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Photo-thermo semi-hydrogenation of acetylene
on Pd1/TiO2 single-atom catalyst
Yalin Guo1,2,7, Yike Huang 1,2,7, Bin Zeng2,3, Bing Han1,2, Mohcin AKRI1, Ming Shi2,3, Yue Zhao3, Qinghe Li1,

Yang Su1, Lin Li1, Qike Jiang4, Yi-Tao Cui5, Lei Li6, Rengui Li 3✉, Botao Qiao 1✉ & Tao Zhang 1

Semi-hydrogenation of acetylene in excess ethylene is a key industrial process for ethylene

purification. Supported Pd catalysts have attracted most attention due to their superior

intrinsic activity but often suffer from low selectivity. Pd single-atom catalysts (SACs) are

promising to significantly improve the selectivity, but the activity needs to be improved and

the feasible preparation of Pd SACs remains a grand challenge. Here, we report a simple

strategy to construct Pd1/TiO2 SACs by selectively encapsulating the co-existed small

amount of Pd nanoclusters/nanoparticles based on their different strong metal-support

interaction (SMSI) occurrence conditions. In addition, photo-thermo catalysis has been

applied to this process where a much-improved catalytic activity was obtained. Detailed

characterization combined with DFT calculation suggests that photo-induced electrons

transferred from TiO2 to the adjacent Pd atoms facilitate the activation of acetylene.

This work offers an opportunity to develop highly stable Pd SACs for efficient catalytic

semi-hydrogenation process.
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Ethylene, one of the basic building blocks to produce plastic
and key chemicals, is predominantly manufactured from
steam cracking of hydrocarbons thus usually concomitant

with small amount of co-produced acetylene. The co-existed acet-
ylene can severely poison the downstream catalyst for ethylene
transformation, thereby has to be diminished to an acceptable level
(often <5 ppm)1,2. Diverse methods have been developed to
eliminate the acetylene impurity among which the electrocatalysis
has been proven a green chemistry approach3,4. For example, Shi
et al. reported a room-temperature electrochemical reduction
strategy of acetylene over a layered double hydroxide (LDH)-
derived Cu catalyst, which manifested high catalytic performance
but suffers from unaddressed issues for large-scale applications,
such as the low cell energy efficiency3. On the other hand, ther-
mocatalytic semi-hydrogenation of acetylene into ethylene seems
more efficient, and has been extensively applied in industry for
decades. Among various catalysts explored, supported Pd catalysts
have attracted most attention on account of their superior intrinsic
activity. Unfortunately, the low selectivity, especially at the full
conversion of acetylene, has long been a serious concern. Several
strategies based on the “active site isolation” concept, such as
selective poisoning/covering special Pd sites (Lindlar catalysts5) or
forming Pd-M alloy/intermetallic compounds (industrially used
Ag-Pd/Al2O3 catalysts)6–11 to weaken the adsorption of ethylene
have been frequently used to improve the selectivity12–21, which
are, nevertheless, often at the cost of activity loss due to the pre-
sence of substantial inaccessible Pd sites.

Single-atom catalysts (SACs) have attracted rapid growing
interests as a new frontier in heterogeneous catalysis field22,23. In
SACs, isolated metal atoms are spatially separated and uniformly
distributed on the surface of the support, perfectly meeting the
“active-site isolation” concept while simultaneously maximizing
the metal utilization efficiency. Hence, SACs have been regarded
as an ideal candidate for semi-hydrogenation of alkyne and have
shown promising catalytic performance24–29. Unfortunately,
SACs are generally less effective for H2 activation, giving rise to a
depressed hydrogenation activity30. Moreover, to maintain the
isolated dispersion and good stability of SACs, a very low metal
loading is often used. This is particularly true for Pd-based
SACs31. All these render the semi-hydrogenation of acetylene on
Pd SACs working currently at elevated temperatures. Therefore,
to meet industrial application, it is necessary to develop stable and
efficient Pd SACs meanwhile lowering the working temperature.

Strong metal–support interaction (SMSI), a topic being
extensively studied for more than 40 years in heterogeneous
catalysis area32,33, has sparked renewed interests due to their
potential in modifying catalyst performance, and especially in
stabilizing catalysts34–40. Recently, we found that isolated Pt
atoms supported on TiO2 can manifest classical SMSI34 but at a
much higher reduction temperature. A feature of this finding
is that the co-existed nanoparticles (NPs) can be selectively
encapsulated while single atoms keep exposed through reduction
at suitable temperatures. This finding might be extended to TiO2

supported other metal catalysts thus providing a new strategy to
construct stable SACs. On the other hand, Photo-thermo catalysis
is an emerging sub-discipline that involves the integration of
thermo- and photocatalytic processes, which is distinct from the
traditional thermo-catalysis because photogenerated carriers can
directly transfer into the orbitals of adsorbed molecules to pro-
mote their desorption, dissociation, or activation thus trigger the
chemical reaction, giving rise to a totally different reaction
pathway41–44. Recent pioneering studies have demonstrated that
the coupling of thermo- and photocatalytic processes overcomes
the low activity in photocatalysis and high reaction barrier in
thermocatalysis, thus offering a promising strategy to promote
the activity and/or selectivity for various meaningful reactions,

such as hydrogenation, oxidation, CO2 reduction, Fischer-
Tropsch synthesis, water–gas shift reaction45–52. Despite of
these great progress, whether photo-thermocatalysis is possible to
boost semi-hydrogenation of acetylene still remains inconclusive.
Few studies related to photocatalysis of selective hydrogenation
for nitrobenzene53, benzaldehyde54, and alkynyl group55–59 were
reported, but the related works for photo-thermocatalytic acet-
ylene semi-hydrogenation are limited. Swearer et al. firstly
used Pd NPs and aluminum nanocrystals (AlNC) to construct
a heterometallic antenna-reactor complexes photocatalyst
for semi-hydrogenation of acetylene but with a low product
yield60. The other one is working at relatively high temperature
by converting photo into heat rather than an integration of
photo-thermo catalysis process at lower temperature28.

