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A B S T R A C T

We report the preparation of an electrostatically-coupled graphene oxide nanocomposite cation exchange
membrane (CEM) based on sulfonic group containing graphene oxide (SGO) (45 wt % loading) and poly-
vinylidene fluoride (PVDF), where the ion exchange groups were provided by the SGO additive. SGO was
prepared via the mixing of graphene oxide (GO) with a mixture derived from 3,4-dihydroxy-L-phenylalanine (L-
DOPA) and poly(sodium 4-styrenesulfonate) (PSS). A mold-casting technique was developed to fabricate the
free-standing nanocomposite CEM. The presence of sulfonic groups in the nanocomposite was confirmed with
FTIR spectroscopy. Energy dispersive spectroscopy analysis showed the SGO was distributed across the entire
membrane matrix, with minimal aggregation. The resultant SGO/PVDF nanocomposite CEM membrane de-
monstrated high hydrophilicity and high water uptake, but low swelling ratio. Furthermore, evaluation of the
electrochemical properties of the nanocomposite CEM showed favorable ion exchange capacity (0.63 ± 0.08
meq/g), permselectivity (0.95 ± 0.04), and area resistance (2.8 ± 0.2Ω cm2). The nanocomposite CEM show
good potential for use in electromembrane desalination applications.

1. Introduction

In view of recent trends, i.e. the depletion rate of fresh water re-
sources, growing global population and climate change, there is a ser-
ious need to address not only our water demands for today, but also for
the future [1]. The importance of sufficient fresh water supply cannot
be overstated. As a result, desalination technologies such as electro-
membrane desalination have been developed to safeguard water se-
curity. Electromembrane desalination, which includes electrodialysis
[2–8] and membrane capacitive deionization [9–13], uses ion exchange
membranes (IEMs) to produce fresh water from brackish water. IEMs
are membranes with charged groups which attract counter-ions and
repel co-ions from ionic solutions. IEMs which conduct anions are
termed anion exchange membranes (AEMs), while those which conduct
cations are termed cation exchange membranes (CEMs) [6,14–16].

To be effective, IEMs are required to possess high ion exchange
capacity (IEC), high permselectivity and high ionic conductivity, as well
as chemical stability [17]. Strategies to enhance the properties of IEMs

have been investigated in order to increase the separation efficiency
and reduce the energy consumption of electromembrane desalination
processes. The polymeric ion exchange membranes can be classified
into homogeneous and heterogeneous according to the way the ion
exchange groups are incorporated [18]. For homogeneous IEMs, the ion
exchange groups are attached directly to the polymer backbone; these
membranes are considered chemically more stable. Heterogeneous
IEMs have a more disperse distribution of ion exchange sites that are
independent from the polymeric structure. They have the advantages
that their ion exchange properties can be tuned by varying the loading
of the ion exchange additive particles and that they have lower pro-
duction costs than their homogeneous counterparts. With the ad-
vancement of interfacial science and nanotechnology, more versatile
approaches are needed for incorporating ion exchange functional
groups into heterogeneous IEMs. The use of nanomaterials as non-ion
exchange additives is a known strategy. Nanocomposite IEMs, devel-
oped by incorporating additives into polymeric membrane matrices,
have demonstrated considerable improvements, particularly in
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mechanical strength and other properties, in comparison to their
homogeneous counterparts [19]. Typical additives include carbon na-
notubes [20], silica [21], and graphene-based nanomaterials [22]. High
additive loadings tend to result in nanocomposite IEMs with reduced
ion exchange capacity [19]. This may, however, be resolved by func-
tionalizing the additives with charged species to provide additional ion
exchange groups. In addition, additives can also be functionalized to
improve their dispersibility [19].

