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A self-healing electrocatalytic system via
electrohydrodynamics induced evolution in
liquid metal

Yifeng Hou1, Fengyan Wang1, Chichu Qin1, Shining Wu1, Mengyang Cao1,
Pengkun Yang1, Lu Huang 1 & Yingpeng Wu 1

Catalytic deterioration during electrocatalytic processes is inevitable for
conventional composite electrodes, which are prepared by depositing cata-
lysts onto a rigid current collector. In contrast, metals that are liquid at near
room temperature, liquid metals (LMs), are potential electrodes that are
uniquely flexible and maneuverable, and whose fluidity may allow them to be
more adaptive than rigid substrates. Here we demonstrate a self-healing
electrocatalytic system for CO2 electroreduction using bismuth-containingGa-
based LM electrodes. Bi2O3 dispersed in the LMmatrix experiences a series of
electrohydrodynamic-induced structural changes when exposed to a tunable
potential and finally transforms into catalytic bismuth, whosemorphology can
be controlled by the applied potential. The electrohydrodynamically-induced
evolved electrode shows considerable electrocatalytic activity for CO2

reduction to formate. After deterioration of the electrocatalytic performance,
the catalyst can be healed via simple mechanical stirring followed by in situ
regeneration by applying a reducing potential. With this procedure, the elec-
trode’s original structure and catalytic activity are both recovered.

Electrocatalysis can efficiently convert rawmaterials into chemicals by
renewable electricity, which attracts great attention in recent years1,2.
However, electrode/catalyst deterioration is a common problem that
reduces catalytic efficiency and further results in additional costs3,4.
Traditional electrocatalysts are loaded on rigid current collectors (e.g.,
glassy carbon, carbon paper, and foamed metal) and decay in their
catalytic performance by sintering, poisoning, spoilage, or losing
active sites during the long-term process (Fig. 1a)3. The existing solu-
tions for such deterioration are limited to improving the intrinsic
stability or replacing the catalyst. However, these methods are costly
and complicated5.

Room temperature liquid-metal (LM) Ga and its eutectic alloy
(e.g., Ga-In, Ga-Sn, or Ga-In-Sn) have aroused the enthusiasm of
researchers in recent years6,7. Due to its conductivity, fluidity, flex-
ibility, and biocompatibility progresses based on LM have been
developed in different areas, such as battery8,9, flexible intelligent

device10, self-healing materials11, and biological drug delivery12. The
fascinating properties of LM also make it a candidate for catalysis13–20,
or to be used to fabricate nano catalysts21,22. The fluidity characteristics
endow LMwith the fluid feature of water, so LM can act as a solvent to
disperse catalytic particles. The free electrons in LM can form an
electron sea which provides abundant sites to promote reactions
inside or on LM surface17,23. What is more, the electrohydrodynamic
effect can lead to the deformation or turbulence of LM under an
electric field24–26. By this effect, integrated catalysts in LM can be easily
switched between the matrix and surface of LM, providing the feasi-
bility for the construction/healing of the catalyst.

Herein, a concept of a self-healing electrocatalytic system was
proposed based on an LM electrode. As proof of concept, Bi2O3 par-
ticles were dispersed into the LM matrix as a precursor of the catalyst
(state i, Fig. 1b), then a negative potential was applied to actuate the
evolution of the precursor. Electrons in LM reduced Bi2O3 to a highly
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dispersed Bi atoms intermediate state (state ii, Fig. 1b). Then, electro-
hydrodynamics triggered the segregation of Bi atoms from the LM
substrate to its surface, where catalytic bismuth nanosheets were
generated. The evolved electrode was used to perform the electro-
chemical CO2 reduction reaction (CO2RR) (state iii, Fig. 1b). In dur-
ability tests, catalytic bismuth suffered a deterioration after a long
service time. However, by a simple re-dispersion and reconfiguration
by applying a negative potential, the deactivated bismuth can be self-
healed in the LM sea and segregated on the LM surface again (process
iv, Fig. 1b). After this process, both structure and electrochemical
performance of the electrode can be healed.

Results
Electrohydrodynamic evolution in LM sea
Benefited by the liquid fluidity, other materials can be dispersed into
LM medium23,27. Here, Bi2O3 as a catalytic precursor was uniformly
dispersed in the LM matrix by simple grinding (Fig. 1c and Supple-
mentary Fig. 1). Note this process was only a physical dispersion, and
no alloying or chemical reaction happened. And the LM system was
kept in a liquid state during the entire experiment. The behavior of
fluids in liquid dielectrics under electric fields can be studied by
electrohydrodynamics28. In our work, the Bi2O3–LM mixture was loa-
ded in a 3D printed catalytic cell (Supplementary Fig. 2), and electro-
hydrodynamic evolution was performed by applying a negative
potential in the KHCO3 electrolyte.

As a common electrochemical diagnosis method, cyclic vol-
tammetry (CV) was adopted to preliminarily study the possible

reactions in the Bi2O3–LM systemunder an electric field (detailed in
the Methods part: CV diagnosis). Within a tentative potential range
from −1 V to 0 V (unless specified, the potentials are all compared
vs. the reversible hydrogen electrode (RHE)), the current density
decreased as the CV cycles increase and finally stabilized after 400
cycles. (Supplementary Fig. 3a, b). During this process, some inso-
luble black products gradually appeared on the LM electrode sur-
face (Supplementary Fig. 2c). From the change of CV curves, it can
be speculated that there is a progressive and gradually stabilized
reaction. To find out the electrochemical reaction during this pro-
cess, a control experiment was carried out with pure Ga under the
same conditions (Supplementary Fig. 4). By contrasting the differ-
ent CV curves (Supplementary Figs. 3 and 4) and the phenomena
occurred on the LM surface, the electrochemical event can be
speculated that Bi2O3 was electrochemically reduced to bismuth
and emerged on LM surface (detailed in the discussion after Sup-
plementary Fig. 4).

