursor/PDA prisms are 

redispersed in 10 mL of deionized water. After continuous stirring for 2 h at 60 °C, the inner NiCo-

precursor cores could be partially etched, generating hollow NiCo-precursor/PDA prisms (Figure S4, 

SI). These hollow NiCo-precursor/PDA prisms are firstly carbonized at a low temperature, and after 

removing the excessive metal particles in an acidic solution, the NiCo NPs/NC sample is obtained. 

These NiCo NPs/NC particles are subsequently evolved into the final a-NiCo/NC hollow prisms 

through an atom migration-trapping process at a higher temperature (see SI for experimental details). 

Besides, this synthetic strategy can be applied to synthesize atomically dispersed Ni or Co single sites 

anchored on NC (denoted as a-Ni/NC and a-Co/NC, respectively) and metal-free NC with a similar 

structure (Figures S5-S8, SI). 

Field-emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM) images show the well-preserved prism 

structure of NiCo NPs/NC (Figure 2a,b). Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) images and X-

ray diffraction (XRD) analysis show that the NiCo NPs are encapsulated into NC hollow prisms 

(Figure 2c,d; Figures S9 and S10, SI). After the atom migration-trapping process, these NiCo NPs 

disappear, resulting in formation of a-NiCo/NC hollow prisms (Figure 2e-h), and only the graphitic 

carbon can be observed in the high-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM) image 

(Figure 2i). The disappearance of the XRD diffraction peaks belonging to metals further confirms the 

successful removal of metal NPs in a-NiCo/NC (Figure S10, SI). Meanwhile, the high-angle annular 

dark-field scanning transmission electron microscopy (HAADF-STEM) and corresponding elemental 
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mapping images of a-NiCo/NC reveal that both atomically dispersed Ni and Co elements are 

uniformly distributed across the entire NC hollow prism (Figure 2j,k). The energy-dispersive X-ray 

(EDX) line scanning results and the EDX spectrum both verify the existence of the Ni and Co species 

in a-NiCo/NC (Figures S11 and S12, SI). As shown in Figure 2l, the high density of bright spots in 

the aberration-corrected HAADF-STEM image confirms the atomically dispersed Ni and Co sites in 

the a-NiCo/NC catalyst. Interestingly, numerous atomic pairs circled by the orange dash line can be 

observed, implying the possibly formed Ni/Co dual-metal sites.[25,26] The total metal content in a-

NiCo/NC as determined by the inductively coupled plasma optical emission spectrometer (ICP-OES) 

is found to be 1.60 wt% (0.56 wt% for Ni and 1.04 wt% for Co), which is approximately double of 

that of a-Ni/NC (0.62 wt%) and a-Co/NC (0.65 wt%) samples (Table S1, SI). The higher metal 

loading capacity of a-NiCo/NC may be due to the interactions between Ni and Co species to stabilize 

each other.[25] Besides, the atomization process endows a larger Brunauer-Emmett-Teller (BET) 

specific surface area of 338.6 m2 g-1 for a-NiCo/NC compared to 155.4 m2 g-1 for NiCo NPs/NC 

(Figure S13, SI), which may be due to the generation of micro/meso pores during the further 

carbonization at the higher temperature associated with some partial carbon loss,[27] thus facilitating 

the exposure of the active sites. Meanwhile, a higher intensity ratio of D and G bands (ID/IG) for 

carbon in a-NiCo/NC implies that high-temperature calcination will produce more defects in the 

carbon matrix (Figure S14, SI), which has also been proven beneficial for electrocatalysis.[28] 

X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) and X-ray absorption fine spectroscopy (XAFS) are 

used to investigate the chemical state and coordination environment. The high-resolution N 1s XPS 

spectra show the obvious metal-N peak (~399.5 eV) in the three atomically dispersed metal-site 
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samples compared with the NC sample, which suggests that the metal-N bonds are the main 

coordination for the metal sites anchored on carbon (Figure S15, SI).[29] A higher ratio of N content 

in the form of metal-N species in a-NiCo/NC (25.9%) than that of a-Ni/NC (11.8%) and a-Co/NC 

(12.3%) verifies that a-NiCo/NC has a higher metal content, in line with the ICP-OES results. 

