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ABSTRACT: A series of bimetallic Fe-Ni/MgAl2O4 catalysts with Fe/Ni ratios between 0 and 1.5
have been examined for methane dry reforming at 923−1073 K, atmospheric pressure, and a CH4/
CO2 ratio of 1. The evolution of the catalyst structure during H2 temperature-programmed
reduction (TPR), CO2 temperature-programmed oxidation (TPO), and dry reforming is examined
using time-resolved in situ X-ray diffraction (XRD). During H2-TPR up to 973 K, Fe2O3 and NiO
are reduced to Fe and Ni. Higher temperatures lead to Fe-Ni alloy formation. The alloy remains
stable up to 900 K under CO2-TPO and is decomposed to Ni and Fe3O4 at higher temperatures.
The Fe-Ni alloy is the active phase while Fe partially segregates from the alloy forming FeOx during
dry reforming. This is beneficial as it reduces the surface carbon accumulation through interaction
with FeOx lattice oxygen, producing CO. Alternate CH4 and CO2 pulse experiments over Ni, Fe,
and Ni-Fe samples showed that dry reforming over Fe-Ni catalysts can follow a Mars−van Krevelen
mechanism. A molar Fe/Ni ratio of 0.7 provides the most active and least deactivated catalyst. All
studied catalysts can be regenerated by CO2 carbon removal.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Methane reforming processes such as steam reforming (SRM),
partial oxidation (POM), autothermal reforming (ARM), and
dry reforming (DRM) have been investigated intensively.1 The
final H2/CO product ratio, energetics, and oxidant used differ
in these processes.2 The H2/CO ratio from DRM is more
favorable for Fischer−Tropsch and methanol synthesis in
comparison to classical steam reforming. DRM has the lowest
operating cost among these processes and offers the additional
advantage of converting CO2 into valuable chemicals:

+ ↔ + Δ ° = −HCH CO 2CO 2H 261 kJ mol4 2 2
1

(1)

Side reactions of importance include the water-gas shift:

+ ↔ + Δ ° = − −HH O CO H CO 41 kJ mol2 2 2
1

(2)

However, dry reforming technologies have the disadvantage
of rapid catalyst deactivation due to carbon deposition and
sintering of both the support and the active metal particles, at
high temperatures. The coke originates mainly from two
reactions:3,4

→ + Δ ° = −HCH C 2H 75 kJ mol4 2
1

(3)

↔ + Δ ° = − −H2CO C CO 172 kJ mol2
1

(4)

Nickel and noble metals such as Pt, Ru, and Rh have been
the most investigated catalysts for dry reforming. The
aforementioned noble metals show high activity and resistance
toward carbon formation.3−11 Despite their excellent perform-
ance, their high cost and limited availability restrict their
application in industry. Nickel-based catalysts can offer an
alternative, but they are sensitive to deactivation by sintering
and carbon encapsulation of Ni under reforming condi-
tions.12−14 Hence, improvements with respect to both activity

and deactivation of Ni catalysts are required. Therefore, much
research effort has focused on the effect of supports, promoters,
and other metals on Ni-based catalysts.15−18

In many cases, Al2O3 has been used as a catalyst support.14,19

In addition, various other support materials such as MgO,
ZrO2, La2O3, TiO2, SiO2, and SiO2-Al2O3 have been
tested.19−28 There is an agreement in the literature that the
mechanism of DRM is strongly dependent on support
materials. For catalysts supported on inert materials such as
SiO2,

29 the mechanism follows a monofunctional pathway,
where both reactants are activated by the metal alone. Once
carbon formation occurs by dehydrogenation of methane,
subsequent activation of CO2 and reaction with carbon are
limited, leading to catalyst deactivation. On an acidic10 (Al2O3)
or basic30,31 (La2O3, CeO2, MgO, ...) support, a bifunctional
mechanism takes place: CH4 is activated on the metal, while
CO2 is activated on the support. Zhang and Verykios30 showed
that Ni/La2O3 activity increases after 2−5 h of reaction. The
studies revealed a large CO2 pool, stored in the form of
La2O2CO3. Slagtern and co-workers32 proposed a bifunctional
mechanism for Ni/La2O3: methane is activated on the Ni
particles and carbon dioxide interacts with La2O3, forming
carbonates which oxidize carbon deposited on nickel at the Ni−
La2O3 interface. Ceria is another example of an active support.
Bobin and co-workers33 showed that DRM on metal nano-
crystalline doped CeZrO2 oxides demonstrate a high activity
and coking resistance by acting as oxygen storage materials.
They found that the DRM mechanism on metal nanocrystalline
doped CeZrO2 oxides follows a simple redox scheme: CO2
dissociated on reduced oxide supports while methane reacted
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on metal sites. Other than being directly involved in the
reactant activation process on its acidic or basic sites, the
supports also affect the metal particle size or metal dispersion.
Suitable supports have to be resistant to high temperature and
should be able to maintain the metal dispersion during
operation.
Suitable supports have to be resistant to high temperature

and should be able to maintain the metal dispersion during
operation.34 The addition of MgO to Al2O3 prevents the
interaction between active metals (Ni and Fe) and the alumina-
forming NiAl2O4 and FeAl2O4 spinel phases that are inactive.