Herein, we report a simple yet general strategy to improve
the selectivity of TiO2 supported Pd catalysts prepared by a
variety of methods via selectively encapsulating the co-existed
small amount of Pd nanoclusters/nanoparticles (NPs) due to
their different SMSI occurrence temperatures. In addition, on
account of the superior photocatalysis of TiO2 support, a much-
improved catalytic activity was obtained by integrating photo-
thermo catalysis and a dramatically decreased working tem-
perature of as low as 70 °C was realized. Detailed studies reveal
that photo-induced electrons transferred from TiO2 to
the adjacent Pd atoms facilitate the activation of acetylene and
thus benefit the photo-thermo catalytic semi-hydrogenation
reaction.

Results
Synthesis and structural characterization of Pd/TiO2. The
Pd/TiO2 catalyst was firstly synthesized by ball milling based on
the so called “precursor-dilution” strategy61–64 to obtain better
dispersion but we will propose later that much more practical
methods such as strong electrostatic adsorption (SEA) and even
impregnation methods also work well. The obtained Pd/TiO2 was
reduced at 200 °C and 600 °C, denoted as Pd/TiO2-200H, and
Pd/TiO2-600H, respectively. For comparison, the Pd/TiO2-600H
catalyst was re-oxidized by 10 vol% O2 at 300 °C, denoted as
Pd/TiO2-600H-O300. In addition, pure rutile supported catalysts
were also prepared and tested in similar procedures.

The BET specific surface area was measured to be about
70 m2 g−1 by N2 physical adsorption–desorption process, and the
incorporation of Pd did not change the surface area much,
Supplementary Fig. 1. As shown in Supplementary Fig. 2, the
X-ray diffraction (XRD) spectrum of the synthesized TiO2

support displays typical patterns of both anatase and rutile,
suggesting a mixture structure. After loading of Pd, and even after
reduction at different temperatures and re-oxidation, there is no
obvious structure change of the TiO2 support as evidenced by the
similar diffraction patterns of various catalysts to that of TiO2

support. In addition, no any diffraction pattern associated
with Pd species is observed, suggesting either the Pd is highly
dispersed or the Pd loading is too low to be detected. The high
dispersion of Pd was further examined by aberration-corrected
scanning transmission electron microscopy (AC-STEM). High-
magnification high-angle annular dark-field (HAADF) STEM
images reveal the presence of relatively high density of Pd single
atoms on all catalysts, Fig. 1a–d. Meanwhile some other HAADF-
STEM images indicate the presence of small portion of Pd NPs,
Supplementary Fig. 3. It stressed the great difficulty in fabricating
“absolute” Pd SACs (presence of only isolated single atoms
without any clusters/NPs) even with such an effective ball-milling
method61–64. To our knowledge, so far the Pd SACs with
relatively high metal loading on non-carbon supports have been
rarely reported65–67.
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Very recently, we discovered that Pt single atoms on TiO2 can
manifest classical SMSI upon reduction but at a much higher
reduction temperature compared with Pt NPs. The most mean-
ingful feature of this discovery is that the NP active sites can be
selectively encapsulated upon reduction at certain temperatures,
therefore the catalytic performance can be finely tuned34–40. We
believe this scenario is general and may be extended to TiO2

supported Pd catalysts to distinctly refine their catalytic perfor-
mance and we will prove this in the following.

Diffuse reflectance infrared Fourier transform (DRIFT) spectra
of CO adsorption were first employed to study the SMSI state of
our Pd/TiO2 sample and the results are presented in Fig. 1e, f and
Supplementary Fig. 4. For CO saturation adsorption on Pd/TiO2-
200H, Fig. 1e, two peaks centered at 2106 and 2091 cm−1 and a
broad band existed in the range of 1840–1990 cm−1 were observed
in addition to the two gas phase CO bands. The former two are
ascribed to linear CO adsorption on Pd single atoms and Pd
NPs68, respectively, while the latter band is ascribed to the bridged
and/or three-hollowed CO adsorption on Pd NPs. The linear CO
adsorption on Pd single atoms (2106 cm−1) can be further verified
by the weaker adsorption (i.e., faster desorption upon He purge)
and no frequency shift with CO coverage, which is in contrast to a
stronger CO adsorption and a frequency shift with CO coverage
change on Pd NPs (from 2091 to 2082 cm−1), Fig. 1f and
Supplementary Fig. 4. The DRIFT characterization indicated the
co-presence of Pd single atoms and Pd NPs, in consistent with the
AC-STEM characterization results. After reduction at 600 °C, both
linear and bridged CO adsorption on Pd NPs disappeared
completely, Fig. 1e, suggesting the Pd NPs were encapsulated by
reduced TiOx layer, a typical characteristic of SMSI. On the
contrary, CO adsorption on Pd single atoms remains almost
unchanged, suggesting the occurrence of SMSI on Pd atoms is
harder than that on Pd NPs. The encapsulation of Pd NPs was
further examined by AC-STEM, Fig. 2. The encapsulation layer
can be clearly observed in bright field (BF) image, Fig. 2a, and the

TiOx nature was confirmed by electron energy loss spectroscopy
(EELS), Fig. 2b. After calcination at 300 °C, all CO adsorption on
Pd NPs appears again, suggesting the encapsulation is reversible,
another typical characteristic of SMSI. The retreated cover layer
was revealed by both BF-STEM image and EELS spectra, Fig. 2c, d.
Significantly, the still co-existence of single Pd atoms and Pd NPs
illustrates that no aggregation happened during the reversible
encapsulation process as shown in Fig. 1 and Supplementary
Fig. 3. This set of characterization unambiguously indicates that
the co-presented small amount of Pd NPs can be selectively
encapsulated by TiOx layer upon reduction at 600 °C.