There has been immense interest in the use of graphene-based na-
nomaterials as additives in nanocomposite membranes [23–27]. Gra-
phene oxide (GO), a two dimensional (2D) material, has been com-
monly used in developing nanocomposite membranes for membrane-
based applications [23,28,29]. Properties such as high surface area,
high mechanical stability and high thermal stability make GO a suitable
additive option for nanocomposite membranes. In addition, GO can be
easily dispersed in many of the solvents typically used in membrane
casting [30]. It is therefore rational that GO-based nanomaterials have
received attention as additives for nanocomposite IEMs. Typically, the
GO-based additive content of IEMs is in the range of 0.5 to 15 wt %
[19].

A major challenge with nanocomposite membranes is that they tend
to become less stable with high additive loadings [31]. This is due to
poor additive dispersion, which leads to agglomeration of additives in
the polymer matrix [32,33]. Added-nanomaterial agglomeration results
in the formation of failure sites within nanocomposite membranes
[26,31,32,34], hindering practical applications. GO has been reported
as an additive bearing ion exchange groups to improve the conductivity
of the membranes [19]. However, there are issues associated with GO in
ion exchange membranes: (1) GO's stability and its function will dete-
riorate as it is very hydrophilic and will take up water and swell easily
[35]; and (2) there are limited sites available on GO for chemical
functionalization with ion exchange groups, so the IEC is low. In our
previous attempt, GO was modified using sulfanilic acid as the sulfo-
nating agent. The resultant sulfonated GO was then used as an ion
exchange additive by incorporation in an inert PVDF polymer matrix. It
was found that the IEC measurements were too low, and thus led to the
conclusion that it is difficult to achieve the desired degree of sulfona-
tion due to the inadequate amount of sites on GO for chemical func-
tionalization. In order to achieve high IEC with this strategy, an ap-
proach is necessary that allows higher loading of ion exchange
additives, so the density of the ion exchange groups in the membrane
can be increased.

The nanocomposite IEMs found in literature derived most or all of
their ion exchange capabilities from sources other than nanomaterial
additives [19]. In these reported cases, most or all of the ion exchange
properties were provided by: (1) polymers with charged groups (pre-
pared by chemically modifying the polymers at the pre-membrane
casting stage [36–38] or post-membrane casting stage [39–41]); or (2)
ion exchange resins [42–44]. We propose a different option for nano-
composite IEMs development, wherein all the ion exchange groups are
provided by the nanomaterial additive. This offers more flexibility in
terms of materials selection and combinations.

In this work, we propose a concept of electrostatically-coupled PSS/
L-DOPA/GO (SGO) as a cation-exchange additive for polymeric (PVDF)
membranes (Fig. 1), and report: (1) a procedure for preparing sulfonic
group containing graphene oxide nanocomposite additive (SGO)
(Fig. 2); and (2) a mold-casting technique used to fabricate PVDF-based
nanocomposite CEMs with a high SGO loading of 45 wt % (Fig. 3) to
provide ion exchange properties in the membrane. We have not found
any previous report of the successful fabrication of nanocomposite IEMs
in which all the ion exchange groups are provided by ionic conducting
nanomaterials. PVDF is a known polymer that is chemically stable and
forms membranes with controllable porosity. In order to introduce a
sufficient quantity of ion exchange groups, the loadings of the SGO have
been trialed to achieve as high loading as possible; it was found that up
to 45 wt % is the practically maximum loading, to maintain the