12

Guo and co-workers34 compared Ni/γ-Al2O3, Ni/MgO-γ-
Al2O3, and Ni/MgAl2O4 during methane dry reforming. They
found that Ni/MgAl2O4 exhibits higher activity and better
stability in comparison to the other samples. The MgAl2O4
spinel can effectively suppress the phase transformation to form
NiAl2O4 and can stabilize Ni crystallites. Penkova and co-
workers35 found that incorporating a basic element (Mg) into
the alumina support alters the surface structure, leading to a
modification of the acid−base properties of the support. The
resulting magnesium aluminate spinel (MgAl2O4) combines
desirable properties for use in ceramics, due to its high melting
temperature (2408 K), mechanical strength, and good chemical
stability.34 Hence, in this work MgAl2O4 is examined as a Ni
support because of its low acidity, compared to Al2O3, and
sintering resistance due to strong interaction of metal oxides
with MgAl2O4, resulting in high metal dispersion after
reduction.36−38

The accumulation of carbon on the catalyst surface depends
on the oxidation rate of dehydrogenated CHx species,
originating from CH4 decomposition, and thus on the surface
oxygen species availability. In view of increasing the available O
species, the addition of oxides to Ni has been examined. A
possible oxide is CeO2, because it is known for its ability to
easily release oxygen and quickly reoxidize in the presence of
oxidative agents.33,39 CeO2 indeed enhances the catalytic
performance by forming a Ni-CeO2 nanocomposite.39 The
good catalytic activity and high resistance toward carbon
formation were assigned to the large interface between metallic
Ni and the CeO2 surface and to the metal−ceria interactions
which strongly affect their redox and catalytic properties.40

An additional way of improving catalytic performance is by
alloy formation between Ni and other metals.41,42 It has been
reported that the addition of noble metals (Ru, Rh, Pd, Pt) to
Ni-based catalysts results in alloy formation after reduction,
improving the catalyst activity and stability.43−46 Apart from
noble metals, a synergistic effect of alloy formation between Ni
and Co has been reported in tar steam reforming.47 In this
respect, Fe2O3 can also make a suitable promoter, as it
combines good redox properties, like CeO2, with Fe-Ni alloy
formation upon intimate interaction between Fe and Ni. An
improved performance in the steam reforming activity of Ni-
Fe/Al2O3 was attributed to the formation of a Ni-Fe alloy so
that Fe acts as a cocatalyst.42 Moreover, under industrial CO
methanation reaction conditions, Ni-Fe bimetallic catalysts on
γ-Al2O3 exhibited higher catalytic activity than the mono-
metallic catalysts.48 These results make iron oxide an interesting
material for improvement of the Ni/MgAl2O4 activity and
resistance toward carbon deposition. Ashok and Kawi studied
toluene steam reforming over a Ni/Fe2O3-Al2O3 catalyst,
examining the effect of iron−alumina calcination temperature
on steam reforming.14 They found that Ni−Fe alloys were
formed and remained stable throughout the reforming reaction.

In order to further evaluate the effect of Fe on Ni/MgAl2O4,
a series of Fe-Ni/MgAl2O4 samples for use in methane dry
reforming is investigated in this work. One aspect that awaits
clarification is whether and how the Ni−Fe alloy contributes to
the elimination of carbon deposition during the dry reforming
reaction. In addition, the mechanism for dry reforming over a
Fe-Ni catalyst is not clear. These questions have been addressed
by performing in situ X-ray diffraction (XRD) characterization
of Fe-Ni/MgAl2O4 catalysts during temperature-programmed
reduction (TPR), oxidation, and dry reforming. Alternate pulse
experiments are also applied by switching the flow between
CO2 and CH4 over Ni/MgAl2O4, Fe/MgAl2O4, and Fe-Ni/
MgAl2O4.

2. EXPERIMENTAL METHODS
2.1. Catalyst Preparation. 2.1.1. Support Preparation.

MgAl2O4 support material was prepared by coprecipitation
from an aqueous solution of Mg(NO3)2·6H2O (99%, Sigma-
Aldrich) and Al(NO3)3·9H2O (98.5%, Sigma-Aldrich) (molar
ratio Mg/Al = 1/2). A precipitating agent, NH4OH (ACS
reagent, 28.0−30.0% NH3 basis), was added to adjust the pH to
10, at 333 K. The produced precipitate was filtered, dried at 393
K for 12 h, and subsequently calcined in air at 1023 K for 4 h.

2.1.2. Catalyst Preparation. Four Fe-Ni catalysts were
prepared by incipient wetness impregnation on the support
(MgAl2O4) using an aqueous solution of corresponding nitrates
Ni(NO3)2·6H2O (99.99+%, Sigma-Aldrich) and Fe(NO3)3·
9H2O (99.99+%, Sigma-Aldrich).49 The catalysts were dried at
393 K for 12 h and subsequently calcined in air at 1023 K for 4
h. The Fe/Ni molar ratios were 0, 0.7, 1.1, and 1.6. Samples are
labeled using their molar ratio X as X-Fe/Ni, as shown in Table
1. In addition, a 5 wt % Fe sample was synthesized on the same
support for comparison purposes.

2.2. Catalyst Characterization. The Brunauer−Emmett−
Teller (BET) surface area of each sample was determined by
N2 adsorption at 77 K (five-point BET method using Gemini
Micromeritics) after outgassing the sample at 473 K for 2 h.
The crystallographic phases of the materials as prepared were
confirmed by ex situ XRD measurements (Siemens diffrac-
tometer Kristalloflex D500, Cu Kα radiation). The powder
patterns were collected in a 2θ range from 10 to 80° with a step
of 0.02° and 30 s counting time per angle. XRD patterns of
known compounds are referenced by their corresponding
number in the Powder Diffraction File database. By fitting of a
Gaussian function to a diffraction peak, the crystallite size was
determined from the peak width via the Scherrer equation,50

while the peak position gives information about the lattice
spacing on the basis of the Bragg law of diffraction.51

The bulk chemical compositions of support and as-prepared
catalysts were determined by means of inductively coupled
plasma atomic emission spectroscopy (ICP-AES, ICAP 6500,
Thermo Scientific). The samples were mineralized by alkaline
fusion with a mix of Li-tetraborate and Li-metaborate.
Scanning electron microscopy (SEM; FEI Quanta 200F) was

performed to evaluate the surface morphology of the materials.
An acceleration voltage of 25 or 12.5 kV was chosen for the
secondary electron SEM images. Energy-dispersive X-ray
(EDX) spectroscopy (EDAX Inc.) at 17.5 kV acceleration
voltage provided a first compositional analysis, typically in a 1
μm thick volume.
High-resolution transmission electron microscopy