The electronic properties of Pd species with different
treatments were studied by X-ray absorption near-edge structure
(XANES) spectroscopy with Pd foil and PdO as reference
samples. As shown in Fig. 1g, XANES spectra display that the
Pd K-edge absorption edge for Pd/TiO2, Pd/TiO2-200H, and Pd/
TiO2-600H all located between that of Pd foil and PdO, indicating
the existence of positively charged Pd species. Additionally, the
spectrum of Pd/TiO2-600H is closer to that of Pd foil, suggesting
a lower chemical state with deeper reduction. The positive
chemical state was contributed by Pd single atoms. Since the fact
that under SMSI state Pd NPs often existed as metallic or even
negatively charged state69, the slightly positive chemical state of
Pd suggests that the proportion of Pd NPs in the catalyst is very
low. The valence state of Pd species on Pd/TiO2-600H was further
examined by X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS), Supple-
mentary Fig. 5. It shows a mixture of Pd0 and Pdδ+, consistent
well with the XANES result and further verifying the high valence
of Pd single atoms.

Catalytic performance evaluation. Above results exhibited that
the small amount of co-existed Pd clusters/NPs on TiO2 sup-
ported Pd SACs can be selectively encapsulated meanwhile Pd
single atoms were kept exposed thanks to their different SMSI

Fig. 1 Structural characterization of Pd/TiO2 serial catalysts. a–d AC-HAADF-STEM images of a Pd/TiO2, b Pd/TiO2-200H, c Pd/TiO2-600H, and d Pd/
TiO2-600H-O300; Pd single atoms are highlighted in yellow circles. e, f DRIFT spectra of CO adsorption on Pd/TiO2-200H, Pd/TiO2-600H, and Pd/TiO2-
600H-O300 e at CO saturation adsorption and f upon He purging for 2.5 min at room temperature. g XANES spectra of different Pt/TiO2 catalysts at Pd
K-edge absorption edge.
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occurrence temperatures. This feature is highly valuable in
manipulating the catalytic performance. We testified this in semi-
hydrogenation of acetylene which is very sensitive to the isolation
nature of the active sites. As shown in Fig. 3a, Pd/TiO2-200H
exhibited a high catalytic activity and the conversion of acetylene
reached 100% at 120 °C at a high weight hourly space velocity
(WHSV= 120,000 mL h−1 gcat−1). However, the selectivity of
ethylene is as low as −300% due to the over hydrogenation of
acetylene and hydrogenation of ethylene raw materials, Fig. 3b. It
further decreased to −500% with reaction temperature increase.
Remarkably, Pd/TiO2-600H exhibits a much-improved ethylene
selectivity (from −500% to 40%) without any activity compro-
mise in a wide reaction temperature window of 100−200 °C. In
addition, in a 40 h long-term test at 120 °C, the selectivity only
slightly decreased from 65 to 50% in the initial 30 h and kept
almost unchanged thereafter, suggesting a good catalyst dur-
ability, Fig. 3c. HAADF-STEM images of the used catalyst did not
reveal detectable sintering of Pd single atoms/NPs, Supplemen-
tary Fig. 6, in consistent well with the good catalyst durability.

Above results demonstrated the application of Pd/TiO2

catalysts in selective hydrogenation reaction by controlling the
SMSI. Since the catalyst was prepared by a high-energy ball-
milling process and the phthalocyanine precursors are costly, the
process is less feasible for practical application. To verify
the universality of this strategy, we prepared 0.15 wt% Pd/TiO2

catalysts by SEA70 (Pd/TiO2-SEA) and incipient wet-
impregnation (Pd/TiO2-IWI) methods, which are more simple
and practically applicable. Same scenario was observed on both
catalysts that the selectivity after reduction at a high temperature
(650 °C) was much improved compared with those reduced at
200 °C, with only a little activity decrease on both catalysts

(Supplementary Figs. 7, 8). The stability is also very good; for
example, Pd/TiO2-SEA catalyst tested at 120 °C and 150 °C
displays negligible selectivity change after 30 h, Supplementary
Fig. 8. Additionally, a similar scenario happened on rutile
supported Pd catalysts, which show that the ethylene selectivity
after reduction at a higher temperature 700 °C is much improved
compared with that reduced at 200 °C, Supplementary Fig. 9. A
slightly higher reduction temperature of 700 °C was adopted
because rutile is slightly harder to form SMSI34,71. This result
suggests that the crystal phase of the support has limited influence
on the catalytic performance of SACs, in contrast to that on Pd
nanocatalysts72,73.

Photo-thermo catalysis of semi-hydrogenation of acetylene.
Above results show that we have developed a general strategy to
manipulate the catalytic performance, i.e., significantly improving
the selectivity of acetylene semi-hydrogenation. However, the
dissociation of H2 usually goes to a heterolytic pathway on SACs,
overcoming a higher barrier than that on the NPs with homolytic
dissociation29. Lacking cooperation from neighboring metal
atoms and losing metallic property, may decrease the ability of
single metal atoms to dissociate H2, leading to a lower intrinsic
activity for SACs. Recently, photo-thermo catalysis, i.e., inte-
grating photo- and thermo-catalysis to boost catalytic perfor-
mance at more mild reaction condition, has attracted growing
attention45. However, little attention has been paid on the photo-
thermo catalysis of acetylene semi-hydrogenation so far28,60. Here
we verified that photo-thermo catalysis could be a promising way
for semi-hydrogenation of acetylene. A continuous flow fixed-bed
reactor, as illustrated in Supplementary Fig. 10, was used for the

Fig. 2 Structural characterization of Pd/TiO2 serial catalysts. a BF-STEM and HAADF-STEM images of Pd/TiO2-600H. b EELS spectra of Pd/TiO2-600H.
c BF-STEM and HAADF-STEM images of Pd/TiO2-600H-O300. d EELS spectra of Pd/TiO2-600H-O300.
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photo-thermo catalytic semi-hydrogenation of acetylene. It turns
out that the introduction of light irradiation can indeed boost the
conversion of acetylene in semi-hydrogenation reaction remark-
ably (from 20 to 80%) with a decreased ethylene selectivity, Fig. 4
and Supplementary Fig. 11, indicating that the photogenerated
charges may involve in the reaction process. The decreased
selectivity upon irradiation might stem from the increased acet-
ylene conversion as the ethylene selectivity is usually acetylene-
conversion-dependent1. After an initial evaluation stage (first
cycle), the activity increased significantly from 30 to 80% upon
irradiation with an increased WHSV of 180,000 mL h−1 gcat−1,
then the conversion and selectivity maintain stable (see second
cycle) which can be verified by tests with more cycles, Supple-
mentary Fig. 12. The almost unchanged ethylene selectivity after
second cycle further confirms the above conjecture that ethylene
selectivity decrease is mainly related to the acetylene conversion,
although influences from irradiation induced other changes, such
as chemical and/or SMSI74 state of Pd species, cannot be com-
pletely excluded.

