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Abstract

VPO catalysts supported on SBA-15 were prepared by adopting a deposition–precipitation method based on organic phases. The unique prop-
erties of SBA-15, such as high surface area, large pore volume, and large pore size, enable good dispersion of VPO species in crystalline form.
A mixture of iso-butyl/benzyl alcohols is more suitable than a single iso-butanol phase for the loading of VPO, and crystallized (VO)2P2O7 was
the species predominantly deposited on SBA-15 with high dispersion. At 673 K, the obtained MA yields were 51, 44, and 30% over the 60, 45,
and 30 wt% VPO/SBA-15 catalysts, respectively. Techniques such as N2 adsorption–desorption measurement, XRD, TEM, XPS, Raman spec-
troscopy, and H2-TPR were adopted to explore the nature of the catalysts and to understand the characteristics of the supported VPO components.
Based on the results of characterization and evaluation, a correlation between catalyst structure and performance was established.
© 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Vanadium phosphorus oxide (VPO) catalysts composed
mainly of vanadyl pyrophosphate ((VO)2P2O7) are effective
for the oxidation of n-butane to maleic anhydride (MA) [1–3].
This is in fact the only industrialized process for the oxidation
of light alkanes. Despite the extensive work devoted to under-
standing the peculiar properties of VPOs [4–11], certain aspects
(e.g., the form of active phase [12–15] and the nature of active
sites [16–18]) are still subject to debate.

Potentially, supported VPO catalysts have advantages over
the unsupported ones, including better heat transfer character,
larger surface area to volume ratio of active component, bet-
ter mechanical strength, and controllable catalyst textures. Such
materials as SiO2, TiO2, Al2O3, and SiC have been used in
attempts to support VPO [19–28]. It turns out that using a sup-
port can result in support–oxide interaction that may hinder
the formation of (VO)2P2O7 phase or bring about changes in
phase composition [20,26,27]. It has been reported that V5+-
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containing phase, such as α1-VOPO4 or γ -VOPO4, exists in
supported VPO catalysts, especially in those prepared in aque-
ous media, and that the presence of such phases may lower
n-butane conversion and/or MA selectivity [19,23,25].

SBA-15 and MCM-41 are silica-based mesoporous materi-
als with well-ordered hexagonal porosity and high thermal sta-
bility and surface area [29–31]. Nie and coworkers [32,33] sup-
ported VPO on Al-containing MCM-41 and observed signifi-
cant improvement in MA selectivity. Compared with MCM-41,
SBA-15 has thicker pore walls and larger pores that are respon-
sible for higher thermal stability, higher capacity for loading
supported components, and lower limitation of internal mass
transfer. We postulate that better VPO dispersion and improved
catalytic performance can be achieved by adopting SBA-15 as
a support.

The method used to prepare VPO catalysts can be classified
according to the type of medium adopted for catalyst genera-
tion: aqueous or organic. It is generally recognized that VPO
catalysts prepared in an organic medium perform better than
those prepared in an aqueous medium [34]. In the case of or-
ganic medium, iso-butanol usually has been adopted as a sol-
vent [8,15,35–39], and in some cases a stronger reducing agent
(commonly benzyl alcohol) also has been added [40–42]. As
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reported in the literature, most research has focused on the
preparation chemistry of unsupported VPOs, and the chemistry
involved in the synthesis of supported VPOs merits investiga-
tion.

The present study is the first to adopt SBA-15 as a sup-
port material for VPO dispersion and to investigate the influ-
ence of preparation medium and VPO loading on the nature
of supported VPOs. The physicochemical properties of SBA-
15-supported VPO catalysts were systematically examined by
XRD, TEM, Raman, XPS, N2 adsorption–desorption, and H2-
TPR.

2. Experimental

2.1. Catalyst preparation

The SBA-15 material was synthesized according to the well-
established LCT method [31]. Both single iso-butanol and
mixed iso-butyl/benzyl alcohols were adopted as preparation
media for VPO loading. In the case of single iso-butanol,
V2O5, H3PO4 (85%), PEG 6000, and SBA-15 were added to
iso-butanol (21.2 ml of alcohol/g V2O5; atomic P/V ratio =
1.2/1). The mixture was refluxed at 378 K for 16 h, and a light
blue suspension was obtained. The solid was filtered out and
washed with iso-butanol and acetone, and the product obtained
was dried in air at 393 K for 24 h.