Moreover, the higher relative N content in the form of metal-N will induce more metal-N interactions, 

which is critical for the stabilization of single atoms and their catalytic performance.[30] The peak-

fitting analysis of Ni 2p and Co 2p spectra (Figure S16, SI) suggests that two chemical states exist in 

NiCo NPs/NC, corresponding to the spin-orbital characteristics of the metallic state (853.1 eV for Ni 

2p3/2 and 870.5 eV for Ni 2p1/2; 778.0 eV for Co 2p3/2 and 792.8 eV for Co 2p1/2) and oxidation state 

(855.4 eV for Ni 2p3/2 and 873.5 eV for Ni 2p1/2; 781.0 eV for Co 2p3/2 and 796.8 eV for Co 2p1/2), 

accompanied with a pair of broad satellite peaks. In contrast, there is only one chemical state between 

zero and divalent for Ni 2p and Co 2p in a-Ni/NC and a-Co/NC, respectively, which is in line with 

the reported valence of SACs.[31,32] A more comprehensive understanding of the metal coordination 

environment is obtained by X-ray absorption near-edge structure (XANES) and extended X-ray 

absorption fine structure (EXAFS) measurements. Figure 3a,b show the k2-weighted Fourier 

transform (FT) EXAFS of a-NiCo/NC and its references at Co and Ni K-edges. The dominant metal-

N coordination (peak at 1.42 Å for Ni-N bonds, 1.47 Å for Co-N bonds) suggests the existence of 

atomically dispersed Ni and Co atoms in a-NiCo/NC. And the above coordination demonstrates the 

existence of metal-N interactions, which can stabilize the single atoms in the system and promote 

their electrocatalytic activity and stability.[33] Moreover, compared to the Ni-Ni bonds (2.05 Å) in Ni 

foil and the Co-Co bonds (2.07 Å) in Co foil, the peak at 2.23 Å with an obvious shift can be attributed 
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to Ni-Co bonds, which confirms the existence of heteronuclear Ni-Co dual-site coordination in a-

NiCo/NC.[25,26,34] The Co and Ni K-edge XANES spectra of a-NiCo/NC, NiCo NPs/NC, and their 

reference materials are shown in Figure 3c,d. The absorption threshold (marked in the pink area) of 

a-NiCo/NC is situated between its corresponding metal foil and metal oxide, identifying the oxidized 

nature of Niδ+ (0<δ<2) and Coγ+ (0<γ<3). Additionally, the wavelet transform (WT) EXAFS contour 

plots of Ni K-edge and Co K-edge for a-NiCo/NC both display a maximum intensity at approximately 

4 Å-1, matching the coordination of Ni-N and Co-N. Meanwhile, the heteronuclear Ni-Co dual-site 

coordination in a-NiCo/NC can also be corroborated by a sub-maximal intensity at around 5.2 Å-1, 

which has an evident offset compared with the metal-metal coordination in Ni foil and Co foil (Figure 

3e). 

Electrochemical OER measurements are carried out in 1.0 M KOH solution to evaluate the 

electrocatalytic performance of a-NiCo/NC, with NiCo NPs/NC, a-Ni/NC, a-Co/NC, and commercial 

RuO2 catalysts as references. Although it has been reported that nitrogen-doped carbon can provide 

active sites for OER,[35] its contribution to electrocatalytic activity is negligible compared to metal 

sites, which can be seen from the linear sweep voltammetry (LSV) curve of the NC sample (Figure 

S17, SI). LSV curves show that the a-NiCo/NC sample exhibits the smallest onset overpotential (η0) 

of around 198 mV and constantly highest current density throughout the applied potential range 

(Figure 4a). Impressively, as shown in Figure 4b, the a-NiCo/NC sample requires the smallest 

overpotentials of 252 and 282 mV to afford the current densities of 10 and 50 mA cm-2, respectively, 

which are superior to those of a-Ni/NC (333 and 387 mV), a-Co/NC (354 and 415 mV), NiCo NPs/NC 

