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Structural and optical properties of carbon nanodots
based on citric acid doped with nitrogen atoms

A study of the luminescent properties of carbon nanodots obtained by microwave and hydrothermal methods
of synthesis from citric acid and urea was performed. The resulting nanoparticles were characterized using
transmission electron microscopy, dynamic light scattering, and Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy. The
sizes of the obtained carbon nanodots after dialysis was varied from 2 to 8 nm. FTIR spectra confirm the
presence of oxygen-containing —OH, —CN and —NH groups in the resulting solutions. For all studied carbon
nanodots, the maximum fluorescence intensity is observed upon excitation at a wavelength of 350 nm. The
fluorescence spectrum does not change its position on the wavelength scale for the samples under study due
to changes in the molar ratio of precursors and the method of synthesis. The highest fluorescence quantum
yield was obtained for carbon nanodots with a ratio of citric acid and urea 1:4 obtained by the microwave
synthesis method. The fluorescence lifetime of carbon nanodots doped with nitrogen atoms is ~7.4 ns. It is
shown that a change in the ratio of precursors does not significantly affect the size and morphology of carbon
nanodots.

Keywords: carbon nanodots; microwave synthesis; hydrothermal synthesis; optical properties; citric acid;
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Introduction

Carbon nanodots appeared not so long ago and they are showing great interest as a new class of carbon
nanomaterials. Carbon nanodots (CNDs) can become as promising alternative to semiconductor guantum
dots and dyes due to their good biocompatibility, low cytoxicity, high photostability, variety of surface
functional groups, ease of preparation and unique photophysical properties [1-3].

The most interesting from the point of view of fluorescent properties are carbon nanodots obtained by
pyrolysis of citric acid [4-6]. These materials have a number of advantages, such as biocompatibility, simple
synthesis, and excitation-dependent luminescence spectra, but they have a relatively low quantum yield of
<10 % [4, 5]. For the solution of this problem, many researchers used various amine-based agents for surface
passivation and doping of CNDs with various functional groups [7-10]. Doping of citric acid-based organic
dots with nitrogen greatly improves their luminescent properties. A large number of studies were devoted to
the synthesis of carbon nanodots based on citric acid using urea as a nitrogen source [7, 8, 11-13].

In the present work, the effect of the precursor composition and synthesis conditions on the structural
and optical properties of carbon nanodots was studied. Microwave and hydrothermal synthesis methods were
used to obtain CNDs. These methods of CNDs obtaining are simple, safe and cheap. In addition, when
synthesizing CNDs by the microwave method, it is possible to control the main parameters of the reaction
(pressure, temperature, time, power).

Experimental

CNDs were obtained using hydrothermal and microwave synthesis. Citric acid was used as a carbon
source, and urea was used for doping with nitrogen atoms. The starting materials were taken in molar ratios
of 1:1, 1:4, 1:5, and 1:6. Figure 1 shows the structural formulas of the starting materials.
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Figure 1. Structural formulas of starting substances
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Microwave synthesis. The necessary amount of citric acid and urea was dissolved during ultrasound
treatment in 5 mL of deionized water in a borosilicate glass tube. The synthesis was carried out in a
Monowave 200 microwave reactor (Anton Paar) at a temperature of 160 °C for 1 hour with continuous
mixing. Then the solution was cooled to 70 °C in a microwave reactor and further, to room temperature in
natural conditions. The resulting product was centrifuged at a speed of 10000 rpm for 30 minutes, and then
dialyzed. The carbon dots obtained by the microwave method at different ratios of citric acid and urea are
further designated as CNDs(m) 1:1 and CNDs (m) 1:4.

Hydrothermal synthesis. The necessary amount of citric acid and urea was dissolved in 5 mL of
deionized water during ultrasound treatment. The resulting transparent colorless solution was placed in an
autoclave with a teflon vessel and heated in an oven at 160 °C for 6 hours. After this time, the autoclave was
cooled in an open oven. As a result of the synthesis, a greenish-brown solution was obtained. To separate
large particles, the solution was centrifuged at 10000 rpm for 30 minutes, and then purified by dialysis. The
carbon points obtained by the microwave method at different ratios of citric acid and urea are further
designated as CNDs(g) 1:1 and CNDs(g) 1:4.

Results and Discussion

The structure and dimensions of the obtained CNDs were studied using a transmission electron
microscope (Jeol JEM-1400plus) and the method of dynamic light scattering on a ZetasiserNano ZS
(Malvern) submicron particle size analyzer.
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Figure 2. TEM images of CNDs synthesized by the microwave method
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Figure 3. CNDs(m) (1:4) size distribution obtained by dynamic light scattering

As can be seen from the obtained TEM images (Fig. 2), the prepared CNDs are of spherical shape, their
sizes vary from 5 to 16 nm. Similar data were obtained by the method of dynamic light scattering (Fig. 3).
The different ratio of precursors did not affect the size of the CNDs. The average size was 9 nm.