VPO loading in the mixed iso-butyl/benzyl alcohols was per-
formed as described previously [43]. V2O5 was first refluxed
in a mixture of iso-butyl/benzyl alcohols (volume ratio of 1:1)
at 413 K for 5 h, after which PEG 6000 and SBA-15 materials
were introduced in suitable amounts. One hour later, phosphoric
acid (85%) was added dropwise to reach a P/V atomic ratio of
1.2/1.0. After another 6 h of refluxing, the suspension was fil-
tered and the solid was washed with iso-butanol and acetone,
respectively, then further dried in air at 393 K for 24 h. The
material thus obtained was the precursor of supported vanadyl
pyrophosphate. Before characterization and performance eval-
uation, all of the samples were in situ activated according to
the following procedure. The dried precursor was heated from
room temperature (RT) to 673 K at a rate of 2 K/min in the re-
action mixture (1.5% n-butane/air) and kept at this temperature
for at least 12 h. The samples prepared using a “single alco-
hol” of iso-butanol are denoted as VPO/SBA-15(s) and VPO(s),
whereas those prepared using mixed alcohols are denoted as
VPO/SBA-15(m) and VPO(m).

2.2. Catalyst evaluation

Catalytic performance for the partial oxidation of n-butane
to MA was evaluated in a quartz fixed-bed microreactor (Φ =
8 mm) with a continuous reactant downflow. The samples were
pressed into pellets and then crushed and sieved to 25–40 mesh.
Typically, 0.5 g of sample was charged into the reactor. The
feed composition was 1.5% n-C4H10, 17.5% O2 (in volume),
and balance N2. The gas hourly space velocity (GHSV) was
ca. 1200 h−1. On-line gas chromatography was used to analyze
the outlet effluent; the carbon balance was usually >95%.
2.3. Characterization

Powder X-ray diffraction was conducted using a Rigaku
automatic diffractometer (Rigaku D-MAX) with monochrom-
atized Cu-Kα radiation (λ = 0.15406 nm) at a setting of 30 kV.
The BET surface areas and pore structures were measured by
means of a NOVA-1200 material physical structure determina-
tor. The samples were degassed at 573 K for 3 h, after which
N2 adsorption was conducted at 77 K. Raman spectra were col-
lected using a LABRAM-HR Raman spectrometer at RT with
excitation source of 513 nm and power of 1.0 mW. XPS mea-
surement was performed using a VG CLAM 4 MCD Analyzer
X-ray photoelectron spectrometer with 1253.6 eV (Mg-Kα) ra-
diation at settings of 10 kV and 15 mA. The binding energies
(BEs) were calibrated against the C1s signal (284.6 eV) of con-
taminant carbon. The surface concentrations of elements were
estimated on the basis of the corresponding peak areas be-
ing normalized using the Wagner Factor database. The TEM
images were obtained with a TEM-200CX transmission elec-
tron microscope. Temperature-programmed reduction (TPR)
was carried out in the temperature range 303–1273 K. The sam-
ple (50 mg) was reduced in 5% H2/Ar (40 ml/min) at a rate of
10 K/min.

3. Results

3.1. Characterization

3.1.1. Physical property
The N2 adsorption–desorption profiles of VPO/SBA-15 cat-

alysts are illustrated in Figs. 1 and 2, with the related data given
in Table 1. As shown in Fig. 1, all of the supported catalysts
exhibited type IV isotherms with a sudden increase in volume
of gas uptake within the relative pressure (P/P0) range of ap-
proximately 0.6–0.8, signifying typical mesoporous structures
of uniform pore size. Fig. 2 depicts the pore size distributions of
the catalysts. The pore size of SBA-15 maximized at ca. 8.3 nm,
notably higher than the value (5.0 nm) calculated based on the
BJH method (Table 1). The micropores on the walls of meso-

Fig. 1. N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms of VPO/SBA-15(m) catalysts.
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Fig. 2. Pore size distribution of VPO/SBA-15(m) catalysts.

Table 1
The characteristics of SBA-15 and VPO/SBA-15 catalysts

Sample SBET
(m2/g)

Pore
volume
(cm3/g)

Pore
diameter
(Å)

Bulk VPO(m) 30 – –
Bulk VPO(s) 8 – –
60% loading(m) 283 0.44 62.4
45% loading(m) 396 0.56 57.4
45% loading(s) 304 0.45 59.7
30% loading(m) 464 0.70 60.3
16% loading(m) 620 0.87 55.9
SBA-15 762 0.96 50.4

pores of SBA-15 might account for the lower average SBA-15
pore diameter [44,45]. As shown in Table 1, the average pore di-
ameter of samples increased with increasing VPO loading. This
finding is understandable, because during VPO loading, the mi-
cropores were readily plugged by the VPO components and
were not included in the measurement. This is also confirmed
by the profile of pore size distribution shown in Fig. 2, show-
ing that the volume of micropores decreased significantly with
increasing VPO loading. In contrast, the preparation medium
had a notable impact on the sample characteristics. The sur-
face area (8 m2/g) of VPO(s) (prepared in single alcohol)
was much lower than that (30 m2/g) of VPO(m) (prepared in
mixed alcohols). Structural differences between the supported
45%VPO/SBA-15(s) and 45%VPO/SBA-15(m) catalysts are
also obvious; the former was lower in both surface area and
in pore volume.