To identify whether the improvement was induced by the
thermal effect or not, we carefully measured the temperature under
the light irradiation. As shown in Supplementary Fig. 10, the
potential heat effect was minimized by using a water bath equipped
with circulating water. It is suggested that the light can still

increase the reactor temperature by 10 °C below 100 °C. As a result,
a 10 °C-correction was used when performing photo-thermo
catalysis. It should be emphasized that upon light irradiation a
very sharp response rather than a gradual increased process was
observed, Fig. 4, demonstrating this is a photo-thermo catalysis
process by integration of photo- and thermo-catalysis45. To further
investigate the effect of light irradiation on semi-hydrogenation of
acetylene, the wavelength-dependence experiment was conducted
under different wavelength ranges (full spectrum, λ > 420 nm and
λ > 480 nm). As shown in Fig. 4b, when the catalyst was irradiated
only by visible light (λ > 420 nm), the increasement of acetylene
conversion was significantly reduced compared with the full-
spectrum case in Fig. 4a, which indicates that the photoexcitation
of TiO2 is critical in semi-hydrogenation of acetylene. Noted that a
slight improvement is still present when the visible light irradiated,
owing to the weak light absorption at the band edges of TiO2.
Further, a 480 nm cutoff filter was introduced for comparison,
which can remove the possibility of the photoexcitation of TiO2. As
expected, no improvement can be seen under light condition
(λ > 480 nm) compared with the dark case, Fig. 4c. Above results
imply that the improvement in semi-hydrogenation of acetylene is
significantly attributed to the photoexcitation of TiO2, manifesting
that the photogenerated charges involve and contribute to the
semi-hydrogenation reaction. A control experiment using Al2O3 as

Fig. 3 Catalytic performance of Pd/TiO2 serial catalysts. Acetylene conversion a and ethylene selectivity b as a function of temperature for acetylene
semi-hydrogenation over Pd/TiO2-200H and Pd/TiO2-600H. c Durability test on Pd/TiO2-600H at 120 °C for 40 h. Reaction conditions: 1 vol% C2H2,
10 vol% H2, 20 vol% C2H4 balanced with He; WHSV= 120,000 mL h−1 gcat−1.
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a catalyst support to replace of TiO2, which suggests no
enhancements in conversion and selectivity were observed, Fig. 4d
and Supplementary Fig. 11d, further verifying the superiority of
photo-thermo catalysis on the Pd/TiO2 catalyst. Additionally,
an intensity-dependent experiment upon a full-spectrum light

irradiation was conducted at WHSV= 360,000 mL h−1 gcat−1,
Supplementary Fig. 13. The acetylene activity is boosted with the
increased power density from 133 to 270mW cm−2 accompanied
by an opposite trend in ethylene selectivity. Moreover, kinetic
measurement suggests that the apparent activation energy in

Fig. 4 Catalytic performance of photo-thermo catalysis over Pd/TiO2-600H, Pd/Al2O3 and XPS characterization. a–c Acetylene conversion over the
catalyst of 0.15 wt% Pd/TiO2-600H at 70 °C in the dark and 60 °C upon a full-spectrum light irradiation, power density: 167 mWcm−2, b visible light
(λ > 420 nm), power density: 141 mW cm−2 and c λ > 480 nm, power density: 127mW cm−2. Reaction conditions: 1 vol% C2H2, 10 vol% H2, 20 vol% C2H4

balanced with He; WHSV= 180,000mL h−1 gcat−1. d Acetylene conversion over the catalyst of 0.036 wt% Pd/Al2O3 at 70 °C in the dark and 60 °C upon
full-spectrum light irradiation with the similar reaction conditions. e Arrhenius plots for acetylene hydrogenation over the Pd/TiO2-600H upon light
irradiation or in the dark under the gas mixture of 1 vol% C2H2, 20 vol%H2, 20 vol% C2H4 balanced with He. f Pd 3d XPS spectra of Pd/TiO2-200H after
light irradiation by Xe lamp as well as the catalyst in dark.
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photo-thermo catalysis is lower than that in thermal catalysis (22.9
vs. 33.3 kJmol−1), Fig. 4e, implying that a different reaction
pathway under light irradiation compared with the traditional
thermal catalysis. Significantly, comparing with the previously
reported catalysts, the Pd/TiO2-600H is among the best and
outperforms most Pd-based catalysts for semi-hydrogenation of
acetylene including both NPs and SACs, Supplementary Table 1.

Further study was performed to reveal the underlying reason of
the improved performance by photo-thermo catalysis process.
In general, metals supported on semiconductor can serve to

suppress electron–hole recombination and accept the photo-
generated electrons via Schottky-junction. XPS measurement
reveals clearly that after light irradiation the binding energy (B.E.)
of Pd 3d5/2 shifted from 335.1 eV of Pd0 (metallic state) to
334.7 eV, Fig. 4f, indicating that photogenerated electrons in the
conduction band of TiO2 transferred to the adjacent Pd species to
increase their electron density. It was proposed that electron-rich
Pd is more effective for unsaturated hydrocarbons activation75,76

and/or hydrogen activation29. To verify the possible facilitated
hydrogen activation process, H2-D2 isotope exchange reaction
was firstly performed on Pd/TiO2-600H to evaluate H2 dissocia-
tion ability upon light irradiation or not, Supplementary Fig. 14.
The formation of HD could be observed immediately after D2

pulse and its formation rate was almost the same under both
cases. This excludes the improvement of H2 dissociation by
photo-thermo catalysis, implying that the main reason should be
the improvement of acetylene activation.