The structure of the synthesized CNDs was studied on the basis of FTIR spectra, which were registered
on an FSM 1201 IR Fourier spectrometer (Infraspec) in the transmission mode. The obtained FTIR spectrum
exhibits maxima at 3417 and 3216 cm™, which belong to the stretching vibrations of ~OH and —NH
bonds (Fig. 4). Peaks at 1717, 1409 and 1452 cm™ are caused by stretching vibrations of -C=0, —-CN bonds
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and vibrations of the benzene core, respectively. Thus, the recorded FTIR spectra confirm the doping of the
synthesized CNDs with groups containing oxygen and nitrogen. The FTIR spectra of CNDs synthesized at
different molar ratios of precursors are practically the same.
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Figure 4. FTIR spectrum a) CNDs (m) 1:1; b) CNDs (m) 1:4.

The absorption and fluorescence spectrum of the obtained CNDs were measured on Carry 300 and
Eclipse (Agilent) spectrometers, respectively. The studied solutions were prepared so that their optical
densities were almost the same.

The absorption spectra of CNDs (Fig. 5) have a maxima in the region of 234 nm and 330-340 nm. The
absorption band at 200-250 nm is caused by n—=* transition in conjugated carbon bonds of carbon dots, the
long-wavelength absorption band is the result of n—z* transitions in C=0 bonds of CNDs. Absorption on the
long-wavelength wing (A>400 nm) is the result of the presence of surface groups, which include —CN, —NH
bonds.
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Figure 5. Absorption spectra of CNDs obtained by hydrothermal (a) and microwave (b) methods of synthesis with
different molar ratios of precursors: 1 — CNDs 1:1, 2— CNDs 1:4, 3— CNDs 1:5, 4 — CNDs 1:6

It can be noted that the short-wavelength absorption band, regardless of the method of synthesis and the
ratio of precursors, practically coincides for all samples, and the long-wavelength band of carbon dots
obtained by the microwave method is slightly redshifted. At the same time, in both series, the long-
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wavelength absorption maxima of CNDs with a ratio of 1:1 exhibits in the shorter-wavelength region,
compared with the spectra of other CNDs (Table 1).

Table 1
Absorption maxima and full width at half maximum of absorption spectra of the studied CNDs
Solution Amaxt, NM Amax2, NM FWHM_, nm
CNDs (h) 1:1 234 334 66
CNDs (h) 1:4 234 340 64
CNDs (h) 1:5 233 340 64
CNDs (h) 1:6 233 340 64
CNDs (m) 1:1 234 332 54
CNDs (m) 1:4 234 342 60
CNDs (m) 1:5 234 342 60
CNDs (m) 1:6 234 340 60

Since CNDs often exhibit excitation wavelength dependent luminescence [14-16], the fluorescence
spectra of the obtained carbon dots were measured over a wide excitation range from 230 to 450 nm (Fig. 6).
With an increase in the excitation wavelength from 230 to 350 nm, an increase in the emission intensity is
observed; above 350 nm, a decrease in the fluorescence intensity is observed. At the same time, in the
excitation range of 230-370 nm, the position of the emission maximum remains practically unchanged.
Upon excitation at a wavelength of 390 nm and above, a shift of the emission band to the long wavelength
region of the spectrum was observed.
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Figure 6. Fluorescence spectra of CNDs (1:4) obtained by hydrothermal (a) and microwave (b) methods upon excitation
at different wavelengths, nm: 1 — 230; 2 — 330; 3 — 350; 4 — 390; 5 — 410; 6 — 450.

As the obtained emission spectra show, the maximum fluorescence intensity is observed upon
excitation at 350 nm and does not depend on the method of synthesis of UT and the ratio of precursors. For
both series of CNDs, the emission maximum falls at 443 nm.