(312 and 379 mV), and RuO2 (358 and 441 mV). The far superior catalytic activity of a-NiCo/NC 
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compared to that of NiCo NPs/NC verifies the strong interactions between nitrogen and dual-metal 

sites in a-NiCo/NC, which are beneficial for OER. On the other hand, compared with a-Ni/NC and 

a-Co/NC, the significantly reduced overpotentials of a-NiCo/NC suggest the synergistic catalytic 

effect between Ni and Co atoms. To obtain some insights into the OER kinetics, Tafel plots of these 

catalysts are investigated. As shown in Figure 4c, the a-NiCo/NC sample exhibits the smallest Tafel 

slope of 49 mV dec-1. The impressive OER activity and kinetics thus render a-NiCo/NC one of the 

most efficient SACs towards OER in alkaline medium (Table S2, SI).[19,25,26,36-50] To further elucidate 

the intrinsic mechanism for the enhancement of OER activity, per-site turnover frequency (TOF) is 

calculated based on the assumption that all metal atoms are active sites. Figure 4d shows the enhanced 

intrinsic activity in a-NiCo/NC with an average five-fold improvement compared to a-Ni/NC and a-

Co/NC at the overpotentials from 250 to 325 mV. In addition, due to the close relationship with the 

amount of exposed active sites, the electrochemical double-layer capacitance measured by the cyclic 

voltammetry curves at different scan rates can be obtained to evaluate the electrochemically active 

surface area (ECSA) of these catalysts (Figures S18 and S19, SI). As shown in Figure 4e, a-NiCo/NC 

exhibits a large specific capacitance (Cdl) value of 3.93 mF cm-2, significantly superior to that of a-

Ni/NC (1.73 mF cm-2), a-Co/NC (1.44 mF cm-2), and NiCo NPs/NC (1.69 mF cm-2). Furthermore, 

the ECSA-normalized LSV curves (Figure S20, SI) show the best intrinsic OER activity for a-

NiCo/NC. Besides, the electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) results indicate that the a-

NiCo/NC sample also exhibits the lowest charge transfer resistance among these samples (Figure S21, 

SI), in good agreement with the smallest Tafel slope. Overall, the significantly improved catalytic 

activity and kinetic process of a-NiCo/NC fully confirm the synergistic interactions of Ni/Co dual 
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sites on the promotion of OER activity, which will be further discussed in the following theoretical 

calculations. Additionally, compared with the NiCo NPs/NC and RuO2 samples, the a-NiCo/NC 

electrocatalyst exhibits excellent OER durability with a negligible increase in potential after a long-

term OER operation for over 150 h in alkaline solution (Figure 4f). The outstanding durability of a-

NiCo/NC compared with NiCo NPs/NC could stem from its unique metal-N interactions which 

stabilize its metal active sites.[51] The nearly unchanged LSV curve, morphology and structural 

characteristics of a-NiCo/NC after the OER test also demonstrate its high stability (Figures S22-S26, 

SI).  

To further explore the promotion of synergistic interactions of Ni/Co dual sites on the OER 

activity, some DFT calculations are performed. According to the XAFS and HAADF-STEM results, 

a Ni/Co dual-site model (NiCoN6) and two single-metal-site models (Ni-N4, Co-N4) are constructed 

(Figures S27-S29, SI).[26,34,38,52] First, the total density of states (DOS) analysis reveals that the 

bandgap of a-NiCo/NC is reduced a lot compared to that of a-Ni/NC and a-Co/NC (Figure S30, SI). 

This suggests the improved electronic conductivity in a-NiCo/NC, which is beneficial for the charge 

transfer during OER, thus resulting in improved OER kinetics.[53] Meanwhile, the calculated partial 

density of states (PDOS) shows that both Ni 3d and Co 3d of a-NiCo/NC have the substantial DOS 

in the sharing range from -4 to 2 eV, suggesting the strong electronic coupling between Ni and Co 

atoms (Figure 5a,b).[54] In addition, compared with the Co d-band center for a-Co/NC and the Ni d-

band center for a-Ni/NC, the Co and Ni d-band centers for a-NiCo/NC can be observed with an 

obvious upshifting to Fermi level after the construction of Ni/Co dual sites. As a result, the electronic 

structure of Ni and Co atoms for a-NiCo/NC could be effectively regulated with more antibonding 
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states which would enable the active sites to have a stronger binding ability with reactive 

intermediates, thus facilitating the OER.[55,56] The free energies of each elementary step are calculated 

to obtain the rate-determining step (RDS) and evaluate the limiting reaction barrier during the OER 

process.[57] The calculation results show that the RDS of both a-Ni/NC and a-Co/NC is the formation 

of *O, while the RDS of a-NiCo/NC changes to the formation of *OOH (Figure 5c). The overall 

reaction overpotential of a-NiCo/NC (0.34 V) is much smaller than that of a-Ni/NC (0.42 V) and a-

Co/NC (0.49 V), suggesting the enhanced OER activity of a-NiCo/NC (Figure 5c). Based on the RDS 

analysis, the a-NiCo/NC presents the optimum theoretical OER performance, thus its most favorable 

OER pathways are proposed (Figure 5d). The above theoretical calculation results indicate that the 

strong synergistic interactions originating from the heteronuclear Ni-Co pairs can lower the reaction 

energy barrier for the OER by manipulating the electronic structure of the dual-site active centers, 

leading to the enhanced OER activity in comparison to the single-metal-site counterparts. 