Simulation and calculation. To verify our hypothesis that pho-
togenerated carriers generated via excitation light facilitate the
activation of acetylene, first-principle simulations were performed
on a Pd1/TiO2 model catalyst. Note that in real catalyst, structures
of reactive sites are not uniformed, and in our case, the support is
a mixture of anatase and rutile. Detailed comparison between
structures obtained from simulation and experiments are shown
in the following Supplementary Table 2. Therefore, three kinds of
widely reported structures were used to simulate the model cat-
alyst (two for anatase, one for rutile, denoted as Pd/TiO2-a101-1,
Pd/TiO2-a101-2 and Pd/TiO2-r110, respectively, Supplementary
Fig. 15)77–79. For each model, three kinds of adsorbed structures
were considered, i.e., adsorbed H2 (H2*), adsorbed C2H2 (C2H2*),
and C2H2*-dissociated hydrogen (C2H2*-2H*), based on the
classical addition-elimination mechanism44, Supplementary
Fig. 16. Projected density of states (PDOS) analysis was per-
formed on wavefunctions of adsorbed structure as shown in
Fig. 5. Compared with the other two kinds of structures, in H2-
adsorbed structures, unoccupied states projected onto H element
distribute at higher energy than those projected onto C element.
This may imply it is harder to activate H–H bond than C–C
bond, which is in agreement with the experiment results.
According to PDOS, it is also shown that there are half-occupied
states belong to C2H2 molecule in all C2H2-adsorbed structures
but not in C2H2-2H-adsorbed structures. The half-occupied states
mainly localized on C2H2 imply strong electron-donation effect
of Pd single atom. In these cases, C–C bond is spontaneously
activated. More DOS of adsorbed structures, especially about
ethylene are provided in Supplementary Figs. 17–26.

To further study the effect of photo-induced activation of
chemical bonds, in principle, classical excitation methods such as
Time Dependent Density Field Perturbation Theory (TDDFPT),
Complete Active Space Self Consistent Field (CASSCF) or multi-
configurational method should be used. However, for periodic
system which contains hundreds of atoms (in our cases more
than 150 atoms at most), it is less possible to calculate excitation
states directly in a wide or even normal excitation energy range
like isolated molecular system because numbers of states need to
be calculated which increase exponentially respect to upper
boundary of excitation energy chosen to consider, Supplementary
Fig. 27. Fortunately, in our case, it is demonstrated that there
must be electrons excited in charge-transfer type ways from
orbitals localized to support or its relative part, to orbitals
localized to absorbate, H2 and/or C2H2. To simulate charge-
transfer type excitation and obtain approximated wavefunctions
of excited states, calculations based on Constraint Density
Functional Theory (CDFT) were performed.

Fig. 5 Projected density of states (PDOS) of ground states of nine
adsorbed structures on catalysts. a Pd/TiO2-a101-1. b Pd/TiO2-a101-2.
c Pd/TiO2-r110. Density of states that projected onto different kinds of
atoms are drawn with different color: C: pink, H: red, Pd: blue, Total DOS:
black. Fermi level has been shifted to 0 eV and marked by orange
dashed line.
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CDFT is the method that extends energy functional by adding
more variational terms (constraints), then optimizes extended
energy functional as an outer loop of regular self-consistent-field
calculation. Works on excitation properties with help of CDFT
have been widely reported and discussed in depth80,81. Those
constraints are always constructed manually with reasonable
consideration. In our case, the number of electrons transferred
was considered and tuned in two ways (from TiO2 to Pd-
adsorbate composite (Method 1) or from catalyst (Pd/TiO2) to
adsorbate (Method 2), see Computational details). The more
electrons transfer to anti-bonding orbitals of adsorbate to activate
chemical bonds (H–H or C–C), the higher excitation energy (the
shorter wavelength of light used to excite electron) will be needed,
Supplementary Fig. 28. Therefore, possibility of charge-transfer
type excitation caused activation of chemical bonds can be
estimated by judging if corresponding wavelength can locate in
the catalyst absorption wavelength range. Wavefunctions of
charge-transferred states were optimized with PBE0-TC-LRC
hybrid functional, based on that of ground state also with ground
state optimized geometry, then energy differences between those
of two kinds of states were calculated and treated as approxima-
tions of vertical excitation energies. Mayer bond orders (B.O.)
were calculated as scalar descriptors to estimate impacts of charge
transfer on chemical bonds activation listed in Table 182.

As shown in Supplementary Fig. 28, when increasing number
of electrons transferred, at first, electrons will fill orbitals with
lower energy which contain components of bonding orbitals of
adsorbate (significant in PDOS of C2H2-adsorbed structures
shown in Fig. 5), so there will be small increase in bond order.

Then electrons start to fill orbitals with higher energy which
contains anti-bonding orbitals of adsorbate, so bond order shows
rapid decrease. However, in real excitation process, there is no
need or it is not compulsory to fill energy-lower orbitals first, so
energy required for excitations which have activation effect on
chemical bonds will only be smaller but not larger, i.e.,
wavelength will only be longer but not shorter. In our CDFT
simulated system, it turned out that C–C activation indeed exists
in Pd/TiO2-a101-1-C2H2*-2H*, Pd/TiO2-a101-2-C2H2*-2H*,
Pd/TiO2-r110-C2H2* and Pd/TiO2-r110-C2H2*-2H* models at
least, H–H activation does not exist in all our models which
shows consistency with ground state PDOS, and in good
agreement with our experiments again. There are some excitation
modes left uncertain in Table 1, but it is already enough to
summarize that light irradiation can improve the reactivity of
acetylene semi-hydrogenation by facilitating acetylene activation.
A possible mechanism as well as the reaction process is proposed
in Supplementary Fig. 30, described as following: (1) Irradiation
leads to band-gap excitation of TiO2 support, generating
electron–hole pairs, (2) H2 dissociation goes to a heterolytic
pathway on isolated Pd sites and TiO2 (at the Pd–O interface), (3)
C2H2 molecules adsorb on isolated Pd sites and then photo-
generated electrons transfer to isolated Pd sites, facilitating the
activation of adsorbed C2H2, and (4) H species react with the
activated C2H2 on Pd single atoms to form Pd-C2H4 species,
followed by C2H4 desorption. According to this mechanism, there
should not be net charge accumulation. However, this seems in
contrast to the XPS characterization where net charge accumula-
tion occurs upon irradiation. It is conjectured that without the

Table 1 Bond orders of states and energy differences between charge-transfer states and their corresponding ground states in
wavelength units.