To get a further understanding of this process, X-ray diffraction
(XRD) was applied to verify the reactions in this Bi2O3-LM system. The
Bi2O3 used here was confirmed as α-Bi2O3 (purple line, Fig. 2a). After
evolution, the black products collected from the LM surface were
confirmed as crystallized bismuth (green line, Fig. 2a). None of the
Bi2O3 characteristics peaks were detected after evolution29. These
results confirmed that the arisen Bi originated from Bi2O3 in the LM
matrix. In-situ microscopy captured the microscopic process of bis-
muth segregation on the LM surface from the LM matrix (Supple-
mentary Movie 1 and Supplementary Fig. 5). What is more, no Ga–Bi
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Fig. 1 | Schematic diagram of traditional electrode deterioration mechanism
and the preparation and healing mechanism of the liquid metal electrode.
a Schematic diagram of the deterioration mechanism for conventional elec-
trodes, including sintering, poisoning, and spoilage in sequence. b Schematic
diagram of LM electrode in different states or processes. i Bi2O3 dispersed

LM electrode. ii The evolved state induced by electrohydrodynamics. iii The
electrocatalytic CO2RR on the evolved electrode. iv The self-healing process
of the deactivated Bi catalyst in LM sea, including re-dispersion and elec-
trochemical reduction. c Schematic diagram for the preparation of Bi2O3–LM
mixture.
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alloy peaks were detected, confirming no alloy reaction between Ga
and Bi, as Ga–Bi alloying usually needs high temperature30. Slight
Ga(O)OH (green line, Fig. 2a) can also be detected, as the broad CV
range (−1 V to 0V) may lead to the oxidation of Ga, to avoid the
affection of Ga(O)OH, we choose −1 V to −0.6 V in the following test.

The morphology of generated bismuth was confirmed by SEM.
Two-dimensional bismuth nanosheets (2D Bi NSs) were observed
with layered structures grown on the Ga surface (Fig. 2d, e). The EDS
mapping proved the nanostructure consists of Bi covered on Ga
(Supplementary Fig. 6). The structure of bismuth was also con-
firmed by TEM (Fig. 2f), with an illustration of a fast Fourier trans-
form (FFT) pattern on the left top, showing the structure of crystal
bismuth.

Although there are several works on galvanic replacement of
metal/metal acid group ions on Ga surface22,26,31,32, the electro-
chemical evolution of metal oxide in LM sea was achieved differ-
ently in our work. We consider this evolution from metal oxide
(Bi2O3) to pure metal (Bi) as not a simple galvanic replacement that
occurred between the electrolyte and LM interface. The evolution
includes the electrochemical reduction from Bi2O3 to Bi atoms and
the following crystallization of Bi by electrohydrodynamic-derived
segregation. To prove this, in-situ Raman spectrum and in-situ XRD
were introduced.

During the testing process of in-situ Raman spectroscopy, two
peaks gradually emerged at 70 and 91 cm−1, which represented the Eg
and A1g stretchingmodes of Bi–Bi bonds, respectively (Fig. 2b)29,33. The
increased intensity of these Raman peaks indicated the accumulation
of bismuth on the LM surface as the reaction went on, which is con-
sistent with the XRD results above (Fig. 2a). Because Raman spectro-
scopy is a surface-focused scanning, the lack of the Bi=O signal
suggested there is no Bi2O3 appeared on LM surface during the entire
testing process. That is to say, the detected Bi on the LMsurface comes
from the LMmatrix. So, the possibility can be excluded that Bi2O3 first
migrates from the LM matrix to the LM surface and then is reduced.
Actually, the entire evolution of Bi2O3 occurred inside LM (Supple-
mentary Fig. 7).

In-situ XRD revealed a transient intermediate state of Bi products
in LM sea during the electrohydrodynamic evolution. As shown in
Fig. 2c, the electrohydrodynamic evolution of Bi species in LM sea can
be divided into three stages: (1) Before CV scanning, the characteristic
diffractionof dispersedBi2O3 and amorphous features ofGa (thebulge
peak at ~36°)34 can be detected (pristine line, Fig. 2c). (2) As the CV
scanning went on, peaks of Bi2O3 perished quickly, leaving only
amorphous characteristics of Ga (the curves from 0.5 to 2 cycles,
Fig. 2c). And (3) the characteristic diffraction peaks of crystalline bis-
muth gradually emerged with an increased (012) plane (the curves
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Fig. 2 | Composition and morphology characterizations of bismuth products
before and after electrochemical evolution. a XRD patterns for raw material
Bi2O3 and the collected black products on the LM surface after CV diagnosis. b In
situ Raman spectra for detecting the surface transformation of LM electrode as
negative potential applied. c In situ XRD patterns for revealing the pathway and

phase transformation of Bi species by electrohydrodynamic evolution. d SEM
image of collected Bi from LM surface. e Partially enlarged image of (d). f TEM
image of generated bismuth by electrohydrodynamic evolution, insert graph is fast
Fourier transform (FFT) pattern of the crystalline bismuth. Source data are pro-
vided as a Source Data file.

