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ABSTRACT: Layered lithium-rich cathode material, Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 (x = 0−0.05) was successfully synthesized using
a sol−gel method, followed by heat treatment. The effects of trace amount of cobalt doping on the structure, morphology, and
low-temperature (−20 °C) electrochemical properties of these materials are investigated systematically. X-ray diffraction (XRD)
results confirm that the Co has been doped into the Ni/Mn sites in the transition-metal layers without destroying the pristine
layered structure. The morphological observations reveal that there are no changes of morphology or particle size after Co
doping. The electrochemical performance results indicate that the discharge capacities and operation voltages are drastically
lowered along with the decreasing temperature, but their fading rate becomes slower when increasing the Co contents. At −20
°C, the initial discharge capacity of sample with x = 0 could retain only 22.1% (57.3/259.2 mAh g−1) of that at 30 °C, while
sample with x = 0.05 could maintain 39.4% (111.3/282.2 mAh g−1). Activation energy analysis and electrochemical impedance
spectroscopy (EIS) results reveal that such an enhancement of low-temperature discharge capacity is originated from the easier
interface reduction reaction of Ni4+ or Co4+ after doping trace amounts of Co, which decreases the activation energy of the
charge transfer process above 3.5 V during discharging.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Rechargeable lithium-ion batteries (LIBs) are urgently needed
in both portable electronic devices and large electric vehicles in
our daily life, because of their higher energy density, compared
to other rechargeable systems.1−4 They are also being
employed for stationary storage and utilization of intermittent
renewable energies such as solar and wind.5,6 Novel and
advanced LIBs with higher energy and power density have been
pursued intensively to meet these applications, and become the
key to the development of advanced cathode materials.7−9

Since the first commercialization of LiCoO2 in 1980,10 the
transition-metal intercalation oxides have received major
research interest as LIBs cathodes,11 one of which is the
layered lithium-rich (LLR) cathode material xLi2MnO3·(1 −

x)LiMO2 (where M is a transition metal).12−15 Although these
materials still suffer from intrinsic poor rate capability and
modest cycle stability,16−18 their competitive high specific
capacity (ca. 250 mAhg−1) and low cost make them more
attractive than present commercialized cathode materials,15,19

such as LiCoO2, LiFePO4, and LiMn1/3Ni1/3Co1/3O2.
In a general sense, the cathode materials have made great

progress over the years, such that the LIBs at room temperature
may have electrochemical performance adequate for use in
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consumer electronics. However, their performance is poor at
low temperature, limiting their applications under specific
conditions.20−23 For instance, the energy density of a
commercial LIB (No. 18650) with a LiCoO2 cathode at −40
°C retained only 5% of that which was retained at 20 °C.24

Many efforts have been made to address this issue, including
the development of electrolytes with higher low-temperature
ionic conductivities,25 controlling the particle size/morphol-
ogy26,27 and surface modification.23,28−30 It is worth noting that,
excluding the effects from electrolyte, the malfunction of LIBs
at low temperature can be effectively mitigated, because of the
decreased charge-transfer resistance of cathode/anode materi-
als.
Recent research progresses indicate that Li+ intercalation/

deintercalation process of LLR materials is sensitive to
temperature,31,32 which is most likely associated with an
increase in the interface-induced reaction impedance.33 Never-
theless, research that focuses on improving the low-temperature
electrode performances of LLR cathode materials are rarely
reported. Here, we focus on investigating the role of Co3+

doping in influencing the low-temperature performances of
LLR materials. The representative of LLR materials,
Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 (x = 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, and
0.05), were employed and tested at a temperature range from
30 °C to −20 °C, to verify the possible mechanism of Co
doping that affects the low-temperature properties.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Synthesis. All the raw reagents employed here were of

analytical purity grade. The lithium-rich cathode materials
Li1.2Ni0.2‑xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 (x = 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, and 0.05)
were synthesized by a facile sol−gel method, followed by a calcination
treatment. Stoichiometric amounts of Li(CH3COO)·2H2O (5 wt %
excess to offset the lithium evaporative losses), Ni(CH3COO)2·4H2O,
Co(CH3COO)2·4H2O, and Mn(CH3COO)2·4H2O were dissolved in
deionized water to obtain a transparent and homogeneous solution,
which was then added dropwise to another solution, using citric acid as
a chelating agent. The pH value of the mixed solution was adjusted to
∼7.0. The reaction solution then was heated at 80 °C with vigorous
stirring to form a high viscous gel. After drying in a vacuum oven at

120 °C for 12 h, the gel was preheated at 500 °C for 5 h in air and
ground after cooling. Finally, the decomposed mixture was pressed
into pellets and calcined at 900 °C for 12 h to obtain well-formed
powder Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2. The samples obtained were named
Co-0, Co-1, Co-2, Co-3, Co-4, and Co-5, corresponding to the
compositions with x = 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, and 0.05, respectively.

