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a b s t r a c t

A commercially available Au/TiO2 catalyst was subjected to a variety of thermal treatments in order to
understand how variations in catalyst pretreatment procedures might affect CO oxidation catalysis. Cat-
alytic activity was found to be inversely correlated to the temperature of the pretreatment. Infrared spec-
troscopy of adsorbed CO experiments, followed by a Temkin analysis of the data, indicated that the
thermal treatments caused essentially no changes to the electronics of the Au particles; this, and a series
of catalysis control experiments, and previous transmission electron microscopy (TEM) studies ruled out
particle growth as a contributing factor to the activity loss. Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectroscopy
showed that pretreating the catalyst results in water desorption from the surface, but the observable
water loss was similar for all the treatments and could not be correlated with catalytic activity. A Michae-
lis–Menten kinetic treatment indicated that the main reason for deactivation is a loss in the number of
active sites with little changes in their intrinsic activity. In situ FTIR experiments during CO oxidation
showed extensive buildup of carbonate-like surface species when the pretreated catalysts were contacted
with the feed gas. A semi-quantitative infrared spectroscopy method was developed for comparing the
amount of carbonates present on each catalyst; results from these experiments showed a strong correla-
tion between the steady-state catalytic activity and amount of surface carbonates generated during the
initial moments of catalysis. Further, this experimental protocol was used to show that the carbonates
reside on the titania support rather than on the Au, as there was no evidence that they poison Au–CO
binding sites. The role of the carbonates in the reaction scheme, their potential role in catalyst deactiva-
tion, and the role of surface hydroxyls and water are discussed.

� 2013 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

CO oxidation over Au-based catalysts has been widely studied
because these materials have potential applications in the selective
removal of CO from H2 rich streams (CO Prox) [1–3]. A number of
factors appear to contribute to the high activity at low tempera-
tures that these catalyst exhibit, including: the presence of low
coordination surface Au atoms, the importance of Au atoms located
at or near the metal–support interface, the presence of surface
hydroxyls located near the Au, and electronic interactions between
the Au nanoparticles and the support [4–9]. Although the reaction
stoichiometry is simple, the reaction mechanism for CO oxidation
over Au appears to be complex [9,10]. A variety of oxygenated spe-
cies have also been suggested to play a role in the catalysis, includ-
ing support hydroxyls [11–15], water [10,16–20], and carbonates
[21,22]. Additionally, O2 activation, which is generally considered
to be the key catalytic step, is not well understood [23–26] nor

are the roles of perimeter sites around Au particles [27,28] or the
causes of deactivation [29–31].

The catalytic activity reported for CO oxidation over Au cata-
lysts varies widely; as an example, Kung et al. reviewed the reac-
tion rates for CO oxidation using Au/TiO2 finding up to a 10-fold
variation in reaction rates (0.039–0.35 molCO molAu�1 s�1) for cat-
alysts with similar Au particles size (2.1 and 1.7 nm, respectively)
[11]. This variance in activity coincides with a lack of agreement
regarding activation methods for the catalysts. Specifically, the
temperature of calcination used during catalyst preparation varies
widely [32–35]. Depending on the synthetic route chosen, activa-
tion temperatures range from 200 to more than 400 �C with large
differences in the time chosen for activation treatments [36–38].

Bond reviewed the effects of temperature and treatment gas on
the preparation of Au catalysts [39]. The main conclusions regard-
ing the activation conditions can be summarized in a few points:
(1) Heating in reducing atmospheres (H2, CO) or Argon at temper-
atures under 393 K is preferred to oxidizing atmospheres (O2 or
Air) and higher temperatures. This is supported by the fact that
reduction to Au0 starts at low temperatures and residual Cl� is rap-
idly eliminated (via HCl). (2) Au particle size increases with
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increasing treatment temperature, and at temperatures above
573 K, O2 promotes particle growth more so than H2 does. (3) Fully
reduced particles do not show substantial mobility unless chloride
remains on the catalyst surface. Therefore, Bond recommends low
temperatures and short treatment times for preparing supported
Au catalysts. Bond’s considerations regarding the thermal activa-
tion are primarily focused on preparing small supported Au nano-
particles in the size regime (2–4 nm) that are catalytically active;
however, there is little discussion regarding the effect that these
thermal treatments have on the resulting catalytic activity.

The literature provides a wide variety of activation protocols
(both oxidative and reductive) for Au-based catalysts [11,46]. Ta-
ble 1 summarizes several different activation protocols applied to
Au/TiO2 catalysts and includes the size of the Au particles produced
and the reported catalytic activities (CO oxidation between 273
and 300 K). It is readily apparent that there is almost no correlation
between the pretreatment temperatures used and the catalytic
activity reported. Catalysts with very similar Au particle sizes
may differ by an order of magnitude. This may be influenced by
residual chloride in the less active catalysts, as chloride is well
known to be a poison for CO oxidation over Au catalysts [47]. Addi-
tionally, several studies report catalytic activities of approximately
0.1–0.3, yet the pretreatments differ by 300 K and up to 12 h. Given
this variance in the literature, one might posit that pretreatment
protocols are relatively unimportant so long as relatively small
particles are maintained and chloride is sufficiently removed.

Behm et al. more systematically varied activation protocols to
produce more active Au–CO oxidation catalysts [30]. They found
that annealing the catalyst with a mixture H2/N2 at 473 K was
more effective than the conventional oxidation at 673 K. They also
pointed out that more severe reductions (with H2/N2 mixtures at
673 K) produce catalysts with a higher tendency for deactivation
[30].

In preliminary studies using a commercial Au/TiO2 sample, we
found that changes in pretreatment conditions immediately prior
to catalytic testing produced similarly marked variations in cata-
lytic activity. We therefore undertook a more detailed examination
of how thermal treatments change the catalyst in order to better
understand the factors that control CO oxidation activity. Seven
thermal treatments were chosen to prepare catalysts with mark-
edly different reaction rates. These induced differences in catalytic
activity were the basis of an experimental design composed of
three related studies. First, the CO adsorption thermodynamics
were studied to evaluate electronic changes to the Au nanoparti-
cles. Second, a Michaelis–Menten analysis of CO oxidation kinetics
measurements was used to evaluate changes in O2 reactivity and in
the relative number of active sites. Finally, in situ IR spectroscopy
was used to monitor changes in surface composition caused by

thermal treatments and during CO oxidation catalysis. These
experiments provide a more complete picture of how the catalyst
changes (and does not change) as a function of thermal treatments.