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-35416-w

Nature Communications |         (2022) 13:7625 3



from 3~300 cycles, Fig. 2c). Note that no segregation phenomenon of
bismuth (i.e., black products on the surface of LM) can be observed
until the 3rd stage. In other words, there should be an undetectable
transition state of Bi species before the construction of crystal bis-
muth. To confirm this, we dissected the LM electrode after two cycles
of CV scanning, to check the interior composition of the electrode.
However, by XRD result, no Bi2O3-related peaks can be detected from
the interior electrode (Supplementary Fig. 8). This indicates an inter-
mediate reduction state of Bi element in LM sea during the evolution
process: under the electric field, Bi2O3 was reduced into highly dis-
persed Bi atoms which can not be detected by XRD before the third
cycle (stage 1 and 2), then the dispersed Bi atoms migrated from the
matrix of LM and segregated on LM surface to form crystal bismuth
(stage 3).

Considering that the reduction potential of Bi is more positive
than that of Ga, the galvanic replacement may also occur in the LM
sea at the same time. Additional experiments were carried out
(detailed in Supplementary Fig. 9 and followed discussions), and
the results suggest that galvanic replacement only happened at the
LM–solution interface and can not happen in the LM matrix. The
rate of this surface galvanic replacement is very slow, with only 1/68
of the electrohydrodynamic-induced evolution. Overall, the

applied potential provides the main driving force for Bi2O3 reduc-
tion and segregation in LM.

The electrohydrodynamic induced non-equilibrium driving
force for bismuth segregation and morphography controlling
In fact, the excessive Bi atoms generated by the electrochemical
reduction in the LM matrix are thermodynamically unstable, tending
to segregate spontaneously35. However, the spontaneous driving force
is not strong enough to cause rapid segregation, which is proved by
the following experiments: as the applied electric field can be con-
trolled, the reduction process of Bi2O3 was precisely adjusted to a
highly dispersed atoms state by a transient electric potential (before
stage 3 in in situ XRD part discussed above) but without the following
segregation, then stopped the voltage applying. In this way, we can
clarify whether electricity has any effects on driving bismuth segre-
gation and controlling its morphology. In other words, the question
can be cleared up whether the segregation of bismuth can happen
without the electrohydrodynamic driving force. As shown in Supple-
mentary Fig. 10, without the voltage applying, subsequent sponta-
neous segregation was very difficult. After 24 and 48h, only slight
black spots appeared on the LM surface, far less than the amount
caused by continuous electrohydrodynamic driving in 2 h.
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Fig. 3 | Morphology controlling of generated Bi by different electrochemical
modes with corresponding images and mechanism discussion. a Constant
potential polarization (constant −1 V potential applied, CVP). b Pulsing oscil-
lation polarization I (pulsing 10 s at −1 V then relaxing 50 s, total time keeps
1 min for a cycle, POP-I). c Pulsing oscillation polarization II (the potential was

forced to oscillate between −1 V for 15 s and −0.6 V for 15 s, POP-II). d–f Triangle
potential scanning (from −1 V to −0.5 V, with different scan rates d 100mV s−1,
e 60mV s−1, and f 20mV s−1, respectively. TPS). g Schematic diagram of a
mechanism for morphological differences by different electrohydrodynamic
derived evolution.
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We can consider this electrohydrodynamic process from the
segregation formula36

ðnA

nB
Þ
surface

= ðNA

NB
Þ
matrix

e
ΔEA�ΔEB

kBT ð1Þ

where ΔEA and ΔEB represent segregation energy of solute (Bi) and
solvent (Ga); nA, NA and nB, NB represent the surface andmatrix atoms
number of solute and solvent; kB represents the Boltzmann constant; T
represents absolute temperature.

WhenΔEA >ΔEB (solute segregation energy is larger than solvent),
the nA/nB >NA/NB, solute atoms spontaneously segregated in the sol-
ventmatrix. In our experiment, with nopotential applied, the Bi atom’s
spontaneous segregation was very slow, indicating that a driving force
is required to increase the segregation energy for Bi atoms during the
segregation and crystallization process. In fact, when electric field is
applied on an LM electrode in non-Faraday scope, the relationship
between voltage and interface energy is described as an electro-
capillary equation37,38:

γðV Þ= γ0 � 1
2
CðV � V0Þ2 ð2Þ

where γ0 is the interfacial energy with initial status in open circuit
voltage (OCP); C is the capacitance of the double layer;V andV0 are the
applied electric potential and initial potential at γ0, respectively; γ(V) is
the interfacial energy when potential V was applied.

By adjusting the applied potential, the interfacial energy γ(V)
between electrolyte and LM can be controlled by applied V (Eq. 2). On
the other hand, if considering these electrohydrodynamic driven
events from the crystal nucleation and growth, according to the
Gibbs–Thomson equation39,40:

ΔG=4πr2γ � 4
3
πr3

RT
V

ln c=c1 ð3Þ

where ΔG represents the Gibbs free energy of the new phase; c/c∞
represents the degree of supersaturation; γ represents the interface
energy of two-phase, V and r represent the newly generated atomic
volume and radius, respectively.

When the system reaches a critical state of crystallization, r = r*,
∂ΔG/∂r =0, thus:

r� =
2γV

RTlnc=c1
ð4Þ

ΔG� =
16πγ3V2

3ðRTlnc=c∞Þ2
ð5Þ

r* represents thenewphasenucleation radius,ΔG* represents theGibbs
free energy of critical nucleation, which is also the nucleation activa-
tion energy for new phase formation.