3.1.2. XRD
Fig. 3A shows the small-angle XRD patterns of SBA-15 and

VPO/SBA-15 samples of different VPO loadings. The SBA-15
support showed three well-resolved Bragg peaks at 2θ = 0.77◦,
1.57◦, and 1.86◦, corresponding to the diffraction of (100),
(110), and (200) planes. These peaks are characteristics of the
hexagonally ordered structure of SBA-15 [31]. With succes-
sive loading of VPO onto SBA-15, the d100 peak disappeared
gradually, whereas the d110 and d200 peaks attenuated in inten-
sity. Such observation can be ascribed to the partial blocking
Fig. 3. Small-angle (A) and wide-angle (B) XRD patterns of VPO/SBA-15
catalysts at various VPO loadings; the wide-angle XRD patterns of VPO(m)
and VPO(s) are also shown for comparison. a: (VO)2P2O7; b: γ -VOPO4;
c: α1-VOPO4; d: VOPO4·2H2O.

of SBA-15 mesopores by VPO species and the notable loss in
long-range order of hexagonally arranged porosity [46,47]. The
wide-angle XRD patterns of VPO and VPO/SBA-15 (Fig. 3B)
showed that the supported VPO species existed in the form of
crystalline (VO)2P2O7 even at VPO loading as low as 16 wt%.
Poor intensity of the diffraction peaks at low VPO loadings
could be a result of structural disorder and/or silica interfer-
ence [28].

The type of medium used in the preparation could have a sig-
nificant impact on the nature of the supported VPO component.
Compared with VPO(m), the VPO(s) sample had a vanadyl py-
rophosphate phase of lower crystallinity. The 45%VPO/SBA-
15(s) catalyst showed not only poor crystallinity, but also
the existence of V5+-containing phases (VOPO4·2H2O, α1-
VOPO4, and γ -VOPO4) in large proportion. These V5+-
containing phases were also observed in the VPO catalysts
supported on conventional SiO2 prepared in aqueous media
[19,23,25]. The difference in phase composition of supported
VPO catalysts could originate from the formation of VPO pre-
cursor. Fig. 4 shows the XRD patterns of selected precursors
prepared in single alcohol and mixed alcohols. Both VPO(s)
and 45%VPO/SBA-15(s) showed high crystallinity, as reflected
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Fig. 4. XRD patterns of selected precursors generated in different organic me-
dia.

by the narrow and intense (001) diffraction peak (2θ = 15.4◦).
However, the precursors prepared in mixed alcohols exhibited
significant structure disorder, owing to the intercalation of aro-
matic molecules into the precursor materials [1,2,5,7,41].

3.1.3. TEM
The (HR)TEM images shown in Fig. 5 are the images of the

VPO/SBA-15 samples viewed from two different directions.
Figs. 5A and 5C are images viewed from a direction parallel to
the channels, whereas Fig. 5B is image viewed from a perpen-
dicular direction. From Figs. 5A and 5C, one can see whether
any VPO components are located inside the channels as well
as at the pore mouths, whereas from Fig. 5B, one can deter-
mine whether the VPO components are located on the external
surface or inside the mesopores of SBA-15. As revealed by the
HRTEM image (Fig. 5B) of a sample of low (16%) VPO load-
ing, the VPO components existed as rod-like entities (5–8 nm
diameter, 30–60 nm long) rather than as massive VPO parti-
cles of irregular shapes. The image shows both empty and filled
channels. Looking at the HRTEM images of the pore mouths
of the 30%VPO/SBA-15 sample (Fig. 5C), one can also see
that some channels were filled with VPO components, whereas
some were not. Based on the results of TEM and HRTEM in-
vestigations, it seems reasonable to conclude that there were
VPO components inside the mesopores of SBA-15. However,
it should be mentioned that there could be VPO particles on
the external surface of the support as well even at low VPO
loading (e.g., 16%). Increased VPO loading should increase the
likelihood of having VPO entities located outside the channels.
Based on Fig. 3B, the crystallite size of VPO particles of the
activated samples was estimated as >20 nm (using Scherrer’s
formula). Bear in mind that the estimation is an overall effect of
the VPO components in different sizes, that is, those on the ex-
ternal surface (relatively larger in size) as well as those inside
the mesopores (i.e., the nanorod VPO entities). A large over-
all crystallite size does not exclude the possibility of having the
XRD signals being partly contributed by the nanorod VPO en-
tities located inside the SBA-15 channels.
Fig. 5. Representative TEM images of the activated VPO/SBA-15(m) catalysts.
(A) and (B) 16%VPO/SBA-15(m); (C) 30%VPO/SBA-15(m).