2. Experimental

2.1. Materials

The catalyst used in this study was a commercial AUROlite™
sample purchased from STREM Chemicals (nominal 1% Au/TiO2).
This catalyst was pretreated by the manufacturer to ensure that
particles were of appropriate size (2–4 nm) to yield active CO oxi-
dation catalysts. Further, this catalyst has proven to be active and
stable over long periods of time [48,49]. The catalyst was crushed
and stored in a dark refrigerator. Gases (N2, H2, O2, and 5%CO/He)
were 5.0 grade supplied by Praxair and used with no additional
purification. Powdered Silicon Carbide (400 mesh) was purchased
from Aldrich.

2.2. Catalyst pretreatments

Catalyst pretreatment was performed in situ at atmospheric
pressure using various gas mixtures at 100 mL/min; heating rates
were 5 �C/min. Treatment conditions are detailed in Table 2. After
each treatment, the catalyst was purged with N2 for 60 min at the
treatment temperature and subsequently cooled to ambient
temperature.

2.3. CO oxidation catalysis

The CO oxidation reactor consisted of a home-built laboratory-
scale single-pass plug-flow micro-reactor [48,49]. The reaction
zone consisted of 5 mg of finely ground fresh catalyst diluted in
750 mg of silicon carbide. Gas flows were controlled with 4 elec-
tronic low pressure mass flow controllers (Porter Instruments).
The composition of the feed and reactor effluent (CO and CO2)
was determined using a Siemens Ultramat 23 IR gas analyzer.

Each treatment-reaction sequence was performed with a fresh
sample of catalyst. After loading into a glass U-tube, the diluted
catalyst was treated with one of the procedures shown in Table 2.
CO oxidation activity was measured in a 60-min experiment
immediately following the pretreatment. The feed (1% CO, 20%
O2, balance N2, flowing at 180 mL/min;
WHSV ¼ 2:16� 103 L � h�1 � g�1

cat) was held constant and the reac-
tion temperature was maintained at 20 �C using a water bath.

O2 pressure dependence was determined in separate experi-
ments. After treating 4 mg of catalyst and cooling under N2, the
reactor was fed with 140 mL/min of a gas mixture containing 1%

Table 1
Activation conditions, Au particle size, and catalytic activity of Au/TiO2 catalysts used in low-temperature CO oxidation (273–300 K).

Activation conditions Au particle size (nm) Rate/Autot (s�1) T (K) Ref.

No thermal treatment 2.9 ± 1.7 0.03 298 [7]
298 K, 1 h, H2 2 1.4 ± 0.2a 273 [40]
310 K, 24 h, air 3.3 ± 0.5 0.34b 273 [41]
373 K, 1 h, H2 + 298 K, CO/O2 1.7 0.35 273 [23]
373 K, 0.5 h, H2 + 373 K, 0.5 h H2O/H2 3.3 ± 0.7 0.013b 288 [10]
523 K, 0.5 h, air 3 3.0b 298 [20]
573 K, air 2.1 0.025 298 [42]
623 K, 4 h, He 3.3 ± 0.5 0.18b 298 [43]
623 K, 4 h, air + vacuum dried 3.0 ± 1.3 0.16 273 [8]
673 K, 4 h, air + 723 K, 10 h H2 2.9 ± 0.5 0.13 300 [44]
673 K, 1 h 1% CO, 21% CO in Ar 2.1 0.039 273 [45]

a Based on the reaction of adsorbed CO species.
b Based on surface Au.
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CO and variable fractions of O2 (25%, 20%, 15%, 10% and 5%;
WHSV ¼ 2:10� 103 L � h�1 � g�1

cat). After equilibrating the gas flow
for 6 min, the catalytic activity was measured and the O2 flow
was changed to the next set-point, maintaining a total flow of
140 mL/min with N2. The catalytic activity was corrected for any
deactivation assuming a linear decrease in activity over time
according to a previously described methodology [48].

2.4. CO heat of adsorption measurements via IR spectroscopy

Catalyst samples (30 mg) for CO adsorption experiments were
treated using the 7 pretreatments described in Table 2. The treat-
ment setup was similar to the CO oxidation reactor and consisted
of a fritted U-tube quartz reactor located in a Thermolyne furnace;
heating rates were 5� C/min. The gas mixture was prepared in an
external manifold using low pressure rotameters. After treatment,
the samples were flushed with N2 for 1 h at the treatment temper-
ature, cooled to room temperature, and stored in a dessicator in a
closed, foil-wrapped vial until IR measurements (typically 12–
16 h).

CO adsorption experiments were performed as previously de-
scribed [50,51]. Briefly, approximately 25 mg of a pretreated sam-
ple was pressed into a 30 � 30 Ti mesh (Unique Wire Weaving Co.).
The mesh-supported pellet was mounted into a custom-built cop-
per cell and vacuum chamber (International Cryogenics) with a
gas-phase optical path length of 1.2 cm. The vacuum chamber
was placed in the sample compartment of a Nicolet Magna 550
FTIR spectrometer and evacuated to a pressure of <1 mTorr for
30–60 min. All measurements were made at ambient temperature
and all spectra were referenced to a background spectrum of the
catalyst pellet under vacuum prior to the addition of CO. Transmis-
sion spectra consisted of 100 scans collected with 8 cm�1 resolu-
tion (spectral data spacing = 4 cm�1) and were reported in
absorbance units.