According to Eq. (5), interfacial energy γ is a positive correlation
to the nucleation activation energy ΔG*; when a more negative
potential was applied, the interfacial energy between the LM and
aqueous solution became larger (Eq. 2), as the LM droplet electrode
tends to have a higher curvature radius. In this situation, however,
the interfacial energy between LM with the newly formed bismuth
was smaller, which leads to a smaller critical nucleation energy of the
new bismuth phase. This reasonably explained why the segregation
of bismuth from the LM matrix got easier after applying an electric
field in this system.

As the applied electric field can directly modulate the nucleation
energy of crystalline bismuth, different modes of potential were

applied to control the segregated bismuth morphology. To study the
influence of different segregation behavior, three voltage modes
(including constant voltage polarization (CVP), pulsing oscillation
polarization (POP), and triangle potential scanning (TPS))were applied
to the LM electrodes. The results proved the non-equilibrium state
caused by different Gibbs free energy changes can lead to different
morphologies of the generated bismuth41.

When a CVP (detailed in Method parts: different potential modes
for controlling the segregated bismuth morphology) mode was
applied, the segregated bismuth was prone to form nanoparticles
(Fig. 3a). In POP modes, two different pre-set configurations were
tested and showed different results: for first configuration (Fig. 3b),
intermittent pulsing stays at −1 V for 10 s by a shelve time of 50 s for
charge relaxation (POP-I). In this situation, most products are granular
particles with very few nanosheets. In another configuration, a forced
oscillation change was applied between −1 V to −0.6 V by pulsing
oscillation polarization, and without any relaxation (POP-II), some
layered structures began to emerge in this configuration (Fig. 3c).
Actually, when Bi atoms are segregated and crystallized from the
matrix of LM, CVPmode generated constant surface energy, which led
to a stable Bi nucleation energy, further resulted in Bi forming nano-
particles under such a stable condition because of the uniform driving
force. While in POP-I mode (divided into pulsing stage and pausing
stage), the situation of Bi within the first 10 s during −1 V applying is the
same as CVP. In the pausing stage (relaxed 50 s), although the electric
field was removed, the electrode potential of the LM changed a little
(Supplementary Fig. 11), which resulted in no significant change in LM
surface energy because it was controlled by the applied potential
(Eq. 2). When the potential continued, Bi grew again and repeated the
former process, so the Bi morphologies produced by POP-I and CVP
are quite similar. In POP-II, however, the potential was forced to
oscillate between −1 V and−0.6 V,which resulted in a sudden change in
the surface energy of LM. This non-equilibrium perturbation led to
uneven stress during the growth of Bi, hence irregular sheet-like
structures were observed.

At last, TPS mode was employed within a potential window from
−1 V to −0.6V at different scan rates of 100–20mV s−1 (Fig. 3d–f).
Compared with CVP and POP, TPS can provide a continuous stable
non-equilibrium change, rather than a sudden changing as POP-II or no
change as CVP. Not unexpectedly, the 2D Bi NSs dominated the main
morphology in this mode. At a low scan rate (20mV s−1), the Bi NSs
possessed larger and thicker size, while at large scan rates (100mV s−1),
non-equilibrium drove rapid segregation kinetics, which made 2D Bi
NSs unfavorable to grow larger, so the morphology was inclined to be
smaller and thinner.

The different driving force from electrohydrodynamics will lead
to different morphology of bismuth, which is very similar to graphene
growth by epitaxy (Fig. 3g and Supplementary Fig. 12). The difference
is that the driving force for graphene epitaxy is temperature, while in
the LM system, electrohydrodynamics induced segregation /crystal-
lization dominated the process. In epitaxy, if the lattice stress between
substrate and growth atoms is hard to release, 3D growth of graphene
islands will occur (Wolmer-weber mode). Otherwise, 2D graphene is
inclined to form (Frank van der Merwe mode)42,43. The difference in
epitaxy can be a good guide to understanding our experimental
results: on CVP and POP modes, although Ga is amorphous, the mis-
matching force from Bi atoms substrate can not release timely (as
these two modes can not continuously modulate the surface energy
between LM with newly generated bismuth), which resulted in atomic
uneven nucleation to form Bi nanoparticles. In a TPS way, the surface
energy of LM substrate with bismuth was adjusted by time and con-
tinuously changed potential, causing this mismatched force to be
released in the other direction43, so the main morphology was Bi
nanosheets. SupplementaryMovies 2–4 clearly depicted the actuation
behavior and the LM surface state changing in three different modes,

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-35416-w

Nature Communications |         (2022) 13:7625 5



which demonstrated the regulation of LM surface energy by the three
different potential modes in detail.

Electrocatalysis CO2RR and self-healing electrode
The evolved Bi-based LM electrode was used for electrocatalytic
CO2RR, as Bi or its alloy exhibits excellent CO2 electrocatalytic activity
and selectivity29. For example, Bi-Sn nanoparticles were produced by
ultrasound liquid alloy and employed as a catalyst for CO2RR

21. Fig-
ure 4a depicted the LSV curves for CO2RR by these Bi-based LM elec-
trodes derived from three different voltage modes discussed above
(i.e., CVP, POP-II, and TPS).