Figure 7 shows the fluorescence spectra of the obtained CNDs depending on the composition of the
precursors. The highest radiation intensity is observed for CND(g) 1:5 and CND (m) 1:4. Fluorescence
guantum vyields were measured for CND by the relative method [17]. As a standard, a 0.5 M solution of
quinine sulfate in sulfuric acid was used, the quantum vyield (QY) of which is 0.54 at an excitation
wavelength of 345 nm. Table 2 shows the calculated fluorescence quantum yields. The data obtained show
that the highest values of fluorescence quantum yield was demonstrated by carbon dots obtained by
microwave synthesis at a ratio of citric acid and urea equal to 1:4.
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Table 2
Fluorescence quantum yields of synthesized CNDs.
Sample Quantum yield Sample Quantum yield
CNDs (h)1:1 0.1 CNDs (m)1:1 0.22
CNDs (h)1:4 0.4 CNDs (m)1:4 0.55
CNDs (h)1:5 0.43 CNDs (m) 1:5 0.49
CNDs (h)1:6 0.34 CNDs (m) 1:6 0.47
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Figure 7. Fluorescence spectra of CNDs obtained by hydrothermal (a) and microwave (b) methods, with different ratios
of citric acid and urea under photoexcitation at 350 nm.
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Figure 8. Normalized fluorescence decay kinetics of CND(m) 1:1 and CND(m) 1:4 under the registration at 440 nm,.

The fluorescence lifetime of the studied carbon nanodots was estimated from the decay kinetics,
approximated with monoexponential law. The measurements showed (Fig. 8, Table 3) that the average
fluorescence lifetime in CNDs is 7.4 ns.

Table 3
Fluorescence lifetime of CNDs(m) of various composition quantum yields of synthesized CNDs

Solution T, NS
CNDs 1:1 7.3
CNDs 1:4 7.4
CNDs 1:5 7.4
CNDs 1:6 7.4
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Conclusions

The influence of the composition of precursors and synthesis conditions on the structural and optical
properties of carbon dots, prepared by microwave and hydrothermal synthesis, was studied. Their structural
properties showed that a change in the ratio of precursors does not significantly affect the size and
morphology of carbon dots. The sizes of synthesized CNDs after dialysis were varied from 2 to 8 nm. The
maximum fluorescence intensity of both types of CNDs was observed upon excitation at 350 nm. The
highest fluorescence quantum yield (55 %) is exhibited by CNDs synthesized by the microwave method. The
fluorescence lifetime averages ~7.4 ns for all studied solutions.
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A30T aTOMIapbl €HTi3UIreH JUMOH KbIIIKbLIBIHA Heri3eJreH KOMIPpTeKTi
HAHOHYKTeJIePAiH KYPbUIBIM/BIK K9HE ONTHKAJIBIK KacueTTepi

JIMMOH KBIIIKBUTEI MEH MOYEBUHAIAH MUKPOTOJIKBIHIBI JKOHE THAPOTEPMISIIBIK CHHTE3/IEY SICTepi apKbIIbI
AIBIHFaH KOMIPTEKTI HAHOHYKTENEPIiH JIOMUHECHEHTTIK KACHETTEpiH 3epTTey >KYMBICTApBl KYPTi3iimi.
AIBIHFaH HAHOOOJIIEKTED TPAaHCMUCCHSUIIBIK SICKTPOHIBl MHKPOCKONHS, JKAPBIKTHIH JAWHAMUKAJIBIK
nrameipaysl xoHe @ypre TypreHaipyi 6ap MHOPAKBI3BUI CIEKTPOCKONMS apKbUIbl CHIATTaNAbL. JuanusneH
KEHiH albIHFaH KOMIpPTEKTI HAaHOHYKTEJEpIiH ejmemiepi 2 HM-IeH 8 HM-Te JAeiliH e3repeai. AJbIHFaH
epiTiHainep KypambrHaa orreri atoMel 6ap OH, CN sxone -NH TonrapsiasH 60mysH Oypbe TypiaeHaipyi 6ap
MHQPAKBI3BT ~ CIIEKTpyiepi  pacTaiinel.  bapnblk  3epTrenreH  KOMIpTeKTi  HAaHOHYKTeNep  YIIiH
(ITyopecleHIMAHBIH MaKCUMalIbl HWHTEHCHUBTLNrT 350 HM TONKBIH Y3BIHIBIFBIHAA KO3IBIPY Ke3iHIe
Gatikanmansl. COHBIMEH KaTtap, IpeKypcopiapIblH MOJISIPIIBIK KAaTHIHACKI MEH CHHTE3ZIEy OJICIHIH e3repyiHe
0alyIaHBICTEI 3ePTTENTeH YITIep YIIH (GIyopeceHIHs CIIeKTPi TOJKBIH Y3BIH/BIFBI IIKAJTachl OOMBIHIIA 03
OpHBIH e3repTieiii. DIyopecUeHIMIHBIH €H YJIKSH KBAHTTHIK IIBIFBIMBI MHKDPOTOJKBIH/ABI CHHTE3ACY
S/liciMeH aJbIHFaH JIMMOH KBIIIKBUIBI MEH MOYEBHHA KaThIHACHI 1:4 GONaTHIH KOMIPTEKTI HAHOHYKTENep YLIiH
aNBIHABL. A30T aToMJapbl CHTI3UINeH KOMIPTEKTI HAHOHYKTeNnepliH (IIyopecHeHIUsICHIHBIH OMip Ccypy
yakpITBl opTa ecemmeH 7,4 Hc TeH. lIpexypcopmapIblH MOJISPIBIK KaTbIHACHIHBIH ©3repyi KeMipTeKTi
HaHOHYKTEJEp/iH MeJepi MeH MOp(OIOTHICHHA alTapIIbIKTaH acep eTHEeHTiHI KopCeTii.