The gas-handling system consisted of a mechanical pump and
liquid nitrogen trap, a glass line with stainless steel transfer lines
to the sample apparatus, and a Baratron pressure gauge (P = 0–
20 Torr). A liquid nitrogen trap was used to trap out any impurities
from the CO tank (UHP Grade, from Air Products). The entire gas-
handling system was rinsed with CO three times before exposing
the sample. After collecting a background spectrum, the sample
was exposed to a low pressure of CO and the surface was allowed
to equilibrate for 5–10 min; previous work has shown that this is
ample time for CO equilibration on Au catalysts [48,50,51]. An
infrared spectrum was recorded and the pressure in the cell was
slowly increased to the next pressure. After completing an experi-
ment, the sample was evacuated and the experiment repeated for a
total of two or three adsorption isotherm measurements on a sin-
gle catalyst sample in a single day.

2.5. In situ FTIR measurements

A previously described home-built flow IR cell was used for the
in situ FTIR experiments [52–55]. The cell consisted of a stainless
steel chamber wrapped by a heating mantle (up to 400 �C) with
two IR transparent KBr windows. Gases were mixed in an external
stainless steel manifold using low-pressure rotameters. The gas
cell was fed with 100 mL/min of gas mixtures and heated at a con-
stant rate of 5 �C/min.

The catalyst (35 mg) was finely ground in an agate mortar,
pressed into a 13 mm circular pellet using a stainless steel die
and a manual hydraulic press (5 metric tons of pressure for
2 min). The pellet was mounted into the cell and placed in the sam-
ple compartment of a Nicolet FTIR spectrometer where a thermo-
couple adjacent to the pellet monitored the temperature.

Prior to any treatment, a background spectrum of the catalyst
pellet in the sample cell was collected. The catalyst pretreatment
was carried out in situ using 100 mL/min of the gas mixture at dif-
ferent temperatures (150, 250, and 350 �C;
WHSV ¼ 2:00� 102 L � h�1 � g�1

cat). After treatment, the sample
was purged for 1 h and cooled to room temperature under N2 flow.
Spectra were collected at 20 �C and the temperature was kept con-
stant using a coil with recirculating water.

Immediately after treatment, the sample was cooled and a ref-
erence spectrum was collected once the temperature was equili-
brated at 20 �C. The catalyst pellet was then used for the in situ
CO oxidation reaction. The CO oxidation reaction consisted of 4
steps: (a) 10 min flowing with a 1% CO mixture, (b) 10 min with
our standard CO oxidation mixture (1% CO, 20% O2), (c) 10 min
flowing with a 1% CO/He mixture, and (d) 10 min purging with
N2. Spectra were collected every 2.5 min.

3. Results

CO oxidation over supported Au catalysts, particularly Au/TiO2,
has been widely studied [1–3]. However, substantial differences in
CO oxidation activity have been reported, and there is no clear con-
sensus on the best method to achieve maximum catalytic activity
and/or to reduce the pronounced deactivation to which these cat-
alysts are prone. We therefore set out to perform a systematic
study of pretreatment conditions on CO oxidation catalysis with
the goal of understanding how temperature and pretreatment
gas composition influence catalytic activity.

3.1. CO oxidation activity

This catalyst has been previously examined with TEM and the
average Au particle size was determined to be 3.2 nm, correspond-
ing to a dispersion of 35–40% [49]. Further, controlled poisoning
experiments suggested that 11% of the total Au (25–30% of the sur-
face Au) was active in the reaction [48]. This corresponded well
with the expected total number of corner and edge atoms in the
sample [48]. CO oxidation activity is reported as a catalyzed reac-
tion rate (m, moles of CO converted per total mole of Au in the sam-
ple per second); the results are presented in Fig. 1. For all the
pretreatments, there is a substantial deactivation over the first
5–10 min on stream. After 20 min of reaction, a quasi-steady state
is reached, and the deactivation rate is similar for all the samples.

The catalytic activity in this quasi-steady state is related to the
conditions used during the pretreatment step. The untreated cata-
lyst is both active and stable; the use of thermal treatments in the
presence of H2 or O2 reduces the catalytic activity significantly.
Further, as the treatment temperature is increased, catalytic activ-
ity becomes progressively lower. As an example, O2 treatments at
150, 250 and 350 �C (treatments O2-A, O2-B and O2-C, respectively)

Table 2
Catalyst pretreatment conditions.

Pretreatment Gas mixa,b Temperature (�C)c Time (h)

None No gas flow – 0
O2-A 20% O2 150 1
H2-A 20% H2 150 1
H2 and O2 10% O2 + 10% H2 250 1
O2-B 20% O2 250 16
H2-B 20% H2 250 16
O2-C 20% O2 350 16

a All gases were balanced with N2 to 100 mL/min.
b After every treatment, the sample was purged with N2 for 1 h at the treatment

temperature.
c Heating rate was 5 �C/min for all pretreatments.
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reduce the activity by 33%, 50%, and 81%, respectively compared to
the untreated catalyst. Similarly, activity drops by a factor of 10
(relative to no pretreatment) when the catalyst is treated at
250 �C under H2 (treatment H2-B), although the deactivation that
occurs when the catalyst first comes in contact with the feed is
markedly slower for this pretreatment. The treatment with a com-
bination of H2 and O2 was the only pretreatment that increased the
catalytic activity, enhancing it by about 25% relative to no
pretreatment.

The remainder of the work in this study was performed to
understand why the various pretreatments resulted in catalysts
with such markedly different activities. The first possibility we
considered was sintering. Given the relatively low treatment tem-
peratures and the drastic changes in activity, this is unlikely. Our
previous TEM studies on this catalyst have shown that this catalyst
can be treated at 300 �C for 16 h with no changes in the observed
particle size [49]. This is a more forcing treatment than all but
one of the treatments employed in the present study. Further, care-
ful examination of the first 10 min on stream (Fig. 1) shows that all
of the catalysts are initially quite active; the lower steady-state
rates are due to deactivation when the catalyst comes in contact
with the feed.