All the cases exhibited more negative currents in CO2-saturated
electrolytes than those in N2, confirming the excellent CO2RR catalytic
ability of the Bi-based LM electrode16,21. In fact, Bi had a poor ability of
HER, when it was loaded on the LM surface, HER was suppressed while
good CO2RR performance was obtained44,45. The electrode with the
best catalytic performancewasobtained by the TPSmode. This should
be attributed to the TPS-produced 2D Bi NSs can provide more cata-
lytic sites, enhance the adsorption ability of intermediates, and further
enhance the intrinsic activity46,47. Moreover, as the TPS provided a
stable Bi NSs loading, which is more suitable for CO2RR. POPmay lead
to a disordered growth of bismuth, which further led to harsh contact
between bismuth with substrate Ga. Compared with the CVP and TPS,
the electrode experienced POPmode exhibited the largest impedance
(Fig. 4b). TPS derived electrode with the best CO2RR catalytic perfor-
mance was used to test the FE from -0.5 V to −1.2 V, which was quan-
titatively analyzed with nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) and gas
chromatography (GC) (Supplementary Figs. 13 and 14). The products
were determined to be formate, CO, and H2. The FE of formate is

almost >80% within the whole potential window, and CO was only
detected at the potential more negative than −0.7V. The whole pro-
cess presented a volcanic trend, and the maximum FE is ~93% at
−0.9V (Fig. 4c).

The durability of the LM electrode was tested at −0.9 V as the
formate product has the highest FE at this potential. During the whole
electrolysis process, the i–t curve suffered a current density dropping
from −15 to −5mA cm−2 within 10 h, and the FE also decreased
accordingly (Fig. 4d). To ascertain the cause of deactivation, catalysts
on the LM electrode surface was collected after electrolysis. The XRD
results detected a newly formed phase of Bi2O2CO3 in the bismuth
catalyst. And as the electrolysis prolonged from 1 to 8 h, the contents
of Bi2O2CO3 kept increasing (Fig. 5a). In reported literature, the gen-
eration of Bi2O2CO3 is a common phenomenon when active Bi con-
tinuously exposed to CO2 atmosphere in KHCO3 aqueous solution29,
and it was ascribed to the reason for the deactivation of bismuth
catalyst48. To ensure that Bi2O2CO3 can not be reduced on the LM
surface, another LM electrode loaded with pure Bi2O2CO3 was tested.
After 4 h of electrolysis, the Bi2O2CO3 still survived on the LM surface,
and no bismuth was detected (Fig. 5b). To further confirm the by-
product Bi2O2CO3 had no catalytic ability, the Bi2O2CO3 loaded LM
electrodewas used to LSV tests in KHCO3 saturated solution. As shown
in Supplementary Fig. 15, the LSV curve of the Bi2O2CO3 loaded LM
electrode showed a far worse catalytic ability than the Bi-loaded LM
electrode.

Traditionally, for the catalyst on a rigid current collector (such as
foamed metal or glassy carbon), phase transformation-induced deac-
tivation is hard to overcome3. Here, in our LM system, such a problem
canbe easily solved by a self-healing process. To prove this, in situ XRD
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Fig. 4 | Electrochemical data for evolvedBi-basedLMelectrode. a LSV curves for
Bi-based LM electrode in N2 or CO2 saturated 0.5M KHCO3 derived by CVP, POP,
and TPS modes. b Electrochemical impedance comparison of Bi-based LM elec-
trodes derived by CVP, POP, and TPS modes. c Faraday efficiency (FE) on TPS

derived LM electrode from −1.2 V to −0.5 V. d The current density and FE of CO2RR
during 10 h of electrolysis with the TPS evolved LM electrode. Source data are
provided as a Source Data file.
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was adopted again to verify the phase healing of the catalytic system.
The bismuth catalyst with the Bi2O2CO3 phase was dispersed into LM
sea and regenerated by applying a voltage in the TPSmode (detailed in
Method part: self-healing electrode). Although Bi2O2CO3 can not be
electrochemically reduced on the LM surface, when it is dispersed into
the LM again, the electric driving inside of the LM can promote the
bismuth regeneration reaction. As shown in Fig. 5c, during the self-
healing process, the intensity of main peaks for Bi2O2CO3, which
located at 23.9°, 30.3°, 32.7°, and 42.3° was, gradually disappeared.
After the healing process, only Bi characteristic peaks are reserved.
Figure 5d demonstrated the surface state of the LM electrode before
and after the self-healing process in one cycle.

Figure 5e represented the FE during the healing, and Supple-
mentary Fig. 16 showed the corresponding repeated current curves.
During 10 h testing, although the FE and current density dropped
gradually, they can recover to the original level after the self-healing
process. Although it drops again in a subsequent process, repeatability
makes it a reliable regenerationmethod. What is more, the impedance
of the electrode can also recover after the healing process (Fig. 5f).
Supplementary Fig. 17 illustrated the device employed in entire
experiments, and Supplementary Fig. 18 demonstrated more cycles of
the repeated i–t curves. In short, this Bi-based LM electrode

demonstrated an ability of electrocatalytic CO2RR, with a feasible
ability of self-healing.

Discussion
We have developed a catalytic system with self-healing electro-
catalysis ability, by successfully utilizing the solvent property of
LM and an electrohydrodynamic-induced driven process. As a
proof of concept, Bi2O3 as a catalytic precursor was dispersed in
LM. When the negative potential was applied, the Bi2O3 was first
reduced to Bi atoms dispersed in the LM as an intermediate state,
and then converted to catalytic bismuth with controllable
morphologies based on different electrohydrodynamic evolved
pathways. This bismuth-based LM electrode showed a consider-
able catalytic ability of CO2RR in wide potential windows. When it
suffered irreversible deterioration as conventional electrode did,
the catalyst can be self-healed by simple re-dispersion followed by
an electrochemical reconfiguration. Overall, this conception pro-
vides a unique but feasible proposal to design healable catalytic
electrodes. By utilizing the conductivity, fluidity, flexibility, and
maneuverable properties of LM, other catalytic elements can be
integrated with LM, and endow it the application potential in
various catalytic occasions in the future.
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(
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Self-healing