Kinm ce3t)ep.' KOMipTeKTi HaHOHYKTEJIEP, MUKPOTOJIKbIHABI CUHTE3, THAPOTCPMUAIIBIK CUHTE3, OINTUKAJIBIK
KaCI/IeTTepi, JIMMOH KBILIKBLIIbI, MOUCBHUHA.

I'. Amanxonosa, E. CenuepcroBa, H. 6paes, E.U. Tepykon

CTPYKTypH])Ie H ONITHYECKHE CBOMCTBA YIJI€poaAHbIX HAHOTOYECK HA OCHOBE JJUMOHHOM
KHUCJI0ThI, JONMMPOBAHHBIX aTOMaMH a3oTa

IIpoBeneHo wmccienoBaHWE  JIOMHHECHEHTHBIX  CBOMCTB — YIJIGPOAHBIX  HAHOTOYEK, ITOJyYCHHBIX
MHUKPOBOJHOBBIM H THAPOTEPMAIBHBIM METOAAMH CHHTEC3HPOBAHMS W3 JUMOHHON KHCIOTHI M MOYCBHHBL
HanowacTuier ObUTH OXapaKTepU30BaHBl C MOMOIIBIO MPOCBEYMBAIOIICH 3IEKTPOHHOW MHKPOCKOIIHH,
TUHAMHYECKOTO PacCestHUsl CBETa M MH(PAKpacHOW CIIEKTPOCKONUH ¢ mpeobpazoBannem dypre. Pazmepsr
MOTyYEeHHBIX YTJICPOAHBIX HAHOTOYEK IMOCie aAuanu3a BapbupyrotTcs ot 2 mpo 8 um. VK crmektpsl ¢ @ypse
npeoOpazoBaHUeM IOATBEpXKIaoT Haunune kucioponconepxkanmx OH u CN, -NH rpynn B momy4eHHBIX
pactBopax. Jliog BCeX HCCIENOBAaHHBIX YIJIEPOAHBIX HAHOTOUEK MAaKCUMalbHash HMHTEHCHBHOCTH
(dyopectieHIIME HAOIOJACTCS TPH BO30YKICHUU Ha JyuHEe BONHBI 350 HM. CrHekTp (IyopecleHInd He
MU3MEHSIET CBOETO TIOJIOKEHHUS 110 MIKaJe JJIMH BOJH JJIS UCCIENyEeMBIX 00pa3lioB OT M3MEHEHHsI MOJSIPHOTO
COOTHOIICHHUS TIPEKYPCOPOB M METOJIa CHHTE3MpOBaHHs. HanOoNmbImii KBAHTOBBIA BBIXOJ (PIIyOpecleHIINI
HaOmrofaeTcss y YIJIEpOOHBIX HAHOTOYEK C COOTHOIIEHWEM JIMMOHHOW KHCIOTHI W MOYEBHHBI 1:4,
MOJYYEeHHBIX MHKPOBOJIHOBBIM METOIOM CHHTE3UPOBaHHUSA. BpeMms Xu3HH (IIyopecHeHINH JOIMHPOBAHHBIX
aToMaMM a30Ta YIJIEPOJHBIX HaHOTOUEK B cpenHeM cocraeiser 7,4 Hc. IlokasaHo, 4TO H3MEHEHHE
COOTHOIICHUs MPEKYPCOPOB HE OKa3bIBaeT 3aMETHOTO BIMSHMS Ha pa3Mepbl U MOP(OJIOTHIO yrIIepOAHBIX
HaHOTOYEK.

Knrouesvle crnosa: Yri€poaHbl€ HAHOTOYKH, MPIKpOBOJ'[HOBLIﬁ CHUHTES, FI/I}:[pOTepMaJ'lBHHﬁ CHUHTE3, ONITUYCCKUEC
CBOﬁCTBa, JJMMOHHAaA KHCJIOTa, MOYCBHHA.
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