To eliminate sintering as a contributing factor to the observed
loss of activity, we performed two additional control experiments:
(1) A fresh sample was treated with the O2-C protocol (350 �C,
16 h) followed by the H2 + O2 treatment (250 �C, 1 h) and (2) a
fresh sample was treated with the H2-B protocol (250 �C, 16 h) fol-
lowed by the H2 + O2 treatment (250 �C, 1 h). In both of these
experiments, the steady-state catalytic activity (20 min TOS) was
essentially the same (within 6%) as the untreated catalyst, i.e., sub-
stantially higher than the steady-state activity for the O2-C or H2-B
treatment alone. The high activity found when the H2 + O2 treat-
ment is performed after the ‘‘deactivating’’ treatments therefore

excludes nanoparticle sintering as a cause for the deactivation
and shows that the deleterious effects that the forcing pretreat-
ments induce are at least partially reversible.

3.2. Infrared spectroscopy of CO adsorption

Infrared spectroscopy can be used to quantify CO adsorption on
Au catalysts and extract thermodynamic metrics for CO binding
[48,50,51]; in this case, we used the CO adsorption metric to eval-
uate potential changes to the Au particles. Details of the data col-
lection and analysis can be found in separate publications
[48,50,51]. Briefly, the peak area assigned to CO adsorbed on Au
is used to determine an adsorption isotherm which is fit to a Tem-
kin adsorption model [48,50,51].

The linear portion of the data (usually corresponding to surface
coverages between h = 0.2–0.8) and a previously determined DSads

value of �140 J/mol K were used to extract two descriptive values
for each catalyst [50]. The heat of adsorption at zero coverage
(DH0), which is determined from the y-intercept of the linear data,
describes the nascent binding energy for CO on the catalyst when
no adsorbate–substrate interactions are present. The second value,
dDH, describes the change in the adsorption energy from h = 0 to
h = 1 (i.e., DH0 to DH1). In this case, full coverage represents satu-
ration of the CO binding sites, which is a subset of the total number
of surface Au sites. According to the Temkin adsorbate interaction
model, this change is attributed to electronic interactions between
the CO adsorbates and the Au nanoparticles and thus describes
how the surface electronics change with coverage [50,51].

Representative CO adsorption data for each of the various pre-
treatments are shown in Fig. 2; extracted values for DH0 and
dDH are shown in Table 3. All of the extracted DH0 and dDH values
were essentially the same regardless of the pretreatment, indicat-
ing that the pretreatments had essentially no effect on the Au–CO
interactions [56]. As discussed above, since the adsorption metrics
have a particle-size dependence, this result is consistent with a
lack of change in particle size with the pretreatments [57]. Our pre-
vious NaBr poisoning study showed that dDH values can be very
sensitive to adsorbates even at low coverages [48]; however, there
are essentially no changes observed for the different pretreat-
ments. The key result here is that the CO adsorption metrics indi-
cate that the various pretreatments cause little to no changes in the
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fundamental Au–CO interactions, indicating that the pretreat-
ments induce no substantial electronic changes to the Au.

3.3. Effect of pretreatments on catalyst surface

Pressed catalyst pellets were placed in an in situ IR spectros-
copy cell and treated with the different procedures shown in Ta-
ble 2. Changes to the catalyst were monitored using IR
spectroscopy by collecting spectra after the catalyst returned to
ambient temperature. A spectrum of the fresh (untreated) catalyst
was collected prior to the pretreatment and used as the back-
ground. The resulting spectra are shown in Fig. 3. Because these

are difference spectra, a loss of absorbance indicates a loss of a sur-
face species associated with that particular vibration.

All of the spectra show that absorbance decreases in the broad
OH stretching region (3800–2500 cm�1) and at 1623 cm�1, which
is attributed to the dHOH vibration of adsorbed water [58]. These
changes are attributed to the loss of adsorbed water and surface
hydroxyl groups on the support. Some of the spectra show small
changes in the 1800–1200 cm�1 region that may correspond to
small amounts of surface carbonates. However, there are no consis-
tent changes in this region, or in the entire spectral range for that
matter, that can be associated with a systematic change in the cat-
alysts upon the heating under H2 and/or O2. In spite of the differ-
ences in treatment temperature, the magnitudes of the observed
changes to the catalysts are all very similar. There are no obvious
differences in the degree of surface hydroxylation that might be
correlated with the drastic changes in activity. That is, the higher
temperature pretreatments did not cause substantially greater ob-
servable surface dehydroxylation or dehydration than did the low-
er temperature treatments.

3.4. CO oxidation kinetics metrics

Since the pretreatments appeared to induce few if any changes
to the Au particles, we next consider potential changes to the cat-
alytic active site using a Michelis–Menten (M–M) kinetic treat-
ment that we have previously developed and employed
[48,49,59]. In this treatment, activity data as a function of oxygen
pressure can be evaluated with double reciprocal plots (Fig. 4) to
provide a means of extracting quantitative parameters that de-
scribe O2 reactivity for individual gold catalysts. A full derivation
of this treatment has been previously published [49]. Briefly, a sim-
ple characterization mechanism (Scheme 1), which has also been
suggested by DFT calculations [3], is used to describe the reaction.
We note that this is an intentionally simplified characterization
mechanism that may not capture all of the molecular complexity
of every elementary step in the reaction mechanism. Further, the
mechanism is intentionally vague regarding the nature of the O2

binding site – the purpose is to evaluate changes to the number
of active sites rather than to presuppose the structural characteris-
tics of the O2 binding site. Hence, the only structural requirement is
that oxygen binding occurs in close proximity to Au–CO sites.

Table 3
Thermodynamic metrics for CO adsorption after different activation procedures. Data
show averages and standard deviations for 3 measurements on each catalyst.