Fig. 5 | Structural and electrochemical data presentation related to self-healing
process. a XRD patterns for bismuth catalyst loaded on LM surface during elec-
trocatalytic CO2RR process. b XRD patterns for Bi2O2CO3 directly loaded on LM
surface after 4 h of reaction. c In situ XRD patterns of Bi catalysts phase

transforming during the self-healing. d Display of electrode surface state before
and after self-healing in one cycle. e Three replicates of Faradaic efficiency healing
after 10 h of reaction. f Electrochemical impedance spectrum (EIS) before and after
self-healing. Source data are provided as a Source Data file.
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Methods
Materials
Gallium (Ga, ingot, purity: 99.99%)waspurchased fromAladdin, China.
Bi2O3 andKHCO3werepurchased fromXiya Reagent, and all the above
reagents were used as received and without any purification. The self-
supporting electrode cell to load LM is made of PLA texture and
printed by a 3D printer, there is a tinned copper wire inside that con-
nects to LM to keep the electrons transferred.

Disperse of Bi2O3 in LM matrix
In a typical process, 0.2 g Bi2O3 and 4 g Ga were added in an agate
mortar, simple physical mixing methods are used by grinding, heat
slightly (~35 °C) to ensure that Ga remains liquid throughout the
grinding process, and the grinding time is restrained within 1min to
control theoxidationdegreeofGa. Thewhole systemchanged to show
metallic luster again when Bi2O3 was uniformly dispersed into the LM
matrix.

CV diagnosis
The electrochemical diagnosis was used to preliminarily judge the
electrochemical reactions happening in the LM electrode under the
action of the electric field at ~30 °C. The Bi2O3–LM mixture, after
grinding, was placed in a 3D printed cell directly as a working elec-
trode, Ag/AgCl as a reference electrode, and Pt wire as a counter
electrode. In anH-cell with0.5MKHCO3 as an electrolyte, thepotential
window was chosen from −1 V to 0V, the scan rate was 100mV s−1. CV
was finished when the CV curves become stable (after 400 cycles); the
potential used in CV diagnosis and other experiments in this study are
all vs RHE and converted by the following formula: E(RHE) = E(Ag/
AgCl) + 0.197 V +0.0591× pH.

Electrohydrodynamic-induced evolution to control the mor-
phology of bismuth
Bi2O3–LM mixture was used as the cathode, platinum wire as the
counter electrode, and Ag/AgCl as the reference electrode. In a three-
electrode system composed of H-type cells, 0.5M KHCO3 was
employed as the electrolyte, and the two chambers are separated by
nafion 117 membrane. Three modes of potential were applied by a
Koster electrochemical workstation (310M) during the evolution
process: CVP (−1 V vs. RHE); POP (two configurations, POP-I exploited
pulsing 10 s at −1 V and 50 s relaxation as a cycle; POP-II exploited
pulsing at −1 V for 15 s then change to −0.6V for 15 s as a cycle); TPS
(scanning window was chosen from −1.6 V to −1.2 V vs. RHE with three
different scan rate: 100, 60, and 20mVs−1, respectively). All test con-
ditions are controlled at ~30 °C.

Electrocatalysis CO2RR process
Electrocatalysis CO2RR employed a similar apparatus as the CV diag-
nosis process used. Test conditions are controlled at ~30 °C. The
electro-catalytic cell was strictly sealed. LSV was acquired on the
evolved LM electrode in the cathode cavity with N2 or CO2-saturated
atmosphere, with a potential window from −1.8 V to −0.8 V vs. RHE at a
scan rate of 10mV s−1. Faraday efficiency was obtained by precise
analysis of the product by gas chromatography (Shimadzu GC 2014)
and NMR (INOVA 400MHz). All gas and liquid products are normal-
ized. Electrochemical impedance was detected on CHI 760E at −1.2 V
vs. RHE with a frequency from 0.01 to 100,000Hz. I–t curves was
tested at −0.9 V vs. RHE. All potentials given in the experiment were
without iR compensation.

Self-healing electrode
During the self-healing process, the electrode was taken out of the
electrolyte, and then the physically stirred was introduced. The deac-
tivated bismuth catalyst on the electrode surfacewill be dispersed into
the Ga matrix again. After several minutes, the electrode surface re-

appeared themetallic luster ofGa, confirming the deactivated bismuth
was totally dispersed in LM. The electrode was placed still for another
30min tomixwell, then reductionpotential (TPS from -0.6 to −1.2 V vs.
RHE) was applied again. The self-healing process was finished after the
fresh bismuth was segregated again. The above operation was repe-
ated in the cyclic regeneration experiment with 0.2 g Bi2O3 and 4.5 g
Ga, the electrolyte was updated every time during the testing process.
Test conditions are controlled at ~30 °C.

In situ Raman test
In situ Raman spectrum was performed at ~30 °C on an IS50/DXR2
(ThermoFisher, USA) is equippedwith a self-designed electrochemical
module. The testingwith a 532nm laser source, focused on the surface
of the LM electrode during CV scanning (the CV electrochemical
window was chosen from −1 V to −0.6V vs. RHE).

In situ XRD for electrohydrodynamic evolution and self-
healing tests
In situ, XRDwas used to analyze the Bi species changing details during
the electrohydrodynamic evolution. All the experimentwas conducted
on a D8 ADVANCE (Bruker, Germany). Equipped with a self-designed
electrochemical module, curves were collected at a CV electro-
chemical window from −0.6 V to −1 V vs. RHE, the scan rate was kept at
50mV s−1. In in situ XRD for self-healing test, the instruments usedwere
the same as before, TPS mode was used again to drive the electro-
chemical reduction and healing of the bismuth catalyst. The tests were
operated at ~30 °C.