This assumption is in accordance with the results of small-
angle XRD, pore distribution, and TPR studies (see later). The
results of our previous study indicated that with the addition
of PEG additive in the preparation medium, the unsupported
VPO showed considerably higher surface area (in the range of
40–70 m2/g) and features of fine particles [9]. In the case of
VPO/SBA-15 at high VPO loadings, the particle size of the
VPO entities present on the external surface of support should
be comparable to or even smaller than that of unsupported PEG-
derived VPO. With extensive plugging of the pores at high VPO
loadings, the XRD peaks of (100), (110), and (200) diffraction
characteristic of the ordered hexagonal mesostructure dimin-
ished notably, as shown in Fig. 3A.
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Fig. 6. Raman spectra of VPO and VPO/SBA-15 catalysts. a: (VO)2P2O7;
b: γ -VOPO4; c: α1-VOPO4; d: VOPO4·2H2O.

3.1.4. Raman spectroscopy
Fig. 6 shows the Raman spectra of VPO and VPO/SBA-15

samples. For the samples prepared in mixed alcohols, the spec-
trum of unsupported VPO shows three well-resolved Raman
bands at 925, 1132, and 1185 cm−1. The major band at ca.
925 cm−1 can be attributed to ν(as) P–O–P in the P2O7

2−
unit of (VO)2P2O7, and the rather weak bands at 1132 and
1185 cm−1 are characteristic of the (VO)2P2O7 species [8,9,28,
43]. No signal related to V5+-containing species could be iden-
tified. Due to the interference of silica [28,43], Raman signals
decreased in intensity with decreasing VPO loading. The Ra-
man spectra of VPO(s) and 45%VPO/SBA-15(s) differ remark-
ably from those of VPO(m) and VPO/SBA-15(m). The broad
band within the 920–960 cm−1 region indicates the coexistence
of pyrophosphate and orthophosphate (γ -VOPO4, α1-VOPO4

and VOPO4·2H2O) phases; the bands at 994 and 1028 cm−1

further confirm the presence of V5+-containing species in large
proportion [8,9,28,43]. The results of the Raman study are in
good agreement with those of the XRD examination (Fig. 3B).

3.1.5. XPS
XPS analysis can provide information related to oxidation

state and concentration of surface elements. As shown in Ta-
ble 2, The V2p3/2 BEs of VPO(m), VPO(s), and VPO/SBA-
15(m) are around 517.2 eV, close to that (517.6 eV) reported
for well-crystallized (VO)2P2O7 [9,48] but lower than that re-
ported for vanadium pentoxide and V(IV) phosphate [48,49].
Hence the vanadium oxidation states of these catalysts are ap-
proximately 4+, and the VPO components are in the form
of (VO)2P2O7. The V2p3/2 binding energy of 45%VPO/SBA-
15(s) is 518.2 eV, ca. 1 eV higher than those of other samples;
thus the oxidation state is considered close to 5+. The O1s
binding energies of the supported VPO catalysts are apprecia-
bly higher than those of unsupported ones, due mainly to the
contribution of the support itself (see the BE of pure SBA-15
in Table 2). The P2p binding energies of surface phosphate are
very similar (ca. 133.7 eV) for all of the samples. A surface en-
richment of P element was observed over all of the samples; this
Table 2
XPS results of SBA-15 and VPO/SBA-15 catalysts

Sample V2p3/2
(eV)

P2p
(eV)

O1s
(eV)

Surface composition (at%)