mechanical integrity of the composite membrane. The SGO was syn-
thesized via the functionalization of GO by coating with a mixture of
3,4-dihydroxy-L-phenylalanine (L-DOPA) and poly(sodium 4-styr-
enesulfonate) (PSS). L-DOPA can strongly adhere to surfaces by virtue
of its catechol groups [45–48]. L-DOPA is a natural amino acid found in
proteins secreted by marine mussels for strong attachment on wet
surfaces. As reported in the literature, polydopamine forms strong
covalent and non-covalent adhesion with the surface of various mate-
rials, such as polystyrene (PS), poly(vinylidenefluoride) (PVDF), gra-
phene oxide (GO) and many more [49]. The current theory of the
polymerization mechanism of dopamine involves auto-oxidation and
leads to the formation of dopamine-quinone and 5,6-dihydroxiyindole
[50]. In a similar way to dopamine, L-DOPA polymerizes to form poly
(L-DOPA) [51]. The poly(L-DOPA) can interact with PSS via physical
co-adsorption to form an adsorbed layer. Polystyrene sulfonates (PSS)
are commercially available water-soluble cation exchange polymers
with high sulfonate content. L-DOPA can form non-covalent bonds with
PSS as well as with the GO sheets and allow their subsequent im-
mobilization to a polymer substrate. L-DOPA is the key part of the
concept; without it the concept cannot be realized. Since GO has
abundant functional groups and is very hydrophilic, in an aqueous
environment GO will easily adsorb water and swell [35]; this causes an
adverse effect on its function as a sustainable membrane material. Si-
milarly, PSS is highly soluble in water and may leach out. Hence, L-
DOPA was employed as an electrostatic coupler between GO and PSS to
prepare SGO. The influence of the SGO additive on the physico- and
electrochemical properties of the nanocomposite CEM was investigated.

2. Experimental

2.1. Materials

Ethanol (96% v/v) was bought from Honeywell (USA). Graphite
flakes were obtained from Bay Carbon Limited (USA). Tris(hydro-
xymethyl)aminomethane (99.8%), sulfuric acid (H2SO4; 95.0–97.0%),
potassium permanganate (KMnO4; 99–100.5%), sodium nitrite (NaNO2;
97.0%), hydrogen peroxide (H2O2; 34.5–36.5%), hydrochloric acid
(HCl; 37%), sodium hydroxide (NaOH; 98–100.5%), potassium chloride
(KCl; 99.0–100.5%), poly(vinylidene fluoride) (PVDF; weight-average
molecular weight Mw ̴ 180,000, number-average molecular weight Mn ̴
71,000 by gel permeation chromatography), N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone
(NMP; 99.5%), 3,4-dihydroxy-L-phenylalanine (L-DOPA; 98%), and
poly(sodium 4-styrenesulfonate) (PSS; Mw ̴70,000, 30 wt% in H2O)
were obtained from Sigma Aldrich. DI water was used all through the
experiments.

2.2. Preparation of PSS/L-DOPA coupled GO (SGO)

Graphite oxide was firstly synthesized from graphite powder by the
modified Hummers' method [23,52]. According to literature, this
Hummers' method followed by exfoliation mainly produces monolayers
with a flake size of 0.5–1.0 μm [53,54]. 120mL of concentrated H2SO4

was cooled in an ice bath for 40–45min. Then 1 g of graphite powder
and 0.5 g of NaNO2 were added to the chilled concentrated H2SO4 and
stirred for 15min. The solution was black in color. To this mixture, 6 g
of KMnO4 was slowly added, after which the solution was stirred for
45min. The color of the solution became dark green. The solution was
then placed in a water bath with continuous stirring and heating at
35 °C for 2 h. Then the solution was placed in an ice bath followed by
slow addition of 125mL DI water. The color of the solution changed
from dark green to dark brown. Afterwards, the solution was taken out
of the ice bath and stirred continuously at room temperature. Then
250mL DI water was added followed by dropwise addition of H2O2 till
the solution turned golden yellow in color. The solution was then fil-
tered to recover graphite oxide mud. The mud was washed with 200mL
dilute HCl solution (1:10 by volume), twice, and then with 250mL DI
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water, twice. At this point, the mud became dark brown in color. The
graphite oxide paste was then added to 250mL of DI water, then stored
in a refrigerator for later use. The concentration of the graphite oxide
solution was ca. 8 g/L.