Data availability
All data that support the findings are available within the paper and its
Supplementary information files. Source data are provided in
this paper.

Code availability
This study does not use any custom code or mathematical algorithm,
and code availability is not a mandatory requirement for this work.

References
1. Luo, M. et al. PdMo bimetallene for oxygen reduction catalysis.

Nature 574, 81–85 (2019).
2. Seh Z. W. et al. Combining theory and experiment in electro-

catalysis: insights into materials design. Science 355,
eaad4998 (2017).

3. Zhou, Y.-G., Kang, Y. & Huang, J. Fluidized electrocatalysis. CCS
Chem. 2, 31–41 (2020).

4. Huang, J. et al. The underlying molecular mechanism of fence
engineering to break the activity-stability trade-off in catalysts for
the hydrogen evolution reaction. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 61,
e202114899 (2022).

5. Zeng, F., Mebrahtu, C., Liao, L., Beine, A. K. & Palkovits, R. Stability
and deactivation of OER electrocatalysts: a review. J. Energy Chem.
69, 301–329 (2022).

6. Zavabeti, A. et al. A liquidmetal reaction environment for the room-
temperature synthesis of atomically thinmetal oxides.Science358,
332–335 (2017).

7. Chen, S., Wang, H.-Z., Zhao, R.-Q., Rao, W. & Liu, J. Liquid metal
composites. Matter 2, 1446–1480 (2020).

8. Wu, Y. et al. A room-temperature liquid metal-based self-healing
anode for lithium-ion batteries with an ultra-long cycle life. Energy
Environ. Sci. 10, 1854–1861 (2017).

9. Wang, D. et al. Liquid metal welding to suppress Li dendrite by
equalized heat distribution. Adv. Funct. Mater. 31, 2106740 (2021).

10. Miao, X., Luk, T. S. & Liu, P. Q. Liquid-metal-based nanophotonic
structures for high-performance SEIRA sensing. Adv. Mater. 34,
2107950 (2022).

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-35416-w

Nature Communications |         (2022) 13:7625 8



11. Yang, P.-K. et al. Skin-inspired electret nanogenerator with self-
healing abilities. Cell Rep. Phys. Sci. 1, 100185 (2020).

12. Xu, D. et al. Enzyme-powered liquid metal nanobots endowed
with multiple biomedical functions. ACS Nano 15, 11543–11554
(2021).

13. Zuraiqi, K. et al. Liquid metals in catalysis for energy applications.
Joule 4, 2290–2321 (2020).

14. Zuraiqi, K. et al. Direct conversion of CO2 to solid carbon by Ga-
based liquid metals. Energy Environ. Sci. 15, 595–600 (2022).

15. Allioux, F.-M. et al. Catalytic metal foam by chemical melting and
sintering of liquid metal nanoparticles. Adv. Funct. Mater. 30,
1907879 (2020).

16. Liu, H. et al. Solid–liquid phase transition induced electrocatalytic
switching from hydrogen evolution to highly selective CO2 reduc-
tion. Nat. Catal. 4, 202–211 (2021).

17. Esrafilzadeh, D. et al. Room temperature CO2 reduction to solid
carbon species on liquid metals featuring atomically thin ceria
interfaces. Nat. Commun. 10, 865 (2019).

18. Crawford, J., Yin, H., Du, A. & O’Mullane, A. P. Nitrate-to-ammonia
conversion at an InSn-enriched liquid-metal electrode. Angew.
Chem. Int. Ed. 61, e202201604 (2022).

19. Rahim, M. A. et al. Low-temperature liquid platinum catalyst. Nat.
Chem. 14, 935–941 (2022).

20. Okatenko, V. et al. The native oxide skin of liquid metal Ga nano-
particles prevents their rapid coalescence during electrocatalysis.
J. Am. Chem. Soc. 144, 10053–10063 (2022).

21. Tang, J. et al. Advantages of eutectic alloys for creating catalysts in
the realm of nanotechnology-enabled metallurgy. Nat. Commun.
10, 4645 (2019).

22. Wang, S. et al. Liquid metal interfacial growth and exfoliation to
form mesoporous metallic nanosheets for alkaline methanol elec-
troreforming. ACS Nano 16, 2978–2987 (2022).

23. Daeneke, T. et al. Liquid metals: fundamentals and applications in
chemistry. Chem. Soc. Rev. 47, 4073–4111 (2018).

24. Shu, J. et al. A liquid metal artificial muscle. Adv. Mater. 33,
2103062 (2021).

25. Tang, J., Zhao, X., Li, J., Zhou, Y. & Liu, J. Liquidmetal phagocytosis:
intermetallic wetting induced particle internalization. Adv. Sci. 4,
1700024 (2017).

26. Han, J. et al. Liquidmetal enabled continuous flow reactor: a proof-
of-concept. Matter 4, 4022–4041 (2021).

27. Wang, C. et al. A general approach to composites containing
nonmetallic fillers and liquid gallium. Sci. adv. 7, eabe3767
(2021).

28. Raju, G., Kyriakopoulos, N. & Timonen, J. V. I. Diversity of non-
equilibrium patterns and emergence of activity in confined
electrohydrodynamically driven liquids. sci. adv. 7,
eabh1642 (2021).

29. Yao, D. et al. The controllable reconstruction of Bi-MOFs for elec-
trochemical CO2 reduction through electrolyte and potential
mediation. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 60, 18178–18184 (2021).