V P O Si P/V Si/V

Bulk VPO(m) 517.3 133.7 531.4 10.2 15.9 73.9 – 1.6 –
Bulk VPO(s) 517.1 133.6 531.6 13.7 22.4 63.9 – 1.6 –
60% loading(m) 517.1 133.9 532.7 4.1 6.3 72.2 17.5 1.5 4.3
45% loading(m) 517.2 133.9 532.6 3.0 4.2 73.7 19.1 1.4 6.4
45% loading(s) 518.2 133.8 532.9 2.1 2.9 76.1 18.8 1.4 8.8
30% loading(m) 517.4 134.0 532.8 2.1 3.2 73.6 21.1 1.5 10.0
16% loading(m) 517.1 133.7 532.8 1.4 2.0 62.6 34.0 1.4 24.3
SBA-15 – – 532.9 – – – – – –

is a common phenomenon for both supported and unsupported
VPO catalysts [9,20,21,38,48]. A slight “excess” of surface P
is believed to stabilize the active phase and favor the formation
of MA [48,50]. An in situ XPS study of a working VPO cata-
lyst revealed that the surface P/V and O/V ratios varied with
feed composition and reaction temperature, indicating that dif-
ferent active sites were involved in the catalytic oxidation of
n-butane [17].

The ratio of surface vanadium to silicon can be considered
a function of the degree of VPO coverage [20,33]. From Ta-
ble 2, one can see that the surface V:Si ratio increased with
increasing VPO loading over the serial VPO/SBA-15(m) cata-
lysts, as a result of attenuation of the Si signals by the loaded
VPO. The surface Si:V ratio decreased drastically from 24.3
to 10.0 with increased VPO loading from 16 to 30%, indicat-
ing that the amount of VPO component existing outside of the
pores increased with increasing VPO loading, as observed in
the TEM studies (Fig. 5). The Si:V ratio of 45%VPO/SBA-
15(m) is lower than that of 45%VPO/SBA-15(s), implying that
the former showed better VPO dispersion on the external sur-
face of SBA-15.

3.1.6. H2-TPR
Fig. 7 reports the reduction behaviors of the bulk and sup-

ported VPO catalysts. For the samples prepared in mixed alco-
hols, the TPR profiles showed one main peak at temperatures
above 730 ◦C, attributable to the removal of lattice oxygen re-
lated to V4+ species in the (VO)2P2O7 phase. The dispersion
state showed a notable effect on the reduction behavior of the
supported VPO component. At 16 and 30% VPO loadings, the
reduction profiles were similar and the reduction peak maxi-
mized at ca. 731 ◦C; at 45 and 60% VPO loadings, the major
TPR peaks increased by ca. 20 ◦C. As mentioned earlier, for
the samples with VPO loadings <30%, some of the VPO com-
ponents were located inside the pores of SBA-15 and were
dispersed in small dimensions, and hence they are more read-
ily reduced. Above 30% VPO loading, VPO components were
located predominantly on the external surface of SBA-15, and
the VPO particles were larger and more “bulk-like”; hence the
reduction behavior resembled that of unsupported VPO.

Unlike the TPR profiles of VPO(m) and VPO/SBA-15(m),
those of VPO(s) and 45%VPO/SBA-15(s) showed reduction
peaks below 600 ◦C, attributable to the removal of lattice oxy-
gen related to V5+ species [9,43]. Compared with the major
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Fig. 7. Temperature-programmed reduction (TPR) profiles of VPO and VPO/
SBA-15 catalysts.

reduction peak of VPO(m) at 751 ◦C, that of VPO(s) was ca.
34 ◦C higher, indicating that the lattice oxygen was relatively
less reactive. The reduction profile of 45%VPO/SBA-15(s) dif-
fered appreciably from those of the other samples, because the
majority of supported VPO existed as vanadium orthophos-
phates, as revealed in XRD (Fig. 3) and Raman (Fig. 6) investi-
gations.

3.2. Catalytic activity

3.2.1. The effect of preparation media
Fig. 8 shows the catalytic performance observed over

VPO(m) and VPO(s) as well as over 45%VPO/SBA-15(m)
and 45%VPO/SBA-15(s). In the case of unsupported catalysts,
VPO(m) was superior to VPO(s) in terms of MA selectiv-
ity and particularly n-butane conversion. It is reasonable to
ascribe the lower activity of the latter to lower surface area
(Table 1) and less reactive lattice oxygen (Fig. 7). As for
the supported catalysts, 45%VPO/SBA-15(m) performed better
than 45%VPO/SBA-15(s) in both MA selectivity and n-butane
conversion. The results can be ascribed to the discrepancy in
structural feature between the two catalysts.
3.2.2. The effect of VPO loading
Fig. 9A shows that at identical reaction temperatures, n-bu-

tane conversion increased significantly with increasing VPO
loading. As shown in Fig. 9B, MA selectivity decreased at el-
evated temperatures owing to the consecutive oxidation of MA
to carbon oxides. At equal reaction temperatures, MA selectiv-
ity increased with increasing VPO loading, in accordance with
the findings for the silica-supported VPO catalysts [20,43]. It is
possible that at higher VPO dispersion (i.e., lower VPO load-
ing), there are more reactive oxygen adspecies that are respon-
sible for the formation of COx [51], and thus MA selectivity is
lower at low VPO loading.