Pretreatment �DH0 (kJ/mol) �dDH (kJ/mol)

None 61.4 ± 0.4 7.2 ± 0.5
O2-A 61.3 ± 0.4 7.9 ± 0.7
H2-A 61.3 ± 0.4 7.9 ± 0.7
H2 and O2 61.9 ± 0.8 7.8 ± 0.1
O2-B 62.1 ± 0.5 8.0 ± 0.7
H2-B 60.9 ± 0.3 6.8 ± 0.7
O2-C 62.1 ± 0.5 8.0 ± 0.7
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In the development of this method, adsorption of CO and activa-
tion of O2 are considered the key kinetic steps; desorption of pro-
duced CO2 and regeneration of the active site are considered to be
fast and after the rate determining steps and are therefore kineti-
cally unobservable. Applying a typical kinetic derivation employ-
ing the steady-state approximation yields the following
expression:

1
mrxn
¼ KR

mmax

1
PO2

� �
þ 1

mmax
ð1Þ

where mrxn is the measured reaction rate and

mmax ¼ k2hCO½A��T ð2Þ

and

KR ¼
k�1 þ k2hCO

k1
ð3Þ

We note that a similar set of equations can be derived using a
Langmuir–Hinschelwood mechanism, although this requires addi-
tional assumptions [49]. In these equations, hCO designates the cov-
erage of the CO binding sites, which are a subset of the total Au
surface sites, and [A�]T is the total number of active sites. The total
number of active sites is also assumed to involve a subset of the to-
tal number of surface Au sites. KR and mmax are descriptive kinetic
parameters comparable to those employed in enzyme kinetics
[60]. Analogous to the Michaelis–Menten constant, KR is a measure
of the reactivity or instability of adsorbed O2 (cf. A�–O2). Similarly,
mmax depends both on the intrinsic reaction barrier and the number
of active sites. This kinetic treatment has been previously pub-
lished and has been shown to well describe kinetic data for CO oxi-
dation over several Au [48,49] and bimetallic NiAu [59] catalysts,
including a series of intentionally poisoned Au catalysts [48].

One of the primary utilities of the M–M kinetic treatment is that
it provides measures of both the intrinsic activity of the active sites
(KR) and the total number of active sites (proportional to mmax).
Applying this kinetic model to the thermal pretreatments used in
this study can therefore help distinguish between changes in the
number of active sites and the inherent reactivity of the active
sites. The data in Table 4, which is extracted from the data in Figs. 1
and 4, show that KR is relatively unaffected by the catalyst pretreat-

ment; there are only fluctuations in the KR values and there is no
trend correlating the KR values with the pretreatments. This indi-
cates that the intrinsic activity of the active sites is relatively un-
changed by the pretreatment—even for those catalysts that show
severe deactivation. The mmax values, on the other hand, change sig-
nificantly according to the treatment procedure used in activation.
The most forcing conditions (temperatures P250 �C) yield a cata-
lyst with very small values of mmax, which is an indication that few-
er O2 activation sites remain active under the quasi-steady-state
conditions, i.e., the pretreatments result in a loss of steady-state
active sites. Less variation in mmax is observed for the mild
(250 �C) treatments, which is consistent with their activities being
close to that of the untreated catalyst. The mmax values are extrap-
olated values (to infinite oxygen pressure), so they have inherently
larger errors associated with the data range employed. In this case,
we are only able to differentiate between catalysts that have sub-
stantially different numbers of active sites.

3.5. IR spectroscopy during CO oxidation

In situ IR spectroscopy was used to evaluate changes to the cat-
alyst surface under the CO oxidation gas feed. Immediately after
the pretreatment and extensive flushing with N2 (1 h at 20 �C),
the catalyst was exposed to the same CO + O2 gas mixture used
for the activity study shown in Fig. 1. This resulted in substantial
changes to the IR spectrum of the catalyst. Fig. 5 shows examples
of the fresh (untreated) catalyst and the catalyst treated with the
procedure H2-B after 10 min under CO oxidation conditions. The
double peak in the range of 2200–2000 cm�1 was assigned to
gas-phase CO; this peak is accompanied by a single narrow peak
at �2100 cm�1 consistent with CO adsorbed on Au (Au–CO)
[61,62]. The peaks in the 2400–2300 cm�1 are assigned to gas-
phase CO2 resulting from the catalysis. The most substantial
changes are the multiple peaks at lower wavenumbers (1800–
1200 cm�1). These peaks appear essentially immediately upon
introducing the reactant feed to the catalyst and are assigned to
carbonate species on the catalyst surface [31,36,63]. The buildup
of carbonates on Au/TiO2 catalysts during CO oxidation has been
previously reported in the literature [29,31], and bands at 1537

Scheme 1. Characterization mechanism for the Michaelis–Menten kinetic treat-
ment of CO oxidation catalysis.

Table 4
Kinetic data for CO oxidation at 20 �C. Quasi-steady-state catalytic reaction rate (m),
O2 reaction order, KR, and mmax values calculated using plots from Fig. 4 and Eq. (1).a

Pretreatment ma (s�1) O2 order KR (atm�1) mmax (s�1)

None 0.36 0.13 0.028 0.29
H2-A 0.33 0.24 0.046 0.29
O2-A 0.24 0.18 0.047 0.28
H2 and O2 0.45 0.32 0.048 0.33
O2-B 0.18 0.26 0.036 0.08
H2-B 0.15 0.26 0.038 0.05
O2-Cb 0.07 – – –

a Reaction rate extracted from Fig. 1 at 20 min TOS.
b Treatment O2-C resulted in catalytic activity that was too low to perform an

oxygen dependence study.
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Fig. 5. IR spectra during CO oxidation (10 min TOS) for the untreated and H2-B
treated catalyst. Gas-phase CO2 (two bands centered at 2350 cm�1), gas-phase CO
(2 bands centered at 2150 cm�1), Au–CO (narrow peak at �2100 cm�1), and
carbonates region (several peaks in the 1800–1200 cm�1 region).
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and 1357 cm�1 have been previously attributed to carbonates
formed on TiO2 [30].

There are clear differences in the sizes of the carbonate peaks.
The H2-B treated catalyst, which is essentially inactive, has very
large carbonate peaks while the more active untreated catalyst
has relatively few. Under the conditions of our IR experiment, car-
bonate production occurs immediately upon contact with the
CO + O2 feed; catalyst spectra generally did not change signifi-
cantly after 5 min TOS. This is largely consistent with the rapid
deactivation observed in Fig. 1. Further, the differences in surface
carbonates production are the first substantial differences between
pretreatments that we have observed; combined with the rough
correlation between rapid carbonates buildup and rapid deactiva-
tion, this suggest that carbonates may be responsible for the differ-
ences in catalytic activity. However, it is unclear if the carbonates
reside on the support, on the gold, or on both the Au and the sup-
port. Additionally, although IR peak areas are generally propor-
tional to surface concentrations in transmission experiments, it is
difficult to compare these peaks from one catalyst pellet to an-
other. There are simply too many variances in local pellet thickness
where the IR beam passes to reliably make quantitative compari-
sons based on the carbonates peak areas alone.