Structure Method B.O. λ/nm Activation or not

Pd/TiO2-a101-1-C2H2* DFT (ground state) 2.24 – –
CDFT Method 1 2.18a 348.61a Yesa

CDFT Method 2 2.25 487.22
Pd/TiO2-a101-1-C2H2*-2H* DFT (ground state) 2.22 – –

CDFT Method 1 2.25 884.29
CDFT Method 2 2.16a 500.58a Yesa

Pd/TiO2-a101-1-H2* DFT (ground state) 0.65 – –
CDFT Method 1 0.63c 321.88c Negligiblec

CDFT Method 2 0.70/0.74b 886.71/286.78b Nob

Pd/TiO2-a101-2-C2H2* DFT (ground state) 2.22 – –
CDFT Method 1 2.24 414.84
CDFT Method 2 2.25 546.59

Pd/TiO2-a101-2-C2H2*-2H* DFT (ground state) 2.29 – –
CDFT Method 1 2.31 1420.39
CDFT Method 2 2.24a 541.86a Yesa

Pd/TiO2-a101-2-H2* DFT (ground state) 0.68 – –
CDFT Method 1 0.67c 315.75c Negligiblec

CDFT Method 2 0.74/0.76b 594.23/285.80b Nob

Pd/TiO2-r110-C2H2* DFT (ground state) 2.22 – –
CDFT Method 1 2.21a 479.17a Yesa

CDFT Method 2 2.26 563.57
Pd/TiO2-r110-C2H2*-2H* DFT (ground state) 2.29 – –

CDFT Method 1 2.32/2.25a 3272.00/661.10a Yesa

CDFT Method 2 2.35/2.15a 863.89/337.65a Yesa

Pd/TiO2-r110-H2* DFT (ground state) 0.60 – –
CDFT Method 1 0.61 381.44
CDFT Method 2 0.66/0.69b 699.54/241.22b Nob

Excitation wavelengths of 18 possible modes on 9 structures are obtained by performing further CDFT by increasing number of electrons transferred, for more details, see the Supplementary Methods,
Supplementary Fig. 29 and Supplementary Figs. 32–34. TiO2-a101: anatase (101), TiO2-r110: rutile (110). For more detailed structural information, see the Supplementary Figs. 15, 16. Although there are
modes showing activation of unsaturated C–C chemical bond with wavelength larger than 480 nm, which may have negligible contribution to the activity improvement upon irradiation light in our case.
aModes showing decrease in B.O. and their wavelengths are larger than 320 nm are marked as “yes”.
bModes showing increase in B.O. and wavelengths shorter than 320 nm are marked as “no”.
cModes showing small decrease in B.O. but wavelengths close to 320 nm are marked as “negligible”.
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presence of reactants, a certain degree of net charge accumulation
occurs because Pd atoms can accept some electrons from TiO2,
resulting in a difficulty in electron–hole recombination. However,
under reaction condition electrons can be consumed by reactants,
inhibiting the continuous net charge accumulation. This can be
verified by the stability of a 0.1 wt% Pd/TiO2-NP-200H catalyst
(to avoid any plausible effect of light on the SMSI state). It can be
seen that after an evaluation in the initial few hours in dark
condition, the catalytic performance is quite stable upon light
irradiation, excluding the continuous net charge accumulation
(which may arouse activity change), Supplementary Fig. 31.

Discussion
In summary, we employed a simple yet general method to dra-
matically improve the selectivity of Pd/TiO2 catalysts in semi-
hydrogenation of acetylene via selectively encapsulating the co-
existed small amount of Pd clusters/NPs to construct Pd1/TiO2

SACs according to their different SMSI occurrence conditions.
Moreover, the photo-thermo catalysis was applied to this process
and a much-improved catalytic activity was obtained: Upon
photo-thermo catalysis condition the semi-hydrogenation of
acetylene can be realized at temperature as low as 70 °C. Detailed
studies combined with DFT calculation revealed that photo-
induced electrons transferred from TiO2 to the adjacent Pd spe-
cies facilitate the activation of acetylene thus benefiting the
reaction process. This work offers a promising strategy to
manipulate the catalytic performance of acetylene semi-hydro-
genation, and may also open up a window for photo-thermo
catalytic selective hydrogenation reaction.

Methods
Materials and chemicals. Palladium phthalocyanine (PdPc, 98%) was purchased
from 3A Materials, Titanyl phthalocyanine (TiOPc, purified by sublimation) was
purchased from Tokyo Chemical Industry (TCI), and ethanol (99.7%) was pur-
chased from Sinopharm Chemical Reagent Co. Ltd. Ammonia (25 wt %) and
Polyvinyl alcohol (PVA, Mw= 10,000, 80% hydrolyzed) were purchased from
Aladdin. Titanium (IV) oxide (mixture phases (99.7%) and rutile (AR)) and
sodium borohydride (NaBH4, 98%) were purchased from Alfa Aesar. Tetra-
amminepalladium (II) nitrate solution (Pd(NO3)2 · 4NH3, 10 wt% in H2O) and
Sodium tetrachloropalladate (II) (Na2PdCl4, Pd 30%) were purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich. All reagents were used without further purification. Deionized water was
obtained from a Millipore Autopure system.