A stock buffer solution was then prepared by dissolving 12.1 g of
Tris in 200mL of DI water at room temperature, followed by dropwise
addition of 1M HCl to adjust the pH to 8.3. This buffer solution was
stored for later use. Then 0.75mL of the stock buffer solution was di-
luted to 750mL by addition of DI water. Next, 1.5 g of L-DOPA was
added and stirred for 30min at room temperature. Then 15mL PSS was
added and stirring was continued for 4 h at room temperature. The
solution became black in color. 150mL of graphite oxide solution was

added and the solution was stirred for 3 h. The solution was filtered
with a vacuum filtration setup and the mud was recovered. The mud
was washed with DI water and ethanol to remove excess reagents. The
mud was added to 35mL of NMP and placed in an ice bath. A probe
ultrasonicator was then used to exfoliate the mud to produce SGO
dispersion. The exfoliation was performed in an ice bath to prevent the
heating of the SGO/NMP dispersion. The concentration of the SGO/
NMP dispersion was 34mg/mL of NMP. The proposed reaction scheme
is shown in Fig. 2.

Fig. 1. The concept of electrostatically-coupled PSS/L-DOPA/GO (SGO) as a cation-exchange additive in a polymeric (PVDF) membrane.

Fig. 2. Schematic illustration of the proposed assembly of cation exchange groups to produce SGO.
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2.3. Fabrication of membranes

The SGO/PVDF nanocomposite membrane was fabricated according
to the following steps (Fig. 3). 1.5 g of PVDF was added to 10mL NMP
and stirred at 60 °C for 1 h to dissolve the PVDF, then stirred again at
room temperature for 10min. The casting solution was colorless at this
stage. All of the SGO dispersion (from above) was added to the solution
and stirred at room temperature for 2 h to obtain a uniform black-co-
lored casting solution. The final composition of the casting solution was
1.2 g SGO: 1.5 g PVDF: 45mL NMP. For each SGO/PVDF membrane
obtained, 4mL of the casting solution was poured into a square mold
(7 cm internal length) with a 7-inch silica wafer at the base. By con-
trolling the volume of the casting solution poured into the mold, the
membrane thickness could be controlled. The mold-cast sample was
then placed in an oven at 55 °C for 3 days to evaporate the solvent. Then
the silica wafer was immersed in DI water to peel off the SGO/PVDF
membrane.

Plain PVDF membranes were also fabricated according to the pro-
cedure described above, but without the addition of SGO dispersion.
Plain PVDF was used as benchmark to demonstrate the impact of
adding SGO on the membrane structure, such as packing density,
membrane morphology, wettability and swelling ratio.

2.4. Characterization

FTIR characterization was performed with an Attenuated Total
Reflectance (ATR) in transmittance mode. The equipment manufacturer
and model is Bruker Vertex 80v. The ATR was a platinum ATR

Diamond, Type A225/Q. The software used for analysis was OPUS 7.0.
Configurations used were resolution of 4 cm−1, sample scan time of 64
scans, and background scan time of 64 scans. The spectra were recorded
from 2000 to 400 cm−1. Raman spectroscopy was performed using
Witec Alpha 300 RAS. The excitation wavelength was 532 nm.

The morphology of the surface and cross-section of the membrane
samples was studied using a FEITM Nova NanoSEM 650. All samples
were coated with Au/Pd before the analysis. For the cross-section, the
membranes were dipped in liquid nitrogen before snapping. The
thickness of the membranes was determined using ImageJ software.
The topography of the synthesized membranes was analyzed using an
Asylum Research Cypher Atomic Force Microscope in tapping mode.
The root mean square (RMS) roughness was determined using the
Asylum Research software. FEI Quanta 3D FEG and TEAMTM EDS
software were used to perform elemental analysis and mapping of the
membrane samples.

Water contact angle measurements were performed using EasyDrop
KRUSS. For each measurement, the volume of droplet dosed on the
membrane samples was 10 μL. The average of five measurements was
selected as the final value. Water uptake and swelling ratio measure-
ments were carried out for the membrane samples. The membranes
were soaked in DI water for 12 h, then the weights and lengths of the
wet samples were obtained. The wet samples were then dried in an
oven at 50 °C for 12 h. Afterwards, the weights and lengths of the dried
samples were measured. The water uptake and swelling ratio were
calculated thus:

Fig. 3. Schematic depiction of the fabrication of SGO/PVDF nanocomposite membrane.