3.6. Effect of carbonates on catalytic activity

To address these questions, we designed a sequential IR exper-
iment that allows us to (i) quantify the carbonates buildup, (ii)
compare carbonates buildup between catalysts, and (iii) assess
whether the carbonates poison Au surface sites. This procedure is
outlined in Scheme 2. After pretreatment and flushing with N2,
the catalyst was first contacted with a CO feed (no O2) to measure
the area of the Au–CO peak (~m � 2100 cm�1; step a). This peak area
acts as an internal standard to which subsequent peaks can be
compared. The catalyst was then placed under CO oxidation condi-
tions for 10 min (step b), which is sufficient time to allow the car-
bonates to build up, vide supra. The catalyst is then flushed with CO
again (step c) to measure changes to the Au–CO peak area and thus
evaluate whether the carbonates directly poison the Au sites. Final-
ly, the catalyst was flushed with N2 (step d) to evaluate relative
amounts of strongly and loosely bound carbonates.

IR spectra in the 1800–1200 cm�1 region (collected after step b)
for the various pretreatments are shown in Fig. 6. The peaks in
Fig. 6 are all broad and do not warrant individual assignments
(e.g., carbonate, bicarbonate, monodentate, or bidentate on Au or
TiO2); therefore, all the IR signals between 1800 and 1200 cm�1

were considered carbonate-like species formed during CO oxida-

tion. To quantify their production, the entire 1800 and
1200 cm�1 region was integrated as a whole; no individual assign-
ments were made.

The peak areas measured from the spectra in Fig. 6 were nor-
malized to the area of the peak assigned to Au–CO collected in step
a of Scheme 2. The CO heat of adsorption experiments (vide supra)
justify this methodology as they showed no change in Au–CO
interactions as a function of pretreatment. Further, the Au–CO peak
area data (Table 5) are similar for all the pretreatments and show
only random variation associated with reasonable experimental
uncertainty in the catalyst pellet mass and local thickness in areas
through which the IR beam passed [64].

Fig. 7 plots the quasi-steady-state catalytic activity (Fig. 1, Ta-
ble 4) vs. the normalized carbonates peak area. These data show
an excellent correlation between the catalytic activity and normal-
ized carbonates area. Two areas for the carbonates peaks were
measured for each pretreatment: one immediately after CO oxida-
tion was finished (end of step b in Scheme 2) and a second after the
catalyst had been flushed to remove any weakly adsorbed carbon-
ates. There was generally very little change in the carbonates area
upon flushing, indicating that they are strongly bound to the cata-
lyst surface.

Fig. 7 shows a clear correlation between catalytic activity and
the amount of surface carbonates produced in the reaction. Fur-
ther, the degree to which the surface carbonates are deposited is
determined by the pretreatment used during catalyst activation.
Harsh treatments (longer times and/or higher temperatures) yield
catalysts that accumulate large quantities of carbonates and have
low activities; mild treatments yield more active catalysts that
have relatively few carbonates on the surface.

3.7. Effect of carbonates on CO adsorption

The kinetics studies (Table 4) indicate that the inherent reactiv-
ity of the active sites (described by KR) remains essentially the
same for all the pretreatments; the reduced catalytic activity
(nominally quantified by changes in mmax) appears to be due to a
loss of active sites. It is possible that this is associated with carbon-
ates depositing on the Au particles, thus preventing CO and O2

adsorption. A second result from the experimental protocol de-
scribed in Scheme 2 is that it can be used to evaluate changes in
the number of Au–CO binding sites. This is accomplished by simply
comparing the area of the Au–CO adsorption peak (~m ¼ 2100 cm�1)
before (step a) and after (step c) the CO oxidation reaction.

Table 5 shows that CO adsorption capacity is maintained even
after extensive formation of carbonates on the catalyst. The only

Step Gas Mix (time) Purpose / Remarks 

Time on stream

N2 flush

CO adsorption (a)

Pretreatment 

CO oxidation (b)

CO adsorption (c)

N2 flush (d)

1% CO/N2 (10 min)

N2 (1 hr)

1% CO/20% O2/N2 (10 min)

N2 (30 min)

1% CO/N2 (10 min)

Conditions shown in Table 1

Remove reactive gases (O2, H2)

Determine Au-CO IR area (2100 cm-1)

Monitor changes during CO Oxidation

Evaluate any loss in sites during catalysis 

by changes in Au-CO band (2100 cm-1)

Remove weakly adsorbed species

Scheme 2. Sequential steps during in situ IR CO oxidation experiments. Reaction temperature, pressure, and gas flow were kept constant during the entire experiment (20 �C,
ambient pressure, 100 mL/min).
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catalyst to show substantial loss of CO binding sites is the O2-C
treated catalyst, which has barely any activity. All the other cata-
lysts show no statistically significant loss of CO binding sites –
the Au–CO adsorption areas before and after CO oxidation catalysis
are all within a very reasonable experimental error (<10%). Thus,
the carbonates do not poison Au–CO binding sites and appear to re-
side essentially exclusively on the support. The changes in mmax

must therefore be due to a change in the number of O2 activation
sites. It is also important to note that these experiments do not ex-
clude the possibility that carbonates production merely correlates
with the losses in catalytic activity, i.e., they correlate with some
other, more subtle change to the catalyst but are not directly
responsible for poisoning the catalyst.

4. Discussion

We performed this study to contribute to the understanding of
how various pretreatments affect CO oxidation activity over Au/
TiO2, with the goals of trying to understand the relative importance
of the pretreatment in affecting catalytic activity and identifying
optimal activation protocols to maximize catalytic activity. We
used a commercially available catalyst that had been pretreated
by the manufacturer to ensure that particles were of appropriate
size (2–4 nm) to yield active CO oxidation catalysts. This allows
us to separate the effects of thermal treatments from those neces-
sary for preparing active particles because the particle size does

not change as a function of the pretreatment [65–67]. Further, this
catalyst has proven to be active and stable in spite of being stored
over long periods of time, making it a useful benchmark material
for comparing pretreatments and other catalysts.