2.2. Material Characterization. A structural analysis was carried
out using X-ray diffraction (XRD) (Rigaku, Model Ultima IV-185)
with a Cu Kα radiation source. The samples were scanned from 2θ =
20°−80° at a scan rate of 2° per minute. A field-emission scanning
electron microscopy (FESEM) system (FEI QUANTA 250), equipped
with an energy-dispersive X-ray (EDX) detector, was used to analyze
the sample morphology and achieve EDX mapping. The X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) of the sample was performed by X-
ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS, PHI Quantera II). Before the
test, the electrodes fully discharged to 3.85 V were disassembled from
coin cells and rinsed with dimethyl carbonate several times in a
glovebox and then dried at room temperature.

2.3. Electrochemical Tests. Electrochemical performances of the
samples were examined using galvanostatic cycling with CR2025 coin-
type cells. The positive electrodes were made of 80 wt % as-prepared
materials powder, 10 wt % acetylene black, and 10 wt % polyvinylidene
fluoride. The electrolyte was 1 M LiPF6 dissolved in a (1:1 volume
ratio) mixture of ethylene carbonate and ethyl methyl carbonate. The
coin-type half cells were assembled in a glovebox filled with argon with
lithium metal as the negative electrode and Celgard 2400 membrane as
separator. The mass and diameter of our electrodes are ∼6.8−7.0 mg
and 1.2 cm, respectively. Electrochemical tests (galvanostatic charge/
discharge tests) were performed by a Model CT2001A Land
instrument (Wuhan, China) at potential ranges of 2−4.8 V under
various operating temperatures in an environmental test chamber
(Giant Force). The current density of 250 mA g−1 was defined as 1 C
rate during the test. Electrochemical impedance spectra (EIS) of the
cells were also conducted using the Model CHI660 electrochemical
workstation at frequencies from 105 Hz to 0.01 Hz with an AC
perturbation signal of 5 mV. The results were analyzed using
ZSimpWin software.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Structural Characterizations. All the materials have
been characterized via powder X-ray diffraction (XRD). Clearly,
there are no significant differences in the crystal structures of

Figure 1. (a) Powder X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns of the Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 (x = 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, 0.05) powders. (b) Enlarged
view showing the separation and shape of each material’s 006/102 peaks. (c) Variation in lattice parameters a and c, relative to Co content.
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the Co-0−Co-5 products, as presented in Figure 1a. All the
samples show well-defined Bragg lines that correspond to the
layered a-NaFeO2 structure (R3̅m space group), except for
some weak superlattices reflections at 2θ ≈ 20°−25° caused by
Li+/Mn4+ cation ordering in the transition-metal layers.14 The
cell parameters a and c (Figure 1c) decreased as the Co
contents increased, which can be attributed largely to the fact
that Co3+ (0.54 Å) has a similar ion radius to Mn4+ (0.53 Å),
but is smaller than that of Ni2+ (0.69 Å) and Li+ (0.76 Å).34

This variation of cell parameters confirms the successful doping
of Co into the Ni/Mn sites in the transition-metal layers.35 In
addition, clear peak splits of (006)/(102) (enlarged views in
Figure 1b) and (018)/(110) reveal the highly ordered layered
structure,36 indicating that the small change in Co content has a
negligible effect on the crystal structure and will not induce
impurity phases.
3.2. Morphologies and EDX Spectra of the Samples.