(HRTEM) was used for structural analysis, while EDX yielded
local chemical analysis. These techniques were implemented
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using a JEOL JEM-2200FS Cs-corrected microscope operated
at 200 kV, which was equipped with a Schottky-type field-
emission gun (FEG) and EDX JEOL JED-2300D instrument.
All samples were deposited by immersion onto a lacey carbon
film on a copper support grid.
2.3. In Situ Time-Resolved XRD. In situ XRD measure-

ments were performed in a home-built reaction chamber
housed inside a Bruker-AXS D8 Discover apparatus (Cu Kα
radiation of 0.154 nm). The reactor chamber had a Kapton foil
window for X-ray transmission. The setup was equipped with a
linear detector covering a range of 20° in 2θ with an angular
resolution of 0.1°. The pattern acquisition time was
approximately 10 s. All temperatures were measured with a
K-type thermocouple and corrected afterward to a calibration
curve of the heating device, which is based on the eutectic
systems Au−Si, Al−Si, and Ag−Si. For each sample,
approximately 10 mg of powdered sample was evenly spread
on a single-crystal Si wafer. Interaction of the catalyst material
with the Si wafer was never observed. Before each TPR/TPO
experiment, the reactor chamber was evacuated to a base
pressure of 4 Pa by a rotation pump. Gases were supplied to the
reactor chamber from a rig with calibrated mass-flow meters.
He (1 mL/s) was flowing for 15 min before the flow switched
to 1 mL/s of 10% H2/He or CO2 for TPR and TPO,
respectively.
The evolution of the catalyst structure during the TPR, TPO,

and DRM reaction was investigated. For TPR and TPO
experiments, the sample was heated from room temperature to
1123 K at a heating rate of 30 K/min in a flowing gas stream (1
mL/s of 10% H2/He or CO2, respectively). For DRM reaction
experiments the sample was first reduced (1 mL/s of 10% H2/
He) at 1123 K, while the reaction temperature was 973 K. A full
XRD scan (10−65° with a step of 0.02°) was taken at room
temperature before and after each TPR, TPO, and DRM
reaction experiment. Samples were cooled in a helium flow to
room temperature after each experiment.
It should be noted that the peaks in the in situ XRD patterns

appeared at slightly shifted angular positions in comparison to
both full scans and tabulated values due to temperature-induced
lattice expansion and different sample heights. These shifts in
peak positions, which are not related to underlying
physicochemical processes, were taken into account during
peak assignment.
2.4. Catalytic Activity. Activity measurements were

performed at atmospheric pressure in a quartz U-tube reactor
with an internal diameter of 10 mm, which was housed inside
an electric furnace (AutoChem II 2920 Micromeritics equipped
with a TCD detector). A 10−20 mg portion of the sample with
particle size of ∼30 μm, diluted with inert Al2O3 (catalyst/inert
ratio 1/60), was packed between quartz wool plugs. The
temperature of the catalyst bed was measured with K-type
thermocouples touching the outside and inside of the reactor at
the position of the catalyst bed. The inlet gas flow rates were
always maintained by means of calibrated Brooks mass flow
controllers. The outlet gas stream was monitored online using a
calibrated OmniStar Pfeiffer mass spectrometer (MS). MS
signals were recorded for all major fragments. For quantifica-
tion of each component, the MS was focused to different
signals (amu), the selection of which was based on the analysis
of the mass spectra of the individual components. H2 was
monitored at 2, He at 4, CH4 at 16, H2O at 18, CO at 28, Ar at
40, and CO2 at 44. When there was an unavoidable interference
with fragmentation peaks of other gases, a correction was

applied to remove their contributions: e.g., CO was monitored
at 28 amu, subtracting the contribution of CO2, i.e., not more
than 10% of the peak at 28 amu. A carbon balance with a
maximum deviation of 5% was obtained. Dimensionless criteria
were applied for evaluating the significance of external and
internal heat and mass transfer limitations. The absence of
external and internal mass transfer limitations was verified using
the Carberry number52 and Weisz−Prater criterion,53 while for
heat transport limitations the diagnostic criteria reported by
Mears54 were applied.
The activity was measured from 823 to 1073 K. First the

sample was reduced in a 1 mL/s flow of 5% H2/Ar at 1123 K
for 30 min and then the flow was switched to He for 10 min.
After this step a mixture of 50% CH4−50% Ar and CO2
(volume ratio 2/1, volume ratio CH4/CO2 = 1/1, internal
standard Ar) started flowing inside the reactor for the methane
dry reforming reaction. Produced CO and H2 and unconverted
CH4 and CO2 were detected at the outlet. For each catalyst
sample, the activity was measured at five different temperatures.
At each temperature the reaction took place for 6 min, when
the rate of CH4 and CO2 consumption was stable.
The activity was also measured as a function of time on

stream. The experiment was carried out at the same
temperature, pressure, dilution ratio between catalyst and
inert, flow rates of reactants (CH4/CO2 1/1), and conversion.
The same conversion (XCH4

= 51%) for all of the investigated
samples was achieved by varying the amount of catalyst.
The following expressions are used to determine the activity

of different catalysts. The percent conversion for a reactant is
calculated as

=
−

·X
F F

Fi
i,0 i

i,0 (5)

where moli,0 and moli are the inlet and outlet moles of reactant
i.
The site-time yield (STY, mol·s−1·mol−1Ni) was calculated

from the difference in the inlet and outlet molar flow rates, as
measured relative to an internal standard (Ar).