Fig. 4. Equivalent circuits used to model a) the CEM
immersed in solution and b) the empty cell [58].
Rm+sol is the resistance of the membrane and the
solution; CHT and RHT are the capacitance and re-
sistance arising from the heterogeneous ionic trans-
port, CPEDBL and RDBL is the constant phase element
and resistance representing the diffusion boundary
layer; while Rsol is the resistance of the solution.
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=

−

×

m m
m

Water uptake 100%wet dry

dry (1)

where mwet is the weight of the wet membrane and mdry is the weight of
the dry membrane.

=

−

×

L L
L

Swelling ratio 100%wet dry

dry (2)

where Lwet is the length of the wet membrane and Ldry is the length of
the dry membrane.

Ion exchange capacity of the membranes was evaluated by the
classical acid-base titration method [16,55]. Membrane pieces of
known weights were soaked in 50mL 1M HCl for 24 h, to convert the
membrane into H+ form. The membranes were washed thoroughly to
remove any trace of HCl (the wash water was tested with AgNO3 for the
presence of AgCl precipitate). The membranes were then soaked in
50mL 1M NaCl for 24 h to displace the H+ ions with Na+. Then the
membrane-soaked solution was titrated against 0.01M NaOH (using
phenolphthalein as indicator) to determine the concentration of H+

ions. The IEC was then determined according to Eq. (3):

=
V C

m
IEC NaOH NaOH

dry (3)

where VNaOH is the volume of NaOH solution consumed in the titration,
CNaOH is the molar concentration of the NaOH used in the titration, and
mdry is the mass of the dry membrane.

The permselectivity of an IEM can be described as the charge se-
lectivity of the IEM i.e. the preferential passage of counter ions through
the IEM. It is measured by the amount of co- and counter ions in the
IEM, and is dependent primarily on the IEC of the IEM and the con-
centration of ions in the solution. An ideal IEM would be permeable to
its counter ions only, and thus have a permselectivity of 1. The
permselectivity value was obtained from chronopotentiometry

measurements as reported earlier [22]. The sodium form of the CEM
was conditioned by immersion in 0.1 M NaCl for 24 h before the mea-
surements. A plastic sandwich with a round exposed area of 0.264 cm2

was used to hold the membrane in place. Ag/AgCl electrodes were
employed as reference and sensing electrodes, whereas platinum mesh
electrodes were employed as working and counter electrodes. The
compartments of the test cell were each filled with 50mL 0.1M NaCl,
with continuous stirring of the solution during the measurements. A
PGSTAT302 N potentiostat/galvanostat (Metronohm Autolab, Nether-
lands), in galvanostatic mode at 8mA, was used to generate the
chronopotentiometric curves. The software used for the analysis was
Nova1.11. The transition time was obtained at the point of inflection of
the chronopotentiometric curves. The permselectivity was determined
using the modified Sand equation (Eq. (4)) [56]:

=
⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅

− ⋅ ⋅

P z F D C
t τ

π
2 (1 ) I

A

0.5 0.5

i
0.5

(4)

where P is the permselectivity, |z| is the absolute charge of the sodium
ion (|+1|), F is the Faraday constant (96,485 A smol−1), D is the dif-
fusion coefficient (1.48× 10−5 cm−2 s−1) and ti is the transport
number (0.396) of the sodium ion in 0.1 M NaCl [56], C is the con-
centration of the sodium ions (0.1M), I is the applied current (8mA), A
is the exposed membrane area (0.264 cm2), and τ is the transition time.
The final value was obtained as an average of a total of nine mea-
surements on three independent membrane pieces.