The morphologies of the as-synthesized Co-0−Co-5 powders
were investigated by FESEM (see Figure 2). All the products
demonstrate similar morphology with an average particle size
between 100 nm and 200 nm. The works of Abraham et al.

have shown that the low-temperature performance of electrode
materials may be improved by decreasing the particle size or
changing the particle morphology to reduce the high activation
energy of the limiting process.27 Neither changes of
morphology nor particle size can be found in Figure 2 after
Co doping; as such, any low-temperature performance
differences in the final products can be directly related to the
Co contents but not differences in particle size/morphology.
The composition and distribution of chemical elements in all

the samples were determined by energy-dispersive X-ray
(EDX) spectroscopy, as presented in Figures 3a−f. It can be
seen that all the materials are composed of Co, Ni, and O
species, while the elemental Co can only be detected in the
doped samples. Figure 3g shows a comparison of the theoretical
stoichiometry values and the calculated molar ratios of Mn, Ni,
and Co for the synthesized materials. All the samples comply
well with the target composition.

3.3. Electrochemistry Performances. To explore their
l ow - t empe r a tu r e e l e c t ro chemi c a l p rope r t i e s o f
Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2, the galvanostatic charge/discharge
tests at 0.1 C were carried out at every 10 °C that ranges from

Figure 2. SEM images of the Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 powders: (a) x = 0, (b) x = 0.01, (c) x = 0.02, (d) x = 0.03, (e) x = 0.04, and (f) x = 0.05.

Figure 3. (a−f) EDX images of the Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 powders: (a) x = 0, (b) x = 0.01, (c) x = 0.02, (d) x = 0.03, (e) x = 0.04, and (f) x =
0.05 (inset tables in each panel show the molar ratios of the transition-metal elements). (g) Comparison of molar ratios measured by EDX and
theoretical values.
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30 °C to −20 °C. The initial charge−discharge curves of the
sample Co-0 and Co-5 as representative examples for
Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 powders are shown in Figures 4a
and 4b. Both of them present the typical potential plateau of
LLR materials at ∼4.5 V regions that originating from the
electrochemical activation of Li2MnO3 phase, which leads to a
low Coulombic efficiency that caused by partial elimination of
the oxide-ion vacancies and lithium vacancies at the end of the
first charge.7−9,14−18,31−35,37 However, this plateau, at ∼4.5 V, is
shortened as the temperature decreases, indicating an
incomplete activation of Li2MnO3 phase, which should lead
to a lower discharge capacity, accompanied by a reduction of
Mn3+/4+ inevitably. Meanwhile, there is also an increase of
charge plateaus and a decline of discharge plateaus,
accompanied by an expected decrease in the discharge capacity
(see Table 1). Such an increase of electrode polarization and

capacity drop may partly contribute to the increased interface
reaction impedance, as well as slow ionic movement at low
temperatures.37,38 As we can see in Figures 4 a and 4b and in
Table 1, the deterioration in the capacity and declination of
discharge plateaus can be effectively mitigated after Co doping.
Especially, the sloping region above ∼3.85 V during discharging
is slightly affected by temperature changes after Co doping, as
shown in Figure 4b.
Further comparison about initial charge/discharge curves at

0.1 C of Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 with different Co contents at
each temperature is shown in Figures 4c−h. At 30 °C, the
charge capacity increases from 354.2 mAh g−1 at x = 0 to 387.6
mAh g−1 at x = 0.05. The increase in charge capacity may arise
from the enhanced oxygen loss caused by Co3+ substitution.39

Accordingly, the reversible capacity from activation of Li2MnO3
component increases, as shown in Table 1 (capacity from

Figure 4. Initial charge−discharge curves at 0.1 C of the Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 powders under different temperatures (from 30 °C to −20 °C):
(a) x = 0 and (b) x = 0.05. Initial charge−discharge curves at 0.1 C of the Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 powders with different Co contents at each
temperature (x = 0−0.05): (c) 30 °C, (d) 20 °C, (e) 10 °C, (f) 0 °C, (g) −10 °C, and (h) −20 °C.