= | − |F F NSTY ( ) /i in,i out,i Ni (6)

where Fi (mol s
−1) is the molar flow rate of component i and

NNi (molNi) is the number of exposed, i.e. surface, Ni atoms in
the reaction. The fraction of exposed Ni atoms was calculated
under the assumption that it was determined by the most
abundant crystallite phase.
Regeneration cycles were performed combining periods of

methane dry reforming with periods of catalyst oxidation with
CO2 for carbon removal and finally reduction for alloy
formation.55 Burning carbon by oxygen or air is a strongly
exothermic reaction and hence would lead to catalyst bed
temperature increase. In each methane dry reforming period,
the methane STY was calculated after TOS = 30 min. The
standard error was calculated out of three independent
experiments.
Carbon formation over the studied catalysts was investigated

using methane decomposition, considering that this is the main
source of carbon formation at 1023 K. The reaction took place
in a quartz tube reactor at 1023 K for 6 min. The inlet 50%
CH4−50% Ar gas flow rate was 1 mL/s. The deposited carbon
was then oxidized by CO2, while the produced CO and
unconverted CO2 were detected in the outlet. Then the flow
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was switched to O2 in order to burn the remaining carbon, if
any.
2.5. Alternate Pulse Experiment. An isothermal pulse

experiment was performed using a quartz tube reactor at 1023
K. The reactor was filled with catalyst and inert alumina as
diluent, in a 1/60 ratio. As a first step, a pulse of CO2 was
admitted over 1 min, while the CO production was monitored
by online MS. Then, He started to flow inside the reactor in
order to remove the remaining CO2. As a final step, a CH4
pulse followed for 1 min under the same conditions, with
monitoring of the CO production. The 5% Fe/MgAl2O4
sample was also tested during an alternate pulse experiment.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Catalyst Characterization. The Brunauer−Emmett−
Teller (BET) surface area, metal content, and average diameter
of Ni crystallites are reported in Table 1 for the samples used in
this study. The supported Ni-based catalysts have lower surface
areas than the bare support. This is mainly due to pore
blockage.14 The surface area of the support and the pure Ni
supported sample were above previously reported values.4,34,56

It was observed that the BET surface area decreases as the
metal content increases, but it remains stable for the last two
samples (1.1Fe/Ni and 1.6Fe/Ni). The crystallite sizes
calculated from XRD are in line with the average particle
sizes as observed in HRTEM.
The crystalline phases of as-prepared, reduced, and

reoxidized catalysts were confirmed by ex situ powder XRD.
Figure 1A shows examples of pure support, as-prepared, and
reduced Fe-promoted samples (0.7-Fe/Ni), while Figure 1B
illustrates the full scan XRD patterns of 0.7-Fe/Ni after CO2
oxidation. MgAl2O4 (31.7, 37, 45, 55.5, 59, and 65°, Powder
Diffraction File (PDF) card number 00-021-1152) remained
stable during reduction and oxidation for all samples (full scan
XRD patterns for the other studied samples are not shown).
Fe2O3 (maghemite), NiO, and NiAl2O4 peaks (30.2, 35.6, 43.3,
57.3, and 62.9°, PDF 00-039-1346; 37.3, 43.3, and 62.9°, PDF
01-089-5881; 37.0, 45, 59.7, and 65.5°, PDF 00-010-0339),
some of which are overlapping, were observed for the as-
prepared sample. It cannot be excluded that the peaks (30.2,
35.6, 43.3, 57.3, and 62.9°) correspond to NiFe2O4 instead of
Fe2O3, as they cannot be distinguished due to overlapping.
Upon reduction, NiO and Fe2O3 diffractions disappeared, while
NiO completely integrated in the spinel structure to form
NiAl2O4 was not reduced. This is in accordance with Guo and
co-workers,34 who also observed the formation of an NiAl2O4
crystalline phase. In addition, diffractions are present at angles

lower than that of metallic Ni. The shift is attributed to
formation of a Fe-Ni alloy (44 and 51.5°), and this was also
observed in previous reports.14,42 According to the Fe-Ni phase
diagram57 at least one regular Ni-rich alloy with Ni3Fe
composition is known. Other Fe-Ni alloy structures with
compositions NiFe, Ni3Fe2, and Ni2Fe have been also
reported.56 The XRD pattern following the CO2-TPO (Figure
1B) shows that Fe-Ni alloy was decomposed to Ni (44.5°) and
Fe3O4 (30.1, 36, 43.5, 57, and 63°), while the NiAl2O4 and
MgAl2O4 substrate diffractions remained stable. For 1.1-Fe/Ni
and 1.6-Fe/Ni, the XRD patterns showed an extra peak, after
H2-TPR, originating from metallic Fe (45°) which was not
engaged in alloy formation (not shown).
The elemental distribution of 0.7-Fe/Ni is indicated in

Figure 2 using energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDX)-
STEM mapping. Both Fe (red) and Ni (green) elements were
distributed uniformly in the sample after reduction, implying
the alloy formation. In contrast, after CO2 oxidation Ni and Fe
particles were segregated as Fe was oxidized to Fe3O4 and the
Fe-Ni alloy was decomposed.

3.2. In Situ XRD Time-Resolved Measurements.
3.2.1. H2-TPR. The Fe-Ni alloy formation during the H2-TPR
process was investigated using in situ XRD measurements for
all studied samples. The results for the 0.7-Fe/Ni sample are
presented in Figure 3A. Diffraction peaks associated with Fe2O3
were not detected by in situ XRD due to the low concentration
and overlapping with MgAl2O4 peaks. During reduction, NiO
peaks disappear above 973 K. The Ni-related diffraction shifts
to an angle of 44°, lower than that for metallic Ni, which hence
corresponds to a Fe-Ni alloy peak.14,42,58,59 The kinetics of NiO
reduction and alloy formation are depicted in Figure 3B as
integral intensity variation of the diffraction peaks with
temperature. At 973 K the intensity in the angle region
43.7−44.2° increases because of the appearance of the Fe-Ni
alloy diffraction.
The intensity of characteristic peaks associated with

crystalline MgAl did not change throughout H2-TPR until the
final temperature of 1123 K, implying that MgAl was not
reduced in this temperature range. The small shift of angular
positions in comparison to full scan XRD patterns at room
temperature can be ascribed to temperature-induced lattice
expansion and different sample height.