The membrane area resistance was determined by electrochemical
impedance spectroscopy (EIS) using a similar setup to the chron-
opotentiometry measurements. The compartments of the test cell were
each filled with 50mL 1.0M NaCl and there was no stirring of the so-
lution during the measurements. The membrane was conditioned by
immersion in 1.0 M NaCl for 24 h before the measurements. A
PGSTAT302 N, a potentiostat/galvanostat with FRA32M frequency

Fig. 5. SEM micrographs of membranes. (a) and (b) top surface and cross-section of SGO/PVDF nanocomposite membrane, (c) and (d) top surface and cross-section
of PVDF membrane.
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Fig. 6. EDS analysis of SGO/PVDF nanocomposite membrane: (a) composite map of top surface; (b) carbon map of top surface; (c) oxygen map of top surface; (d)
fluorine map of top surface; (e) sulfur map of top surface; (f) EDS spectra of top surface; (g) composite map of cross-section; (h) carbon map of cross-section; (i)
oxygen map of cross-section; (j) fluorine map of cross-section; (k) sulfur map of cross-section.

Fig. 7. AFM images showing the topography of (a) SGO/PVDF membrane, and (b) PVDF membrane. Water contact angle of membrane samples (c) SGO/PVDF CEM,
(d) PVDF.
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response analyzer, was used to perform the EIS experiments according
to procedures found in the literature [57]. The measurements were
conducted using a 0.1mA amplitude AC signal at 50 different fre-
quencies ranging from 1mHz to 1 kHz. Equivalent circuit fitting was
used to determine the resistance of the membrane in solution (Rm+sol)
according to a reported method (Fig. 4) [58]. The membrane area re-
sistance was obtained using Eq. (5):

= − ⋅+R R R A( )A m sol sol (5)

where RA is the membrane area resistance, Rm+sol is the resistance of
the membrane in the solution, Rsol is the resistance of the empty cell,
and A is the membrane area. The measurement was triplicated with
different membrane pieces.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Membrane structure and composition

SEM micrographs of the SGO/PVDF and plain PVDF membrane
samples are shown in Fig. 5. Top surface and cross-section images re-
veal a marked difference in morphology of the two membrane samples.
The SGO sheets can be observed on the SGO/PVDF membrane surface

(Fig. 5a). The cross-sectional image of the SGO/PVDF membrane
(Fig. 5b) appears to have a densely-stacked sheet structure, whereas the
plain PVDF membrane possesses a typical polymeric porous structure.
The plain PVDF membrane is a homogeneous membrane and has no
SGO, while the SGO/PVDF is a heterogeneous membrane with almost
50% of its composition as SGO nanosheets. Hence, there are obvious
differences in the morphologies of the membranes. The thickness of the
SGO/PVDF membrane was determined to be 29.72 ± 0.81 μm, while
that of the PVDF membrane was 24.08 ± 0.47 μm. The sheet-like
structure of the SGO/PVDF membrane can be attributed to the SGO
additive. The SGO appears to be well distributed in the membrane as
depicted by the consistency in membrane morphology in both top and
cross-section micrographs. Additive agglomeration is undesirable in
nanocomposite membranes. It can result in membrane brittleness and
also restricts access to ion exchange groups. From the SEM micrograph
of the SGO/PVDF membrane, it can be concluded there was minimal
agglomeration of the SGO additive materials in the membrane matrix.
Decline in stability is also common with nanocomposite membranes
with high additive loadings. However, despite the high SGO loading
and low polymer content, the SGO/PVDF membrane remained intact
after handling. This is because the SGO additives not only have a 2D-
sheet structure but also are soft and flexible, both properties are fa-
vorable for blending with the polymeric components and forming na-
nocomposite membranes with uniform consistency. In addition, the
mold-casting with dry thermal inversion technique, used to fabricate
the membranes, also contributed positively to the good quality of the
composite membrane. Since SGO carries sulfonic groups, the presence
of sulfur in the SGO/PVDF membrane can be detected by EDS elemental
mapping (Fig. 6). The added SGO is well distributed spatially across the
entire membrane body. In addition, with aggregates showing higher
concentration of S in the EDS map probably due to the folding of GO
sheets (Fig. 6e and k). This further confirms SGO can successfully in-
troduce the sulfonic groups into the PVDF matrix to form SGO/PVDF
ion exchange membrane.