Table 1. Initial Discharge Capacity at 0.1 C under Different Temperatures (between 30 °C and −20 °C) of Samples Co-0−Co-5

Initial Discharge Capacity (mAh g−1) under Different Temperatures

30 °C 20 °C 10 °C 0 °C −10 °C −20 °C

sample total <3.5 V total <3.5 V total <3.5 V total <3.5 V total <3.5 V total <3.5 V

Co-0 259.2 114.3 243.3 99.0 211.5 71.3 146.4 35.6 85.5 18.3 57.3 11.9
Co-1 264.7 118.9 245.0 99.7 215.9 74.7 163.3 44.9 91.5 19.0 67.9 12.1
Co-2 269.7 121.8 249.7 103.0 227.1 79.5 170.6 45.4 93.4 19.9 72.8 12.2
Co-3 273.8 122.8 253.7 105.5 230.8 80.9 172.3 46.0 110.8 23.9 80.9 13.9
Co-4 278.4 126.8 255.3 105.4 229.2 79.7 176.6 47.4 125.1 25.6 95.7 14.5
Co-5 282.2 130.3 256.9 106.3 234.0 83.7 180.6 50.8 135.5 27.7 111.3 16.8
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sloping region below 3.5 V). Such an intrinsic enhancement in
discharge capacity caused by Co doping is applicable to each
temperature, but differences become much larger at lower
temperatures. At 30 °C, the discharge capacity at 0.1 C is 259.2
mAh g−1 for Co-0, 264.7 mAh g−1 for Co-1, 269.7 mAh g−1 for
Co-2, 273.8 mAh g−1 for Co-3, 278.4 mAh g−1 for Co-4, and
282.2 mAh g−1 for Co-5; however, at −20 °C, the discharge
capacities are 57.3 mAh g−1, 67.9 mAh g−1, 72.8 mAh g−1, 80.9
mAh g−1, 95.7 mAh g−1, and 111.3 mAh g−1, respectively. The
larger differences with lower temperature, in terms of discharge
capacity, are shown in Figure 5a more directly. The

electrochemical performance is greatly dependent on the
temperature; there is an abrupt decrease in the capacity at
every 10 °C drop. Nevertheless, every 10 cycles under each
temperature, or even in a long-term cycling test at −20 °C
(Figure 5b), doping more Co contents always leads to a
superior capacity with higher capacity retention. Given that the
capacity can be enhanced by Co doping intrinsically, as shown
in Figure 4, capacity retention at different temperatures (Figure
6) is more convincing to reveal the role of Co doping in
influencing the low-temperature per formance of
Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2. As we can see in Figure 6a,
difference in capacity retention become more evident below 0
°C. The initial discharge capacities at −20 °C of Co-0, Co-1,
and Co-2 retain only 22.1%, 25.7%, and 27.0%, respectively, of
that at 30 °C, while Co-3, Co-4, and Co-5 could maintain

29.5%, 34.4%, and 39.4%, respectively. As observed in Figures
4−6, the discharge capacities and operation voltages are
drastically lowered, along with the decreased temperature, but
their fading rate becomes slower with the increase of Co
contents, especially below 0 °C, indicating a superior low-
temperature performance that benefits from Co doping.
Discharge differential capacity (dQ/dV) plots are illustrated

in Figure 7 to further investigate the influence from Co doping.
It is clearly observed that the reduction peaks at ∼3.85 V, which
are generally considered as the reduction of Ni4+ or Co4+ ions
in the rhombohedral phase,40 is hardly affected by the testing
temperature in the samples with high Co contents. In contrast,
there’s a drastic decrease in the peak height of Co-0−Co-2. The
other cathodic peaks at ∼3.35 V result from the reduction of
Mn4+ in layered MnO2 derived from Li2MnO3.

8,41 These peaks
are more significantly dependent on operation temperature,
instead of Co content. That means that the process about
lithium reintercalation into a MnO2-like component is more
sensitive to temperature and shows limited effect after Co
doping. Based on the previous reports,8,14,30,41,42 we choose 3.5
V as a demarcation line to separate the discharge capacity into
two parts for quantitative analysis: one is the capacity from
sloping region above 3.5 V that contributes to the reduction of
Ni4+ or Co4+, and other is the remainder below 3.5 V due to
reduction of Mn4+. Their capacity retention under various

Figure 5. Cycle performance at 0.1 C of the Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2
(x = 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, 0.05) powders at (a) each temperature
for the first 10 cycles and (b) −20 °C; inset shows the Coulombic
efficiency for the first 10 cycles.