3.2.2. CO2-TPO. To test the stability of the Fe-Ni alloy in the
presence of CO2, CO2-TPO was performed immediately after
cooldown following H2-TPR (Figure 4A). The oxidation
reaction of the Fe-Ni alloy in 0.7-Fe/Ni resulted in alloy
decomposition above 900 K into Ni and Fe3O4. The

Table 1. Catalyst and Support Properties

metal loading
(wt %)

abbreviation catalyst
Fe/Ni

(mol/mol) Ni Fe BET (m2/gcat)
metal fraction
exposeda (%)

crystallite size of active phase Ni and Fe-
Ni alloy (nm)b

MgAl MgAl2O4 100.3 ± 15.2
0-Fe/Ni 8 wt % Ni/MgAl2O4 0 7.85 81.9 ± 9.8 9.5 10.5
0.7-Fe/Ni 8 wt % Ni−5 wt % Fe/

MgAl2O4

0.7 7.50 4.95 84.7 ± 5.8 7.0 14.3

1.1-Fe/Ni 8 wt % Ni−8 wt % Fe/
MgAl2O4

1.1 7.20 7.30 47.6 ± 11.4 7.5 13.4

1.6-Fe/Ni 8 wt % Ni−11 wt % Fe/
MgAl2O4

1.6 7.20 10.90 68.4 ± 6.7 5.1 19.5

aThe fraction of exposed Ni sites was calculated as (1/dNi) × 100, where dNi is the crystallite diameter in nm. bThe crystallite sizes of Ni and Fe-Ni
alloy were calculated from full scan XRD patterns obtained after H2 reduction.
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intermediate phase of FeO was not observed. It has been
reported that the formation of FeO strongly depends on
reaction temperature and gas composition.60 Further oxidation
of Fe3O4 to Fe2O3 cannot be achieved by applying gaseous
CO2. The kinetics of the alloy decomposition are illustrated in
Figure 4B as time-dependent integral intensities of the Fe-Ni
alloy and Fe3O4 angular regions. The Ni peak intensity is not
depicted because of overlap with a MgAl2O4 peak.
A graphical illustration of the Fe-Ni alloy formation and

decomposition is depicted in Figure 5. The alloy was
decomposed during CO2 oxidation between 850 and 1123 K,
yielding two separate phases of Ni and Fe3O4 (see EDX
elemental mapping image in Figure 2). Metallic Ni remained
stable under a CO2 flow and was not oxidized to NiO. A

subsequent H2 reduction step led again to Fe-Ni alloy
formation for all of the studied samples (not shown).

3.3. Activity Tests. The effect of Fe-Ni alloying on the
catalytic properties of Fe-Ni/MgAl2O4 was examined by a set of
activity measurements under methane dry reforming reaction
conditions. Figure 6 shows the variation of STYCH4

/STYCO2

with temperature. Each temperature was maintained for 6 min
until the measured temperature inside the catalyst bed was
stable. STYCH4

/STYCO2
was above unity for almost all catalyst

samples, implying that in the first few minutes of the reaction
the CH4 consumption was higher than that of CO2. On the
basis of DRM and reverse water-gas shift (RWGS) reactions, it
was expected that STYCH4

/STYCO2
would remain below 1.

Figure 1. Full XRD scans of (A) MgAl2O4 and as-prepared and reduced 0.7-Fe/Ni (1 mL/s of 10% H2/He mixture at a total pressure of 101.3 kPa
and 1123 K). The upper right inset shows the highlighted rectangular area at higher resolution. (B) 0.7-Fe/Ni after CO2 oxidation (1 mL/s of CO2,
at a total pressure of 101.3 kPa and 1123 K).
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There are two relative rates that contribute to the STYCH4
/

STYCO2
ratio. The first depends on the methane decomposition

rate to surface carbon and H2 (eq 3) . The second depends on
surface carbon oxidation by oxygen which is derived from CO2,
at the applied operating temperature and reactant partial
pressure. Initially the rate of methane decomposition is higher
than that of surface carbon oxidation, but it decreased after 10−
15 min, due to deactivation of Ni surface sites, which are more
active for methane cracking.61,62 This was ascribed to a lower
CO2 consumption, in comparison to Fe-promoted samples, as
the methane conversion was the same for all of the studied
catalysts.

Figure 2. EDX element mapping of 0.7-Fe/Ni: (A) after H2 reduction
(1 mL/s of 5% H2/Ar mixture at a total pressure of 101.3 kPa and
1123 K); (B) after CO2 oxidation (1 mL/s of CO2 at a total pressure
of 101.3 kPa and 1123 K). Red and green colors correspond to Fe and
Ni elements, respectively.

Figure 3. In situ XRD during H2-TPR: (A) 2D XRD pattern for 0.7-
Fe/Ni (heating rate 30 K/min, maximum temperature 1123 K, flow
rate 1 mL/s, 10% H2/He); (B) integral intensity variation of (A) for
diffraction areas 35.5−36.5° (NiO) and 43.7−44.2° (Fe-Ni alloy).

Figure 4. In situ XRD during CO2-TPO: (A) 2D XRD pattern for 0.7-
Fe/Ni (heating rate 30 K/min, maximum temperature 1123 K, flow
rate 1 mL/s, 100% CO2); (B) integral intensity variation of (A) for
diffraction areas 35.4−36.4° (Fe3O4) and 43.7−44.2° (Fe-Ni alloy).