Catalyst preparation
Ball milling. All in situ milling experiments were performed in Planetary Ball Mill
of RETSCH PM100 with a ZrO2 capsule (V= 50 ml) and ZrO2 milling balls
(15 × 5 mm and 15 × 3 mm), and the milling speed was 400 rpm during the whole
process. For the preparation of support TiO2, TiOPc (4 g) was filled in the chamber
firstly by a brief ball-milling process for 20 min, then 10 mL ethanol was added for
another 12 h grinding. The mixture was subsequently filtered and dried at 60 °C
overnight, and the obtained material was calcined at 600 °C for 2 h in air
atmosphere.

For the preparation of Pd/TiO2, phthalocyanine (Pc) precursors containing
metal centers for Pd and Ti, i.e., PdPc (5 mg) and TiOPc (4 g) were mixed with a
low weight ratio of 1: 800 (i.e., “precursor-dilution” strategy) firstly by a brief ball-
milling process for 20 min, then 10 mL ethanol was added to the chamber for
another 12 h grinding. The mixture was filtered and dried at 60 °C overnight. After
this process, PdPc was dispersed in the bulk TiOPc. After calcination at 600 °C for
2 h in air, the two precursor salts were converted to PdOx and TiO2, respectively,
and Pd species was anchored on the support TiO2 in the form of single atoms
together with small amount of Pd NPs. The synthesized catalyst was denoted as Pd/
TiO2. It was followed by reducing under 10 vol% H2/He gas at 200 °C, 600 °C for
0.5 h, denoted as Pd/TiO2-200H and Pd/TiO2-600H, respectively. The Pd/TiO2-
600H catalyst was re-oxidized under 10 vol% O2/He at 300 °C for 0.5 h, denoted as
Pd/TiO2-600H-O300.

Incipient wet impregnation. 0.15 wt% Pd/TiO2 catalyst was synthesized by incipient
wet impregnation of 1 g TiO2 (mixture phases or rutile) with 1.5 mL 1mgmL−1

solution of sodium tetrachloropalladate (II) and 3.5 mL H2O. Prior to impregna-
tion, the support was pre-reduced at 250 °C for 1 h (20 vol% H2/Ar, 50 mLmin−1).
After impregnation, the sample was dried at 60 °C and then calcined in a muffle
furnace at 450 °C for 4 h (denoted as Pd/TiO2-IWI). Pd loading of Pd/TiO2-IWI
determined by ICP was 0.146 wt%. It was followed by reducing under 10 vol% H2/

He gas at 200 °C and 650 °C for 0.5 h, denoted as Pd/TiO2-IWI-200H and Pd/
TiO2-IWI-650H, respectively.

Strong electrostatic adsorption (SEA). As previously described70, 25 mL of deionized
water was mixed with 75 mL of NH4OH to dissolve 1 g TiO2 support. Separately,
40 μL of Pd(NO3)2 · 4NH3 was added to 25 mL of NH4OH to stir and disperse. The
25 mL Pd(NO3)2 · 4NH3 solution was injected dropwise into the support solution
over 2 h by a constant flow pump stirring constantly. After precursor addition, the
stirring solution was heated to 70 °C until completely dried. The dried catalyst was
calcined in a muffle furnace at 450 °C in air for 4 h (denoted as Pd/TiO2-SEA). Pd
loading of Pd/TiO2-SEA determined was 0.149 wt%. It was followed by reducing
under 10 vol% H2/He gas at 200 °C and 650 °C for 0.5 h, denoted as Pd/TiO2-SEA-
200H and Pd/TiO2-SEA-650H, respectively.

Sol–gel method. 0.1 wt% Pd/TiO2 NP catalyst was synthesized by sol–gel method.
Typically, 0.835 mL of PVA solution (2 mgmL−1) and 1 mL of Na2PdCl4 solution
(2 mgmL−1) were added to 10 mL aqueous solution at room temperature under
vigorous stirring. After 30 min, 1.4 mL of 2 mgmL−1 NaBH4 solution was rapidly
injected into the solution which turn to dark immediately, indicating the formation
of Pd colloid. 2 g of support TiO2 dispersed in 50 mL aqueous solution was then
added and the mixture was continuously stirred for 12 h. The solid was collected
by filtration, washed with deionized water, dried at 60 °C overnight, and then
calcined at 400 °C for 5 h under air. The obtained sample was then reduced in
H2/He (10 vol% H2/He, 30 ml · min−1) at 200 °C for 0.5 h prior to the hydro-
genation reaction, denoted as Pd/TiO2 NP-200H.

Characterizations
BET. Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) surface area of TiO2 as well as the supported
catalsyts was measured by N2 adsorption at 77 K using a Micromeritics ASAP 2010
apparatus. The samples were degassed at 100 °C for 1 h and 300 °C for 4 h before
nitrogen adsorption.

UV–Vis spectra. UV–Vis spectra were collected by a UV/Vis/NIR spectro-
photometer (Perkin-Elmer, Lambda 950) with Peltier-controlled PbS detector. The
data interval is 0.2 nm and UV/Vis bandwidth is 2 nm.

ICP-AES/OES. The actual Pd loadings of all catalysts were determined by induc-
tively coupled plasma atomic emission spectroscopy (ICP-AES) on an IRIS
Intrepid II XSP instrument (Thermo Electron Corporation) or inductively coupled
plasma Optical Emission Spectrometer (ICP-OES) on ICPS-8100 instrument
(Shimadzu Co., Ltd.).

XRD. Powder XRD was performed at a PANalytical X’Pert PRO X-ray dif-
fractometer using Cu-Kα radiation (λ= 0.15432 nm), operating at 40 kV
and 40 mA.

HAADF-STEM, AC-HAADF-STEM, and EELS. The high-angle annular dark-field
scanning transmission electron microscopy (HAADF-STEM) images were obtained
on JEOL JEM-2100F operated at 200 kV. The aberration-corrected high-angle
annular dark-field scanning transmission electron microscopy (AC-HAADF-STEM)
images and the electron energy loss spectroscopy (EELS) were obtained on JEOL
JEM-ARM200F operated at 200 kV equipped with a Gatan Quantum 965 image filter
system. The chemical compositions of the covering layer of Pd NPs were char-
acterized by directly putting electron beam at the Pd NPs in a STEM mode. Before
measurements, the samples were ultrasonically dispersed in ethanol, and then a drop
of the solution was put onto the carbon film supported by a copper grid.