Fig. 9C plots MA selectivity as a function of n-butane
conversion. One can see that MA selectivity decreased with
increasing n-butane conversion, due to the need for higher
temperatures for higher conversion. In general, the serial
VPO/SBA-15 catalysts showed fairly high n-butane conversion
while maintaining better MA selectivity and consequently giv-
ing high MA yields. The typical MA yields at 673 K were 51,
44, and 30% over the 60, 45, and 30% VPO-loaded catalysts,
respectively. The catalyst performance of the VPO/SBA-15
samples was superior to that of VPO catalysts supported on
Al-MCM-41 [32,33], TiO2 [21], and large-pore silica [32] and
comparable with those of VPO species on fumed SiO2 [28] and
on SiO2 generated by means of electrochemical deposition [20].

Fig. 10 plots the specific activities normalized to per unit
mass of loaded VPO. The catalytic activity essentially increased
with decreasing VPO loading (i.e., increasing VPO dispersion),
because more active sites were available at higher dispersion
on the basis of per unit mass of VPO component. As shown in
Fig. 11, at temperatures above 633 K, the MA formation rate on
the basis of per unit mass of VPO also increased with increasing
VPO dispersion.

4. Discussion

4.1. The effect of preparation medium

The results of characterization clearly reveal that the prepa-
ration medium exhibited a significant influence on the nature of
VPO (both supported and unsupported) and, consequently, on
Fig. 8. The catalytic performance at 653 K over VPO(m) and VPO(s) as well as 45%VPO/SBA-15(m) and 45%VPO/SBA-15(s) catalysts.
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(A)

(B)

(C)

Fig. 9. (A) n-Butane conversion and (B) MA selectivity as a function of reaction
temperature, and (C) MA selectivity as a function of butane conversion over
VPO(m) and VPO/SBA-15(m) catalysts.

the catalytic behavior. The use of different preparation media
can bring about two effects. On one hand, due to differences in
the reactivity and reducibility of alcohol(s), the reaction mecha-
nism between alcohol(s) and V2O5 can differ significantly, pro-
ducing notable changes in the morphology of VPO precursor,
the dispersion of VPO component, and the catalytic behavior
of activated VPO [1–4,41]. With mixed iso-butyl/benzyl alco-
hols adopted as the reagent-solvent, V2O5 first reacted with
Fig. 10. Specific activities of VPO(m) and VPO/SBA-15(m) catalysts as a func-
tion of reaction temperature.

Fig. 11. MA formation rate over VPO(m) and VPO/SBA-15(m) catalysts on the
basis of per unit mass of VPO species.

the aliphatic alcohol to form soluble vanadium (V) alkoxide,
and then the vanadium (V) alkoxide species were reduced by
benzyl alcohol to generate insoluble V2O4. With H3PO4 ad-
dition, the reduction was accelerated and completed with the
creation of vanadyl acid phosphate [41]. When a single alcohol
of iso-butanol was used, V2O5 reduction could hardly be ac-
complished before H3PO4 addition [41]. On the other hand, in
different preparation media, there would be a difference in the
aggregation of precursors and hence differences in the surface
morphology of precursors. When generated in iso-butanol, the
precursor usually showed a rosette-like morphology, whereas
when generated in a benzyl alcohol-containing medium, mor-
phology of platelets with stacking faults responsible for fine
particle size, high dispersion on support, and better catalytic
performance was observed [3,5].

The structure order or disorder of the final catalyst is de-
termined largely by the nature of the precursor. Because the
VOHPO4·0.5H2O precursor is a layered compound [3,6], in-
tercalation of alcohol(s) into the precursor can occur, result-
ing in structure disorder in the direction perpendicular to the
(001) plane [1,2,5,41]. The retention of benzyl alcohol in the
“dried” precursor has been reported [7,41], with the structure
disorder of the (001) plane increasing with increasing ben-
zyl alcohol content in the mixed alcohols [7]. For the case of
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supported VPO precursor derived in a single-alcohol medium,
the well-ordered (001) plane of VOHPO4·0.5H2O is likely to
be responsible for the formation of vanadium orthophosphates
(γ -VOPO4, α1-VOPO4, and VOPO4·2H2O). It is speculated
that the slow elimination of the intercalated aromatic molecules
from VPO precursor can suppress the formation of excess V5+-
containing species.