Figure 5. Schematic diagram of Fe-Ni alloy formation, during H2-
reduction, and decomposition, during CO2 oxidation.

Figure 6. STYCH4
/STYCO2

ratio as a function of temperature for

methane dry reforming (6 min at each temperature,Wcat/FCH4
= 0.40−

0.71 kgcat s mol
−1): (◇) 0-Fe/Ni; (□) 0.7-Fe/Ni; (△) 1.1-Fe/Ni; (×)

1.6-Fe/Ni.
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Figure 7 illustrates the dependence of STYCH4
/STYCO2

on

time-on-stream during isothermal dry reforming at 1023 K for
all catalysts. 0-Fe/Ni showed the highest STYCH4

/STYCO2
ratio.

The addition of Fe increases the CO2 conversion. This
means that CO2 selectively reacts with methane or that CO2 is
consumed according to the water-gas shift reaction (eq 2).
The CO and H2 STY results of a series of isothermal activity

measurements in a fixed bed reactor are depicted in Figure 8
(0-Fe/Ni and 0.7-Fe/Ni are shown). CO production was
higher for all Fe-promoted samples than for 0-Fe/Ni.

Specifically, the 0.7-Fe/Ni catalyst showed a higher CO
production and the CO/H2 ratio was close to unity (Figure
9), making it suitable for the Fischer−Tropsch process and
methanol synthesis.

It is also observed that 0.7-Fe/Ni has an optimal
composition, as it results in higher CO and H2 production
and less deactivaion, from 0.23 to 0.15 molCO s−1 molNi

−1 and
from 0.31 to 0.12 molH2

s−1 molNi
−1. The addition of Fe

promotes methane dry reforming in the molar ratio range Fe/
Ni ≤ 0.7. More Fe addition results in catalyst activity decrease.
These results are in accordance with Wang and co-workers,42

who found that the addition of Fe can have either a promoting
or a suppressing effect on catalytic steam reforming of tars.
Carbon formation on Fe-promoted and nonpromoted

samples was compared by SEM micrographs and EDX analysis
of spent catalysts. Figure 10A shows carbon filaments grown on
0-Fe/Ni63 after 4 h on-the-stream under methane dry
reforming at 1023 K. The corresponding EDX spectrum (see
Figure 10B) confirms the high concentration of carbon in this
sample. On the other hand, a negligible amount of carbon was
deposited on 1.1-Fe/Ni (Figure 10C) as can be verified by the
respective EDX spectrum (see Figure 10D).
The high amount of carbon deposited on used 0-Fe/Ni

agrees with the higher STYCH4
/STYCO2

ratio in comparison to
that for Fe-promoted samples (see Figure 7), observed during
methane dry reforming.14,42 A higher STYCH4

/STYCO2
ratio

means more CH4 was converted than CO2 and as a result more
carbon is formed (Figure 10). Fe addition increases CO2
conversion but also suppresses carbon deposition.

3.4. Regeneration Cycles. As seen in Figure 8, the activity
of the studied catalysts decreases with time-on-stream. To
evaluate the catalyst regeneration ability, three catalytic cycles
were performed that combined periods of methane dry
reforming with periods of catalyst oxidation with CO2 for
carbon removal and finally reduction for alloy formation. In
each DRM period, the methane STY was calculated after TOS
= 30 min (Figure 11). The duration of the DRM in the first
cycle was 4 h, while the duration in the second and third cycles
was reduced to 1 h. The CO2 oxidation step was always 20 min
at 1023 K, and the subsequent H2 reduction step was also 20
min at 1123 K.

Figure 7. STYCH4
/STYCO2

ratio with time-on-stream (TOS, min) for

methane dry reforming at 1023 K (Wcat/FCH4
= 0.40−0.71 kgcat s

mol−1, CH4/CO2 = 1/1, total pressure of 101.3 kPa): (◇) 0-Fe/Ni;
(□) 0.7-Fe/Ni; (△) 1.1-Fe/Ni; (×) 1.6-Fe/Ni.

Figure 8. Site time yield for H2 and CO (STY, mol s−1 molNi
−1) with

time-on-stream (TOS, min) for methane dry reforming at 1023 K
(Wcat/FCH4

= 0.40−0.71 kgcat s mol
−1, CH4/CO2 = 1/1, total pressure

of 101.3 kPa): (A) 0-Fe/Ni; (B) 0.7-Fe/Ni.

Figure 9. CO/H2 ratio with time-on-stream (min) for all studied
catalysts. (◇) 0-Fe/Ni; (□) 0.7-Fe/Ni; (△) 1.1-Fe/Ni; (×) 1.6-Fe/Ni
(error bars not shown).
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Figure 11 shows that all catalysts can be regenerated. The
pure Ni sample remains at a slightly lower level of activity even
after the second regeneration (STY in the third cycle). The Fe-
promoted samples restore higher activity after the second
regeneration than after the first. For the highest Fe loading, 1.6-

Fe/Ni, the initial activity is even completely recovered after two
regeneration cycles.55 Furthermore, a higher amount of carbon
was deposited on 0-Fe/Ni (244.6 molC molNi+Fe

−1) than on Fe-
promoted samples (5.6, 0.9, and 0.7 molC molNi+Fe

−1 for 0.7-
Fe/Ni, 1.1-Fe/Ni, and 1.6-Fe/Ni, respectively) during DRM of
the first cycle. This is in agreement with the SEM-EDX
characterization of spent catalysts (parts A−D of Figure 10),
where more carbon deposition was observed on 0-Fe/Ni than
on the Fe-promoted sample.