3.2. Membrane surface roughness and wettability

The AFM topography images of the membranes are shown in Fig. 7a
and b. The RMS roughness of the PVDF membranes was 878 nm, while
the RMS roughness of the SGO/PVDF membrane was 193 nm. This
suggests the PVDF membrane has a rougher surface than the SGO/
PVDF membrane, which is consistent with the morphology images from
the SEM.

Water contact angle (Table 1 and Fig. 7c and d) and water uptake
measurements (Table 1) were performed to assess the wettability/hy-
drophilicity of the membranes. Results showed the water contact angle
of the SGO/PVDF membrane to be less than that of the PVDF mem-
brane. In addition, the water uptake of the SGO/PVDF membrane was
much higher than that of the PVDF membrane. The water contact angle
and water uptake results revealed the SGO/PVDF membrane to be more
hydrophilic, thus making it suitable for electromembrane desalination
applications. The increased hydrophilicity was due to the presence of
sulfonic groups from the SGO additive and also the hydrophilic nature
of the GO base material. Although a significantly high water uptake of
270.94 ± 0.07% was achieved by the nanocomposite CEM, which
provided a good basis for its robust permselectivity, the swelling ratio
of the SGO/PVDF membrane was essentially the same as of the plain
PVDF membrane at around 2.7% (Table 1). The low swelling ratio in-
dicated a reasonable stability of the nanocomposite CEM under wet
conditions.

The above SEM image and membrane wettability analysis suggest
that the SGO/PVDF membrane had a densely packed structure and
offers a more hydrophilic surface than the plain PVDF polymeric
membrane. These desirable features of the SGO/PVDF membrane are
necessary in order to achieve good ion exchange performance.

Table 1
Membrane wettability parameters.

Water contact angle Water uptake Swelling ratio

SGO/PVDF 80.8 ± 1.5° 270.94 ± 0.07% 2.71 ± 0.01%
Plain PVDF 133.1 ± 2.6° 2.65 ± 0.01% 2.67 ± 0.01%

Table 2
Electrochemical properties of SGO/PVDF membrane.

Electrochemical property SGO/PVDF membrane

IEC [meq/g] 0.63 ± 0.08
Transport number 0.92 ± 0.07
Permselectivitya 0.95 ± 0.04
Area resistance [Ω cm2] 2.8 ± 0.2

a Obtained from chronopotentiometry.

Fig. 8. Comparison of the ion exchange capacity (IEC), permselectivity (P) and
area resistance (RA) of SGO/PVDF with commercial CEMs and other hetero-
geneous CEMs reported in the literature [59].
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3.3. Electrochemical properties

Electrochemical properties of IEMs are critical parameters which
determine to a great degree the performance of IEMs in electro-
membrane desalination processes. The electrochemical properties of
the SGO/PVDF membrane are shown in Table 2.

The IEC is a measure of the ion exchange sites present in an IEM,
and is a critical property which influences virtually all other IEM
properties. In the SGO/PVDF nanocomposite membrane the IEC cor-
responds to the amount of sulfonic groups present for ion exchange. The
IEC was determined to be 0.63 ± 0.08 meq/g, which was lower than
the IEC of top commercial CEMs but comparable with IEC values of:
CSMCRI HGC heterogeneous CEM (0.67–0.77 meq/g) [59]; Nafion-117
(0.80 meq/g) [60]; and some fabricated CEMs reported in literature
(roughly 0.70 meq/g) [60,61].