4.2. The effect of support

SBA-15 has some unique properties, including very high
surface area, large pore size, and high pore volume, that en-
able good dispersion of VPO component. MCM-41 and SBA-
15 are both silica-based mesoporous materials with different
pore sizes; the average pore diameter of the former is ca. 3 nm,
whereas that of the latter is ca. 8 nm [31]. A comparison
between VPO catalysts supported on MCM-41 and SBA-15
would provide insight into the VPO dispersion on the two sup-
ports. With Al-containing MCM-41 as the support, the (100)
XRD peak was essentially maintained even at a VPO loading
as high as 35% [33]. With SBA-15 as the support, the (100)
diffraction peak diminished noticeably at 16% VPO loading
(Fig. 3). Because the pores of SBA-15 are considerably larger
than those of MCM-41, SBA-15 can accommodate more VPO
components inside its pores, and hence the extent of loss in
long-range order of hexagonal porosity is more notable. In the
process of precursor loading, the soluble vanadium (V) alkox-
ide can be absorbed in the pores of SBA-15, and the insoluble
V2O4 intermediate would then be produced and deposited in-
side the pores. With the addition of H3PO4, the subsequently
generated VOHPO4·0.5H2O can be present inside the pores of
SBA-15. At high VPO loadings, more VPO precursor of large
particle size was generated outside the pores, that is, on the
external surface of the support. The structure of loaded VPO
was governed largely by the nature of the support material.
When VPO components were loaded on supports of conven-
tional SiO2 [20], titania [21], and mesoporous Al-containing
MCM-41 [33], they usually existed in amorphous form; how-
ever, the VPO supported on SBA-15 was found to be in crys-
talline form even at 16% loading. The large pores of SBA-15
(those >8.0 nm) favored the formation of large VPO enti-
ties. It should be pointed out that most of the mesopores in
SBA-15 are ca. 8.3 nm (Fig. 2), notably larger than the value
(∼5 nm) calculated by BJH method (Table 1). These larger
pores are spacious enough to accommodate VPO crystallites
detected by XRD. Similar observations were made over VPO
catalysts supported on both large-pore silica [32] and fumed
SiO2 [28] that have large primary pores (∼10 nm) and sec-
ondary porosity, respectively; both were favorable for the for-
mation of crystallized VPO. Moreover, the VPO entities lo-
cated inside the SBA-15 mesopores should also contribute to
the XRD signals of the (VO)2P2O7 phase. Therefore, we pro-
pose that the supported VPO on SBA-15 can exist in crystal-
lized form. On the other hand, some unique preparation pro-
cedures adopted in the present study, such as the addition of
PEG additive in the preparation medium and controllable ad-
dition of H3PO4, are also responsible for enhancing the crys-
Fig. 12. Reducibility and H2 consumption of VPO(m) and VPO/SBA-15(m)
catalysts normalized to per unit mass of loaded VPO.

tallinity of supported VPO [9] and suppressing the formation of
excess V5+-containing species [12,31]. Hutchings et al. [15]
reported that unsupported amorphous VPO catalyst prepared
through SCFD in CO2 was nearly as active as its crystalline
counterpart. However, supported VPO in the form of crystalline
(VO)2P2O7 generally performed better than that in the amor-
phous state [52].

4.3. VPO–support interaction

Based on the extent of H2 consumption in the TPR ex-
periments (calibrated by CuO reduction), the reducibility of
the supported VPOs was estimated. Note that the reducibility
of serial VPO/SBA-15 catalysts was normalized on the basis
of per unit mass of supported VPO (Fig. 12). Taking the re-
ducibility of unsupported VPO as 100%, the reducibility was
71–74% for the supported VPO component at VPO loading
of 16–60%. Because the supported VPOs are essentially crys-
talline (VO)2P2O7, the change in reducibility of VPO compo-
nent may be a result of VPO–support interaction. Due to the
interaction of VPO species with silica, a portion of oxygen
atoms at the interface are shared among the neighboring Si and
V atoms, resulting in enhanced stability of the V atoms and
decreased reducibility of VPO entities [20,33]. As illustrated
by the TPR profiles (Fig. 7), the onset reduction temperature
shifted to lower temperatures with increasing VPO loading, in-
dicating a reduction in the extent of VPO–support interaction at
higher VPO loadings.