3.5. Effect of Alloy on Carbon Formation. The
contribution of the alloy formation to the elimination of
carbon deposition was investigated under methane decom-
position reaction conditions (see section 2.4). The carbon that
accumulated according to eq 364 was subsequently oxidized by
CO2 according to the Boudouard reaction (eq 4). In order to
examine whether the filamentous carbon that formed actually
interacted with CO2 to be burnt, the flow was switched
afterward to O2 to burn off any remaining carbon. All deposited
carbon was removed, however, during CO2 oxidation, as no CO
production was observed during subsequent O2 oxidation.
Figure 12 illustrates the produced CO by CO2 oxidation of

deposited carbon. The area under each curve corresponds to
the produced moles of CO, and this value was normalized per
mole of metal loading (Ni and Fe). The 1.1-Fe/Ni sample

Figure 10. SEM micrographs and EDX analysis of spent catalysts (temperature 1023 K, CH4/CO2 = 1/1, reaction time 4 h): (A) 0-Fe/Ni SEM
image; (B) 0-Fe/Ni EDX; (C) 1.1-Fe/Ni SEM image; (D) 1.1-Fe/Ni EDX.

Figure 11. Methane site time yield (STY, molCH4
molNi

−1 s−1) during

three catalytic cycles: first cycle DRM, TOS = 4 h; second and third
cycle DRM, TOS = 1 h. CO2 oxidation and H2 reduction: each 20 min.
The STY for each cycle was calculated after TOS = 30 min.
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accumulated more carbon, as 6.28 molCO molNi+Fe
−1 was

produced after carbon removal, while on 0.7-Fe/Ni and 0-Fe/
Ni less carbon was deposited (production of 5.02 and 2.47
molCO molNi+Fe

−1 respectively). The reference 5Fe sample
produced 2.4 molCO molNi+Fe

−1 (not shown), implying that Fe
can be an active site for the methane decomposition reaction.65

As the total metal loading increases in the mixed Fe-Ni
samples, more carbon is formed. This is in accordance with
Shah and co-workers63 and Baker,66 who also showed that
bimetallic catalysts are more active for methane decomposition
than the monometallic catalysts. This implies that the reduced
amount of carbon observed in SEM-EDX after methane dry
reforming over Fe-promoted catalysts was not due to the alloy
formation between Ni and Fe. Rather, another phenomenon is
responsible for this observation.
3.6. Time-Resolved in Situ XRD during DRM. To

understand the reason for the lower amount of carbon
deposited on Fe modified samples under dry reforming
reaction conditions, despite the higher amount deposited
during CH4 decomposition, in situ XRD experiments were
performed on all studied catalysts. Initially, all samples were
reduced during H2-TPR at 1023 K, at a heating rate of 30 K/
min and a flow rate of 1 mL/s 10% H2/He, in order to form the
active Fe-Ni alloy (period 1 in Figure 13). Then, a flow of CH4
and CO2 was introduced to the reactor (periods 2−4 in Figure
13), stepwise increasing the CO2 partial pressure and
investigating the effect on alloy decomposition. When the
CO2 partial pressure was 6 times higher than the CH4 partial
pressure, an FeO peak was observed in in situ XRD, implying
that Fe was extracted from the alloy. Likely, FeO is formed in
the presence of CO2 even at lower partial pressures but is then
not detected by in situ XRD due to its low concentration.
Samples with Fe loading higher than 0.7-Fe/Ni exhibited a FeO
peak even at higher CH4/CO2 ratios.
According to Galvita and co-workers67 carbon deposition is

not favored on iron oxides, in the presence of an oxidizing
agent, for temperatures between 1023 and 1173 K. Hence, it is
likely that most of the carbon will be formed during dry
reforming on the Ni surface. In this mechanism, methane is

decomposed over a Ni particle to form hydrogen and carbon.
In the presence of CO2 metallic Fe is segregated from the alloy
and FeOx is formed. Subsequently, oxygen from the FeOx
lattice is transferred to a nearby Ni atom, oxidizing the formed
carbon and producing CO. This is in accordance with Galvita
and co-workers,64 who performed reduction/oxidation cycles
over Ni/CeO2-Fe2O3. The initial reduction step of the as-
prepared catalyst in a gas stream of CH4+CO2 resulted in Fe-Ni
alloy formation which was stable in an inert environment. After
CO2 oxidation they observed that surface carbon was further
oxidized by iron oxide lattice oxygen, since in an inert
environment the iron oxide was further reduced to metallic Fe.

3.7. Alternate Pulse Experiment. To understand the
mechanism for CH4 and CO2 activation on Fe-Ni catalysts, an
alternate pulse experiment was performed. CO2 and CH4 were
sequentially pulsed into the reactor at 1023 K over a reduced
catalyst, while the outlet flow rate of CO production was
measured. Parts A and B of Figure 14 show that CO was
produced on the 1.1-Fe/Ni and 5Fe catalysts during the CO2
pulse. When the values were normalized per mole of Fe, 1.1-
Fe/Ni and 5Fe produced 8.4 and 6.1 molCO molFe

−1,
respectively. However, there was no CO production on the
0-Fe/Ni sample during a CO2 pulse (not shown), which is in
accordance with Figure 4A, where it was shown that Ni is not
oxidized under a CO2 flow. Subsequently, He was introduced
into the reactor to remove the remaining CO2. During the
subsequent CH4 pulse, CO was formed only over 1.1-Fe/Ni
catalyst (7.3 molCO molFe

−1), while no CO production was
observed over a pure 5Fe sample (Figure 14B), implying that
FeOx is not active for the methane decomposition reaction.
The behavior of CO2 oxidation and CH4 reduction observed in
Figure 14A is consistent with a Mars−van Krevelen (MvK)
mechanism.
During the first pulse, Fe is oxidized by CO2 to form FeOx

and CO is produced. During the reduction step (second pulse)
methane is activated and decomposed to carbon and H2 only
on the Ni surface due to the low activity of FeOx in methane
activation (Figure 14B). Lattice oxygen atoms from the surface
and bulk of FeOx are consumed by carbon deposited on nearby
Ni. The carbon balance during the CH4 pulse was calculated,
and the estimated carbon remaining on the catalyst surface was
24% of the carbon feed. This can be attributed either to the fact
that the amount of pulsed CO2 was not high enough to remove