This catalyst, which has been stored in a refrigerator in the dark
for over a year, is clearly active and stable for CO oxidation with no
additional thermal treatment (Fig. 1). Further, its activity has re-
mained constant over nearly a year of testing. The activity of this
untreated catalyst is comparable to or greater than most of the cat-
alysts shown in Table 2. Many Au/TiO2 catalysts can be found in
the literature with much lower activities [11,46].

Fig. 1 clearly shows that catalytic activity is highly correlated
with the ‘‘severity’’ of the thermal treatment. Although all the pre-
treatments showed reasonable initial activities, more forcing con-
ditions – higher temperatures and longer times – produced
catalysts with steady-state activities up to 10 times lower (treat-
ments H2-B and O2-C) than the original untreated catalyst. This
activity loss is not due to changing particle sizes (vide infra). It is
possible that this activity loss may be partially due to localized
heating during the first minutes of reaction. Although we cannot
rule this out, diluting the catalyst (5 mg catalyst in 750 mg SiC)
and running at low conversions (<10%), as was the case in these
experiments, should minimize the influence of any differences in
heating as the catalyst equilibrates with the reaction feed. No in-
crease in the bed temperature was observed, and one pretreatment
(H2-B) showed a markedly slower approach to steady-state activ-
ity. If heating were the primary reason for the initial loss in activ-
ity, one would expect that the approach to steady state would be
more consistent for all the pretreatments.
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Fig. 6. Carbonates built-up on the catalysts after 10 min TOS CO oxidation at 20 �C
(collected after step b of Scheme 2). Each spectrum was referenced to the catalyst
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Table 5
Integrated Au–CO peak areas before and after carbonates build up during CO oxidation.

Pretreatment Initial Að~m¼2100Þi Post-reaction Að~m¼2100Þf Ratio r ¼ Að~m¼2100Þf =Að~m¼2100Þi

None 4.61 4.36 0.95
O2-A 4.74 4.70 0.99
H2-A 4.55 4.89 1.07
H2 and O2 4.75 5.13 1.08
O2-B 5.02 4.91 0.98
H2-B 5.32 4.89 0.92
O2-C 4.72 3.18 0.67
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The subsequent studies were dedicated to understanding how
changes to the catalyst during activation and CO oxidation might
be responsible for the loss in activity. First and foremost, the loss
of activity cannot be attributed to Au particle growth or sintering.
We have previously performed TEM studies on this catalyst and
found no change in particle size after treating this catalyst for
16 h at 300 �C, a longer time and higher temperature than all but
one of the present pretreatments [49]. CO heat of adsorption met-
rics evaluated with the Temkin adsorption model are sensitive to
particle size effects [57]; however, the heat of adsorption values
for all the catalysts are essentially the same within very reasonable
experimental errors (Fig. 2, Table 3), even for treatments that gave
very low catalytic activities (treatments H2-B and O2-C). Further,
our control experiments showed that the catalytic activity could
be largely recovered by treating the catalyst with a short H2 + O2

treatment. This would not be possible if the deactivation resulted
from (irreversible) Au nanoparticle growth. The lack of sintering
is not surprising given that the catalyst was treated at 400 �C by
the manufacturer; further treatment at lower temperatures should
not substantially affect particle sizes.

4.1. Loss of active sites and carbonates buildup

Fig. 7 shows that the loss in the quasi-steady-state catalytic
activity correlates with the buildup of surface carbonates. Closer
inspection of Fig. 1 shows that all the catalysts have relatively high
initial activities which decrease to a quasi-steady-state value, gen-
erally in about 10 min. This is qualitatively consistent with our
observations during in situ IR experiments, which suggest that car-
bonates formation is generally complete after about 5 min on
stream. Further, the M–M treatment of the kinetics data (Fig. 4, Ta-
ble 4), which provides simultaneous measures of both the intrinsic
catalytic activity of the active site and the number of active sites,
indicates that the activity loss is primarily due to a loss in the rel-
ative number of active sites rather than changes to their intrinsic
reactivity.

Supported Au catalysts are known to be prone to the formation
of carbonate-like compounds [31,68–72]. Previous studies have
correlated carbonates formation with catalytic activity, pretreat-
ment conditions [23,73], presence of moisture in the gas [10,16],
and reaction temperature [74]. Carbonates have also been shown
to be decomposed in the presence of water [20], in the presence
of H2 [75], and during CO oxidation reaction at high temperatures
[25,63].

The role that carbonate-like species play in catalytic activity has
been under debate. Some researchers propose that bicarbonates
[76–78], hydroxycarbonyls [71,79], and formates [11,79] are
important CO oxidation intermediates. Others believe that carbon-
ates are inert spectators to the catalysis [29,30,77,80]. Still others
consider carbonates as catalyst poisons, acting according to one
of two postulated poisoning mechanisms. The first attributes poi-
soning to carbonates formation on Au surfaces limiting CO adsorp-
tion on the catalysts [81]. The second stipulates that oxygen
activation occurs at nanoparticle perimeter sites located at the me-
tal–support interface. In this scheme, carbonates reside on the sup-
port, but block these perimeter sites, preventing oxygen activation
[30].

All of the data in the present study show that carbonates forma-
tion correlates with lower catalytic activity due to a loss of active
sites. Further, the observed carbonates are very stable on the cata-
lyst, as their areas generally do not change after 10 min of flushing
with nitrogen. Although we cannot rule out the possibility that
unobserved transient carbonate-like species might be reaction
intermediates, the observed carbonates do not decompose at rates
comparable to the overall reaction rate and therefore cannot be
intermediates in the reaction mechanism.