In summary, we have designed and synthesized atomically dispersed Ni/Co dual sites anchored 

on nitrogen-doped carbon (a-NiCo/NC) hollow prisms by an elaborate multi-step templating 

approach involving the atom migration-trapping process. The electrochemical measurements and 

theoretical calculations demonstrate that the a-NiCo/NC electrocatalyst exhibits excellent OER 

kinetics and activity, as well as long-term stability due to the delicately designed atomic dual-metal 

sites and their strong synergistic interactions. This work provides a promising strategy to significantly 

improve the electrocatalytic performance of single-atom catalysts by constructing heteronuclear dual-

metal sites, thereby facilitating their large-scale applications in practical energy storage and 

conversion technologies.  
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Figures and Captions 

 

Figure 1. Schematic illustration of the synthesis of a-NiCo/NC. (I) PDA coating on the surface of

NiCo-precursor prisms to form NiCo-precursor/PDA core-shell structures. (II) Formation of hollow

NiCo-precursor/PDA prisms through the water etching. (III) Formation of NiCo NPs/NC through the

annealing treatment in N2 atmosphere and the acid etching. (IV) Transformation of NiCo NPs/NC by

an atom migration-trapping process to form a-NiCo/NC.  
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Figure 2.Morphological and structural characterizations. a,b) FESEM and c,d) TEM images of NiCo

NPs/NC. e,f) FESEM and g,h) TEM images of a-NiCo/NC. i) HRTEM image of a-NiCo/NC. j)

HAADF-STEM and k) corresponding elemental mapping images of a-NiCo/NC. l) Aberration-

corrected HAADF-STEM image of a-NiCo/NC.
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Figure 3. Structural characterization of the catalysts. FT EXAFS spectra of a) Co K-edge for a-

NiCo/NC and Co foil, b) Ni K-edge for a-NiCo/NC and Ni foil. c) Co K-edge XANES spectra. d) Ni

K-edge XANES spectra. e) WT EXAFS contour plots of Co K-edge for a-NiCo/NC, Ni K-edge for a-

NiCo/NC, Co K-edge for Co foil, and Ni K-edge for Ni foil.
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Figure 4. Electrocatalytic OER performance evaluation. a) LSV plots, b) the corresponding

overpotentials at 10 mAcm-2 and 50 mAcm-2, c) Tafel slopes of a-NiCo/NC, NiCo NPs/NC, a-Ni/NC,

a-Co/NC, and RuO2. d) TOF values of a-NiCo/NC, a-Ni/NC, and a-Co/NC. e) Capacitive current

density (△J/2) at 0.94 V vs. RHE against the scan rate for a-NiCo/NC, NiCo NPs/NC, a-Ni/NC, and

a-Co/NC. f) Potential-time curves at the current density of 10 mAcm-2 for a-NiCo/NC, NiCo NPs/NC,

and RuO2. 
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Figure 5.DFT calculation. a) Calculated PDOS of Co 3d for a-Co/NC and a-NiCo/NC. b) Calculated

PDOS of Ni 3d for a-Ni/NC and a-NiCo/NC. c) Free energy diagram of OER for a-NiCo/NC, a-

Ni/NC, and a-Co/NC. d) Schematics of the optimized OER catalytic pathways for a-NiCo/NC.
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for Table of Content Entry 

 

 

Atomically dispersed Ni/Co dual sites anchored on nitrogen-doped carbon (a-NiCo/NC) hollow 

prisms are synthesized through a templated assisted atom migration-trapping route. Due to the 

delicately designed dual-metal sites and their synergistic interactions, the a-NiCo/NC electrocatalyst 

exhibits significantly improved electrocatalytic oxygen evolution performance compared with 

atomically dispersed single-metal-site counterparts. 