F i g u r e 6 . D i s c h a r g e c a p a c i t y r e t e n t i o n o f t h e
Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 (x = 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, 0.05) powders
at different temperatures: (a) total discharge capacity and (b) capacity
from sloping region above/below 3.5 V.
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temperatures is shown in Figure 6b. Clearly, the results of
Figure 6b suggest that Co doping hardly affects the reduction
process below 3.5 V, but plays a significant role in facilitating
the reduction process above 3.5 V. In other words, the superior
low-temperature performance caused by Co doping mainly
results from the improved reduction process of Ni4+ or Co4+.
This conclusion is also supported by the results of X-ray
photon spectroscopy (see Figure S1 in the Supporting
Information).
3.4. Electrochemical Impedance Analysis. To further

interpret this finding, impedance spectra of Co-0 and Co-5
were measured at different temperatures. Cells were discharged
to 3.85 and 3.35 V in the initial cycle before the EIS test. The

Nyquist plots for the electrodes that are given in Figure 8 show
similar shapes. They are composed of a semicircle in the high
frequency, which is associated with the charge transfer
resistance (Rct),

31,37 and a quasi-straight line in the low
frequency. A possible equivalent circuit is proposed in Figure
8d. In this circuit, Rs corresponds to the solution resistance; Rct
and Cdl are the charge-transfer resistance and the double-layer
capacitance at the electrode/electrolyte interface, respectively;
and Zw is the Warburg impedance associated with lithium
diffusion in electrodes. Warburg impedance is in series with
reaction resistance, since it is a Faradic component, while the
double-layer capacitor operates in parallel to the faradic
processes, since it is a non-Faradic component. Table 2

Figure 7. dQ/dV plots of the Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 (x = 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, 0.05) cells under various temperatures: (a) x = 0, (b) x = 0.01,
(c) x = 0.02, (d) x = 0.03, (e) x = 0.04, and (f) x = 0.05.

Figure 8. Nyquist plots of the Co-0 and Co-5 at different polarized states and temperatures: (a) Co-0 at 3.35 V, (b) Co-5 at 3.35 V, (c) Co-0 at 3.85
V, and (d) Co-5 at 3.85 V; inset in panel d shows a Voigt-type equivalent circuit.
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summarizes the resulting impedance data calculated from the
fitting equivalent circuit in Figure 8d. As shown in Table 2, Rct
shows a drastic increase with the decreased operation
temperature, but the change rate is alleviated by Co doping,
especially at 3.85 V. The Rct value shows a negative correlation
with the discharge capacity, which agrees well with the
conclusion made by previous research that Rct might be one
of the main performance-limiting aspects at low temperature.33

Therefore, it is rational that the more evident increase in Rct of
samples with lower Co contents when discharged to 3.85 V
leads to a worse discharge capacity; whereas, when discharged
to 3.35 V, the rate of increase of Rct is hardly affected by the Co
content, thus correlating little with the discharge capacity.
3.5. Activation Energy Analysis. The study on the

activation energy (Ea) is also performed for a clear under-
standing of the kinetic trend of Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 after
Co doping. The activation energy can be calculated by the
temperature dependence charge transfer resistance (Rct):

31,37

= −T
R

A
E
T

ln
ln

Rct

a

Here, T is the absolute temperature, Rct the charge transfer
resistance, R the universal gas constant, and A the pre-
exponential factor. According to this equation, Ea can be
calculated from the slope of plots as shown in Figure 9, whose
results reveal that the interface reaction of Ni4+ or Co4+

reduction at 3.85 V becomes easier after Co doping, whereas
at 3.35 V, the activation energy Ea shows negligible change.

4. CONCLUSION
In this paper, Li1.2Ni0.2−xCo2xMn0.6−xO2 was successfully doped
with different amounts of Co (x = 0−0.05) by a sol−gel
method, followed by heat treatment. Their discharge capacities
in a low-temperature environment were investigated. The
discharge capacities and operation voltages are drastically
reduced, along with the decreased temperature, but their fading
rate becomes slower as the Co content increases. Activation
energy analysis and EIS results reveal that such an enhancement
benefits from the easier interface reaction of Ni4+ or Co4+

reduction after trace amounts of Co doping, which correlates
little with the discharge process at ∼3.35 V. The results of this
paper prove the validity of reducing activation energy through
ion doping in improvement of electrode materials’ low-
temperature performance, which could be expected to apply
in other layered materials. In addition, further studies about
improving low-temperature performance of lithium-rich cath-
ode materials should focus on the process of lithium
reintercalation into a MnO2-like component.
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