The activity loss correlates with the presence of surface carbon-
ates; however, correlation is not equivalent to causation. The loca-
tion of the carbonates therefore becomes a critical issue. The
sequential IR experiments (Table 5) show that the CO adsorption
capacity is unaffected even by extensive carbonates buildup. The
carbonates must therefore reside on the support, since they do
not poison the CO adsorption sites on Au. It should also be noted
that in the case of extreme carbonates buildup (e.g., pretreatment
H2-B), there appears to be some loss of Au–CO binding sites, pre-
sumably due to carbonate migration from the support onto Au.

These results are therefore consistent with a poisoning model in
which carbonates block Au perimeter sites; however, we do not
have any direct evidence for how carbonates poison the reaction.
Other possibilities should be considered, including that the surface
carbonates indirectly poison the catalyst or that the presence of
carbonates is reporting on some other more subtle change to the
catalyst surface. For example, the FTIR spectroscopy experiments
(Fig. 3) examined changes to the catalyst as a function of the pre-
treatment; it is clear that all of the pretreatments remove a sub-
stantial amount of water from the catalyst surface.

Several studies have shown that CO oxidation activity is sensi-
tive to the water content in the feed and on the catalyst surface
[16,18–20,68]. Iglesia and coworkers recently performed a kinetic
isotope effect study, which suggested that water acts as a co-cata-
lyst in the reaction [10]. The spectra in Fig. 3 are essentially the
same in that each thermal treatment removes a qualitatively sim-
ilar amount of water from the catalyst. There is no clear trend or
correlation between water removal and catalytic activity, so it is
unclear how catalyst water content might affect activity. Carbon-
ates bind water very strongly [82], so carbonates production may
simply sequester the remaining water on the catalyst, excluding
it from the active site.

It is also widely accepted that CO oxidation activity over Au is
closely tied to the presence of hydroxyl groups on the support
[11,12]. Although the treatment temperatures that we have em-
ployed are not particularly strong, it is possible that the more forc-
ing treatments induce some degree of surface dehydroxylation
[83,84], possibly near the gold particles, and that the lower activity
results from the removal of hydroxyl groups near the Au–TiO2

perimeter sites. Unfortunately, any changes to the surface hydroxyl
groups are masked by the large water peaks and, based on this
data, it is impossible to say how much, if any, surface dehydroxy-
lation occurs during the pretreatments.

It is also worth noting that the H2 + O2 treatment results in the
most active of the catalyst pretreatments. This catalyst is flushed
with nitrogen at the treatment temperature (as are all the others),
and there are no obvious differences in the amount of water re-
moved when this treatment is compared to the others (Fig. 3).
However, the higher activity associated with this treatment, in
spite of moderate carbonates formation, suggests that the water
and/or hydroxyl groups may be more important for determining
catalytic activity than are the surface carbonates. Precisely how
this treatment works to activate the catalyst is unclear. It may pre-
vent/mitigate poisoning by carbonates, leave a greater amount of
active water on the surface, or affect surface hydroxylation near
the Au particles. Hydrogen oxidation is well known to occur on
Au [85–87] and is therefore likely to have the largest effect on
hydroxylation of the support closest to the Au particles. Further
studies are underway to evaluate these possibilities.

5. Conclusions

A commercial Au/TiO2 catalyst was treated under different con-
ditions prior to being used in CO oxidation. It was found that pre-
treatments with more severe conditions (longer times or higher
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temperatures) produce a less active catalyst, and that the ranges of
activities produced are similar to the range of different catalytic
activities reported in the literature. The possibility that more se-
vere thermal treatments cause nanoparticle sintering was evalu-
ated with infrared spectroscopy of adsorbed CO combined with
Temkin analysis. This methodology is sensitive to changes in parti-
cle size as well as the electronic configuration of the nanoparticles.
The resulting thermodynamic values DHo and dDH are consistent
with no changes in particle size after different thermal treatments
applied to the catalyst, consistent with our previous studies. Addi-
tional control experiments showed that catalytic activity after the
harshest thermal treatments could be regenerated with a H2 + O2

treatment; thus, the activity loss could not be due to
sintering. Infrared spectroscopy experiments showed that the ther-
mal pretreatments remove water from the catalyst surface, but no
correlation was found between the water loss and catalytic
activity.

A Michaelis–Menten kinetic treatment indicates the reason be-
hind catalyst deactivation is the loss of active sites; there was little
change to the intrinsic reactivity of the active sites measured with
this kinetic treatment. In other words, the remaining catalytically
active sites have essentially the same inherent O2 activation activ-
ity regardless of the pretreatment used. This activity loss coincided
with the buildup of surface carbonates and led us to develop an
in situ Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectroscopy experimental
protocol for semi-quantitatively comparing the amount of surface
carbonates produced on the catalyst. These experiments led to four
primary conclusions: (1) more severe pretreatments lead to greater
production of surface carbonates upon contact with the reaction
feed, (2) the catalytic activity correlates well with the amount of
carbonate-like species formed, (3) the observed carbonate-like
species are strongly bound to the catalyst and are not intermedi-
ates in the reaction mechanism, and (4) the carbonates do not af-
fect the CO adsorption capacity of the Au and therefore likely
reside on the titania support.

All the experimental work done in the present research is con-
sistent with a deactivation model in which higher levels of car-
bonates are related to an acute and fast deactivation of the
catalysts. This idea contradicts several mechanistic models that
propose that different carbonate-like species (carbonates,
bicarbonates, hydroxicarbonates, carboxylates, etc.) are catalytic
intermediates. However, it is not possible to establish that car-
bonate-like species are directly poisoning (or binding to) the Au
nanoparticles.

Our experiments suggest that these species reside on the sup-
port, where it may be possible that they interfere with activity
associated with perimeter sites on the Au particles. This interfer-
ence could be due to carbonates reacting with surface hydroxyl
groups on the support, thus limiting their availability to interact
with Au perimeter sites, or possibly by sequestering surface H2O
and limiting its access to the Au nanoparticles. Both species (H2O
and support hydroxyls) are discussed in the literature as poten-
tially being responsible for the high activity of Au/TiO2 catalysts;
however, this work does not shed light onto which may be more
important at the catalytic active sites.
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