Figure 12. CO site time yield (STY, molCO molNi+Fe
−1 s−1) upon CO2

oxidation of deposited carbon for different catalysts. The carbon was
formed after pulsing methane for 6 min at 1023 K for all prereduced
samples (1123 K, 1 mL/s 5% H2/He). Total amount of CO produced:
(1) 2.47 molCO molNi+Fe

−1;. (2) 5.02 molCO molNi+Fe
−1; (3) 6.28 molCO

molNi+Fe
−1.

Figure 13. Time-resolved in situ XRD patterns of a 0.7-Fe/Ni sample:
(1) Fe-Ni alloy formation in 10% H2-TPR to 1023 K at a heating rate
of 30 K/min; (2−4) methane dry reforming at (2) CH4/CO2 = 1/2,
(3) CH4/CO2 = 1/3, and (4) CH4/CO2 = 1/6 at 1023 K and a total
pressure of 101.3 kPa.
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all carbon or to different types or locations of carbon.68 This
carbon can be burnt only by oxygen at temperatures higher
than 1023 K.
The opposite sequence of pulses was also investigated (see

section 3.5), where the CH4 pulse was first sent, followed by
the CO2 pulse. CO production was observed for all of the
examined samples, during the CO2 pulse, due to oxidation of
the deposited carbon.
In general, a dry reforming reaction is typically accompanied

by the simultaneous occurrence of the reverse water-gas shift
reaction (CO2 + H2 ⇔ CO + H2O). To study the interaction
between the hydrogen, being the product of methane dry
reforming, and CO2, a CO2 and H2 alternate pulse experiment
was performed using the same volumetric flow rates as in the
CH4/CO2 alternate pulse experiment. It followed that the
reverse water-gas shift reaction over Fe-promoted catalysts
proceeds via a simple redox mechanism: CO2 oxidizes the Fe
surface, while H2 reduces it.
The results obtained from pulse experiments on the catalyst

can give us some insights into the major mechanistic aspects of
the dry reforming reaction. It is suggested that both methane
dry reforming and reverse water-gas shift reactions can proceed

via a MvK mechanism over 1.1-Fe/Ni. The constituent formal
reactions of methane dry reforming can be described by the
equations

→ +CH C 2H4
Ni

Ni 2 (7)

+ ⇄ +x xFe CO FeO COx2 (8)

+ ⇄ + +xFeO C CO Ni Fex Ni (9)

+ ⇄ +FeO H Fe H Ox 2 2 (10)

However, the carbon oxidation from surface oxygen
produced by CO2 dissociation over Ni cannot be excluded.69

In the Fe-Ni catalytic system, CH4 is activated by Ni sites and
dissociates to H2 and chemisorbed carbon (eq 7), whereas CO2
is dissociatively adsorbed on Fe sites, producing surface CO
and Fe oxide (eq 8). In contrast to the nonpromoted sample, 0-
Fe/Ni, the lattice oxygen from iron oxide participates in the
reaction mechanism, oxidizing the carbon deposited on the
nearby Ni atoms, thereby forming CO and carbon-free Ni sites
(eq 9).64 The FeOx lattice oxygen can also react with produced
H2, resulting in H2O formation (eq 10). Equations 8 and 10 are

Figure 14. CO production during CO2 and CH4 alternate pulse experiment over (A) 1.1-Fe/Ni and (B) 5% Fe. Conditions (1023 K, total pressure
of 101.3 kPa): period I, 1 mL/s of CO2, 1 min; period II, 1 mL/s of He, 2 min; period III, 1 mL/s of CH4, 1 min. Values of molCO molmetal

−1

produced: (1) 8.4; (2) 6.1; (3) 7.3; (4) 0.0.
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the steps for the reverse WGS reaction that arises
simultaneously with the DRM reaction.

4. CONCLUSIONS
The evolution of the crystallographic structure of bimetallic Fe-
Ni/MgAl2O4 catalysts with varying Ni/Fe ratios was inves-
tigated using time-resolved in situ XRD. During H2-TPR,
Fe2O3 and NiO were reduced above 973 K to form a Fe-Ni
alloy, which constitutes the active phase for the methane dry
reforming reaction. This alloy remained stable in a flowing gas
stream of CO2 during reoxidation, until 900 K, but was
decomposed to metallic Ni and Fe3O4 above this temperature.
The effect of Fe addition to the activity of a Ni/MgAl2O4

catalyst, under methane dry reforming reaction conditions, was
found to depend on the employed Ni/Fe ratio. Activity
measurements indicated that 0.7-Fe/Ni presented a high
selectivity toward CO and a CO/H2 ratio close to unity.
Furthermore, the implementation of regeneration cycles
showed that the catalyst activity can be restored.
Alternate CH4 and CO2 pulse experiments and in situ XRD

over Fe/MgAl2O4, Ni/MgAl2O4, and Fe-Ni/MgAl2O4 catalysts
allowed us to propose a mechanism of methane dry reforming
over the Fe-Ni catalysts. The process of dry reforming on Fe-Ni
could be described by the Mars−van Krevelen mechanism,
where CO2 oxidizes Fe to FeOx and CH4 is activated on Ni
sites to form H2 and surface carbon. The latter was reoxidized
by lattice oxygen from FeOx, producing CO. Lower amounts of
accumulated carbon were observed after DRM on Fe-promoted
samples in comparison to the pure Ni/MgAl2O4 sample.
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