The permselectivity and the area resistance of the SGO/PVDF na-
nocomposite membrane were found to be 0.95 ± 0.04 and
2.8 ± 0.2Ω cm2, respectively. To put these values in context, the
electrochemical properties were compared in Fig. 8 to commercial
CEMs and other heterogeneous CEMs reported in the literature [59].
From an application point of view, an ideal CEM would have a
permselectivity of 1 and area resistance of 0. As shown in the figure,
SGO/PVDF outperformed the other heterogeneous CEMs from the lit-
erature in terms of both permselectivity and area resistance. The elec-
trochemical properties of SGO/PVDF were comparable to commercial
CEMs despite its lower IEC. Fig. 8 also showed that while it was gen-
erally accepted that higher IEC results in lower area resistance, no di-
rect correlation can be observed in the 0.5–3 meq/g IEC range among
the depicted CEMs. This meant that membrane properties other than
IEC also played a role in the area resistance. IEMs are usually cross-
linked to prevent excessive membrane swelling [55]. Membrane swel-
ling is undesirable because it results in membrane instability which
then leads to poor membrane performance. Cross-linking is effective in
reducing membrane swelling, but it also leads to increases in area re-
sistance. For the SGO/PVDF membrane, cross-linking was not required
due to its low swelling ratio. The absence of cross-linking may explain

the low area resistance observed in this work. Moreover, the high water
uptake also contributed to the notable area resistance.

3.4. Characterization by FTIR and Raman spectroscopy

Fig. 9a showed the FTIR spectra for SGO, SGO/PVDF and PVDF. The
vibration peak at 1736 cm−1 corresponds to C]O stretching vibration
(from the graphene oxide base material). The successful incorporation
of PSS was demonstrated by the appearance of vibration peaks at
1228 cm−1 and 1157 cm−1, which correspond to SO3 stretching. The
aforementioned C]O stretching peak and SO3 stretching peaks were
also present in the spectra of the SGO/PVDF membrane, indicating the
successful incorporation of SGO into the membrane.

Raman spectra of GO and SGO are shown in Fig. 9b, where the
typical D and G bands for GO-based nanomaterials are present in both
spectra. The D band was related to the density of disorder sites, whereas
the G band reflected the conjugated structure of the sp2 carbon fra-
mework [62,63]. The ratios of intensity of D band to G band were 1.000
and 1.002 for GO and SGO respectively. The similar D and G ratio
confirms no significant change in the oxygen functional groups at the
GO, which is only slightly affected by incorporation of sulfonic groups
via PSS on the GO nanosheets.

4. Conclusion

In this study, we reported the preparation of a graphene oxide na-
nocomposite CEM, in which the ion exchange groups (–SO3

-) were
provided by the sulfonic group containing graphene oxide nano-
composite (SGO) with 45wt % loading. SGO was prepared via co-ad-
sorption of graphene oxide (GO) with an agent derived from 3,4-di-
hydroxy-L-phenylalanine (L-DOPA) and poly(sodium 4-
styrenesulfonate) (PSS). Successful incorporation of sulfonic groups to
the GO nanocomposite was demonstrated by FTIR spectroscopy.
Morphological, wettability, and electrochemical characterization
methods were used to assess the impact of the SGO additive on the
membranes. AFM, SEM and EDS characterization showed the

Fig. 9. (a) FTIR characterization of SGO, SGO/PVDF and PVDF. (b) Raman characterization of GO and SGO.
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distribution of the SGO additives across the entire membrane matrix.
Water contact angle (80.8 ± 1.5°) and water uptake
(270.94 ± 0.07%) demonstrated the high hydrophilicity of the mem-
brane, which is suitable for water treatment applications. The nano-
composite CEM was found to possess good IEC (0.63 ± 0.08 meq/g),
permselectivity (0.95 ± 0.04), and area resistance (2.8 ± 0.2Ω cm2).
The permselectivity, and area resistance were much better than com-
mercial CEM (Ralex). This research demonstrated that the nano-
composite CEM prepared by electrostatically-coupling of PSS/L-DOPA/
GO/PVDF approach shows good potential for use in electromembrane
desalination applications.
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