30. Tang, J. et al. Unique surface patterns emerging during
solidification of liquid metal alloys. Nat. Nanotechnol. 16,
431–439 (2021).

31. Castilla-Amoros, L., Stoian, D., Pankhurst, J. R., Varandili, S. B. &
Buonsanti, R. Exploring the chemical reactivity of gallium liquid
metal nanoparticles in galvanic replacement. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
142, 19283–19290 (2020).

32. Ghasemian, M. B. et al. Self‐limiting galvanic growth of MnO2

monolayers on a liquid metal—applied to photocatalysis. Adv.
Funct. Mater. 29, 1901649 (2019).

33. Yao, D. et al. In situ fragmented bismuth nanoparticles for electro-
catalytic nitrogen reduction. Adv. Energy Mater. 10,
2001289 (2020).

34. Alsaif, M. M. Y. A. et al. 3D visible‐light‐driven plasmonic oxide
frameworks deviated from liquid metal nanodroplets. Adv. Funct.
Mater. 31, 2106397 (2021).

35. Tang, S.-Y. et al. Phase separation in liquid metal nanoparticles.
Matter 1, 192–204 (2019).

36. Zhang, C. H., Fu, L., Zhang, Y. F. & Liu, Z. F. Segregation phenom-
enon and its control in the catalytic growth of graphene.Acta Chim.
Sin. 71, 308–322 (2013).

37. Mayyas, M. et al. Gallium‐based liquid metal reaction media for
interfacial precipitation of bismuth nanomaterials with controlled
phases and morphologies. Adv. Funct. Mater. 32, 2108673 (2022).

38. Mayyas, M. et al. Pulsing liquid alloys for nanomaterials synthesis.
ACS Nano 14, 14070–14079 (2020).

39. Salhoumi, A. & Galenko, P. K. Gibbs-thomson condition for the
rapidly moving interface in a binary system. Physica A 447,
161–171 (2016).

40. Shen, Y. et al. Gibbs-thomson effect in planar nanowires: orienta-
tion and doping modulated growth. Nano. Lett. 16,
4158–4165 (2016).

41. Ianeselli, A. et al. Non-equilibriumconditions inside rockporesdrive
fission, maintenance and selection of coacervate protocells. Nat.
Chem. 14, 32–39 (2022).

42. Kaiser, N. Review of the fundamentals of thin-film growth. Appl.
Opt. 41, 3053–3060 (2002).

43. Wang, M. et al. Single-crystal, large-area, fold-free monolayer gra-
phene. Nature 596, 519–524 (2021).

44. Gong, Q. et al. Structural defects on converted bismuth oxide
nanotubes enable highly active electrocatalysis of carbon dioxide
reduction. Nat. Commun. 10, 2807 (2019).

45. Fan, J. et al. Large-area vertically aligned bismuthene nanosheet
arrays from galvanic replacement reaction for efficient electro-
chemical CO2 conversion. Adv. Mater. 33, 2100910 (2021).

46. Wang, D. et al. Unravelling the electrocatalytic activity of bismuth
nanosheets towards carbon dioxide reduction: edge plane versus
basal plane. Appl. Catal. B Environ. 299, 120693 (2021).

47. Zhang,M. et al. Engineering a conductive network of atomically thin
bismuthene with rich defects enables CO2 reduction to formate
with industry-compatible current densities and stability. Energy
Environ. Sci. 14, 4998–5008 (2021).

48. Zhang, X. et al. Polyethylene glycol induced reconstructing Bi
nanoparticle size for stabilized CO2 electroreduction to formate. J.
Catal. 365, 63–70 (2018).

Acknowledgements
YingpengWu acknowledges financial support from the National Natural
Science Foundation of China (Grant no. 22075073), and Fundamental
Research Funds for the Central Universities (531107051077). Lu Huang
acknowledges financial support from the National Natural Science
Foundation of China (Grant no. 21805078), and Fundamental Research
Funds for the Central Universities (531107051042).

Author contributions
Y.W. conceived the idea. Y.W. and Y.H. discovered the phenomenon.
Y.H. and F.W prepared the LM electrode and carried out the electro-
chemical experiments. Y.H., F.W., and C.Q. carried out the in-situ XRD
and in-situ Raman experiments. Y.H., S.W., and F.W. repeated the main
results.M.C. andP.Y. participated in someof theexperiments. Y.W., Y.H.,
F.W., and L.H. analyzed the results. Y.W. and L.H. supervised the
research. Y.H. drafted the paper. Y.W. and L.H. revised the paper. All
authors participated in the interpretation of the data and production of
the final paper.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-35416-w

Nature Communications |         (2022) 13:7625 9



Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains
supplementary material available at
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-35416-w.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to
Yingpeng Wu.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks the anon-
ymous reviewer(s) for their contribution to the peer review of this work.

Reprints and permissions information is available at
http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jur-
isdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as
long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if
changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-35416-w

Nature Communications |         (2022) 13:7625 10

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-35416-w
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	A self-healing electrocatalytic system via electrohydrodynamics induced evolution in liquid metal
	Results
	Electrohydrodynamic evolution in LM sea
	The electrohydrodynamic induced non-equilibrium driving force for bismuth segregation and morphography controlling
	Electrocatalysis CO2RR and self-healing electrode

	Discussion
	Methods
	Materials
	Disperse of Bi2O3 in LM matrix
	CV diagnosis
	Electrohydrodynamic-induced evolution to control the morphology of bismuth
	Electrocatalysis CO2RR process
	Self-healing electrode
	In situ Raman test
	In situ XRD for electrohydrodynamic evolution and self-healing tests

	Data availability
	Code availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