The VPO–support interaction can have a notable impact on
reaction performance. With a reducible support such as tita-
nia, the reducibility of supported VPO was enhanced due to
strong VPO–titania interaction, and consequently there was an
increase in activity but a decrease in selectivity [21]. When
nonreducible silica was used as support, the VPO–silica interac-
tion was relatively weak, and there was enhanced MA selectiv-
ity but reduced n-butane conversion [20]. It was also observed
that the VPO–support interaction changed with surface prop-
erty of silica, consequently affecting catalyst performance [25].
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4.4. The phase composition

It is generally accepted that the structure of active phase (or
sites) and the role of V5+ species are the key issues for the
VPO-type catalysts [12–18]. Previously, crystalline (VO)2P2O7
was proposed as the active phase for MA production [53,54],
whereas that of VOPO4 was thought to be active for COx for-
mation [8]. However, it was generally observed that a VPO cat-
alyst composed of (VO)2P2O7 and a certain amount of VOPO4
could be more active and selective for butane oxidation [55].
Centi et al. suggested that the V5+ species were involved in
the redox cycle for n-butane oxidation, but excess (>5%) V5+
species would lead to deep oxidation of MA to carbon ox-
ides [13]. The results of the present study also suggest that the
performance of supported VPO catalysts is closely related to
the phase composition of the VPO component. For example,
when VOPO4 phase (γ -VOPO4, α1-VOPO4, or VOPO4·2H2O)
was present in a large quantity in the VPO/SBA-15(s) catalyst,
both activity and selectivity declined appreciably.

The presence of VOPO4 in either crystalline or amorphous
form can notably affect the structure of the VPO component
and, consequently, the reaction performance. The existence of
VOPO4 phase can change the stacking order of VPO, leading
to VPO of smaller surface area and less active sites. A previ-
ous report indicated that through a water treatment, the surface
area of a VPO catalyst could be enlarged from 9 to 31.5 m2/g
by the removal of soluble vanadium orthophosphate species [8].
The H2-TPR results of VPO(s) and 45%VPO/SBA-15(s) sug-
gest that the lattice oxygen related to V5+ species are reactive
but not as selective, accounting for the low MA selectivities
observed in Fig. 8. We propose that some supported VPO pre-
cursor can be easily transformed into VOPO4 phases under in
situ activation conditions. The V5+-containing phases, includ-
ing α1-VOPO4 and/or γ -VOPO4, are generally present in sup-
ported VPO catalysts, especially in those prepared in aqueous
media [19,23,25]. In the present study, a mixed iso-butyl/benzyl
alcohol medium was found to be more suitable for the forma-
tion of crystalline (VO)2P2O7 on the SBA-15 support; this is a
key factor in achieving good MA yield.

5. Conclusion

In this study, for the first time a series of VPO catalysts sup-
ported on SBA-15 was prepared for n-butane oxidation to MA.
When using mixed iso-butyl/benzyl alcohols as the reagent-
solvent, the supported VPO species dispersed well on SBA-15
and existed mainly as crystalline (VO)2P2O7. However, when
using single iso-butanol as the reagent-solvent, the loaded VPO
species were largely VOPO4 phase (γ -VOPO4, α1-VOPO4, and
VOPO4·2H2O), displaying significantly lower activity and MA
selectivity. Different reaction mechanisms are responsible for
the formation of VPO precursor in the different preparation me-
dia. The aggregation of precursor particles and the intercalation
of alcohol molecules into the VPO precursors are critical fac-
tors affecting the phase composition and structural arrangement
of the supported VPO component and, consequently, determin-
ing the performance of VPOs on SBA-15.
With the loading of VPO, the mesopores of SBA-15 were
largely retained, but the long-range hexagonally ordered pore
structure was considerably reduced, due to the intercalation of
VPO species. TEM findings clearly indicated that a portion of
the supported VPO components were located inside the pores
of SBA-15. At high VPO loading (�30%), the VPO compo-
nents were located predominantly on the external surface of
SBA-15. In other words, the loaded VPO entities can exist as
nanorods inside the channels and as large crystallites on the ex-
ternal surface of SBA-15. They are crystalline in nature and
are detectable by XRD even at low VPO loadings. The XPS
results confirmed that the oxidation state of surface vanadium
was essentially +4 and that phosphate enrichment occurred
on the sample surface. The Si:V ratios of different supported
VPOs also demonstrated that VPO dispersion was a function of
VPO loading. The results of H2-TPR measurement suggested a
VPO–support interaction that could lead to decreased reducibil-
ity of supported VPO.

In summary, fairly good catalytic activity was obtained when
SBA-15 was used as a support for the VPO catalysts. At a typ-
ical reaction temperature of 673 K, the MA yields were 51, 44,
and 30% over the 60, 45, and 30% VPO/SBA-15 catalysts, re-
spectively. The unique properties of mesoporous SBA-15, the
dispersion state and phase composition of VPO component, and
the inherent interaction between VPO and support determine
the overall catalyst performance.
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