DRIFTS. In situ diffuse reflectance infrared Fourier transform spectra (DRIFTS)
were acquired with a VERTEX 70 V infrared spectrometer equipped with a mer-
cury cadmium telluride (MCT) detector and operated at a resolution of 4 cm–1

using 32 scans. Before CO adsorption, all catalysts except Pd/TiO2-fresh were
reduced at corresponding temperatures with 10 vol% H2/He and purged with pure
He for 30 min at the same temperature before being cooled. After cooled to room
temperature, the background spectrum was recorded and then 2 vol% CO/He was
introduced into the reaction cell, and the spectra were collected until the state
steady. Subsequently, pure He was introduced again to desorb the gas phase CO,
and the spectra were also recorded.

XANES. The X-ray absorption spectroscopy study was performed at the BL08B2*
of SPring-8 (8 GeV, 100 mA), Japan, in which, the X-ray beam was mono-
chromatized with water-cooled Si (111) double-crystal monochromator and
focused with two Rh coated focusing mirrors with the beam size of 2.0 mm in the
horizontal direction and 0.5 mm in the vertical direction around sample position,
to obtain X-ray adsorption fine structure (XAFS) spectra both in near and extended
edge.1 Pd foil and PdO samples were used as references. The catalysts and standard
samples were measured with fluorescence and transmission mode, respectively.
The spectra were analyzed and fitted using an analysis program Demeter.2 Before
measurement, the Pd/TiO2 sample was reduced under 10 vol% H2/He at 200 and
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600 °C for 0.5 h, followed by purging with pure He until cooled to room
temperature.

XPS. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy characterization was conducted on an
X-ray photoelectron spectrometer (USA, ThermoFischer, ESCALAB 250Xi)
equipped with Al Kα excitation source (1486.8 eV) with C as the internal standard
(C 1s= 284.8 eV). Before measurement, the Pd/TiO2 sample was reduced under
10 vol% H2/He at 200 °C for 0.5 h, followed by purging with pure He until cooled
to room temperature.

MS. The H2-D2 isotope exchange experiments were performed in the reactor
combined with an online mass spectrometer (OmniStarTM, Pfeiffer Vacuum).
5 mg catalyst of Pd/TiO2 diluted with 400 mg quartz sand was placed in the quartz
reaction chamber, reduced at 600 °C under 10 vol% H2 flow for 0.5 h, and purged
with He to room temperature. Then H2-D2 exchange experiments were conducted
with light off at 65 °C and light on at 65 °C (including light induced heating effect)
by Xe lamp, respectively. Typically, the H2/He mixture (1: 1) was flowed until
stable and then D2 pulse was sent into the reactor (H2: He: D2= 1: 1: 0.5), and
repeated this intake process 4 times.

Catalytic performance and stability evaluation. Acetylene semi-hydrogenation
in excess ethylene over different Pd/TiO2 catalysts was evaluated in a quartz fixed-
bed flow reactor (d= 10 mm) with 15 mg catalysts diluted by 200 mg quartz sand.
The as-prepared catalysts were reduced in H2 (10 vol% H2/He, 30 ml min−1) at
200 °C and 600 °C for 0.5 h prior to the hydrogenation reaction. After being cooled
to room temperature, feed gas of 1 vol% C2H2, 10 vol% H2, 20 vol% C2H4, and
balance He (30 ml min−1) was introduced to the fixed-bed reactor followed by
temperature programmed testing. The reaction temperature was held constant for
20 min before ramping to the next temperature point. Gas composition at the inlet
and outlet were analyzed by online GC (A91) equipped with a flame ionization
detector (FID) and a PORAPAK-N column with helium as the carrier gas. From
our results, C2H4 and C2H6 were the only C2 products while the formation
of oligomers was negligible.

The photo-thermo catalysis of acetylene selective hydrogenation in excess
ethylene was conducted in a quartz fixed-bed flow reaction chamber equipped with a
quartz window (d= 35mm) on the top side for light introduction. Xe lamp with
adjustable power (Beijing PerfectLight, PLS-SXE300) was introduced to radiate light.
Light power density on the catalyst thin layer was tested by an optical power meter
(THOR LABS PM400 Optical PowerMeter). The potential heat effect was minimized
by using a water bath equipped with circulating water. After various measurements in
control experiment, our oft-repeated experiments suggested that the light can only
increase the reactor temperature by 10 °C at reaction temperature below 100 °C. As a
result, a 10 °C-correction was used when performing photo-thermo catalysis. A
certain amount of Pd/TiO2 catalyst (or 0.036 wt% Pd/Al2O3 catalyst sample) diluted
by 400mg quartz sand was uniformly dispersed as a thin layer. The thin layer catalyst
was in situ reduced in H2/He (10 vol% H2/He, 30mlmin−1) at 600 °C for 0.5 h prior
to the hydrogenation reaction. After being cooled to room temperature under purging
with He, 30mlmin−1 feed gas of 1 vol% C2H2, 10 vol% H2, 20 vol% C2H4 and He was
introduced to the fixed-bed reactor. C2H4 and C2H6 were the only C2 products while
oligomers formed could be ignored.

The conversion of acetylene and selectivity to ethylene were calculated as Eq. 1
and Eq. 2:

Conversion ¼ C2H2ðfeedÞ � C2H2
C2H2ðfeedÞ ´ 100% ð1Þ

Selectivity ¼ 1 � C2H6 � C2H6ðfeedÞ
C2H2ðfeedÞ � C2H2

� �
´ 100% ð2Þ

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study are available within the paper and its
Supplementary information, and all data are available from the authors on reasonable
request.

Received: 9 October 2021; Accepted: 12 April 2022;

References
1. Borodziński, A. & Bond, G. C. Selective hydrogenation of ethyne in ethene-

rich streams on palladium catalysts. Part 1. Effect of changes to the catalyst
during reaction. Cat. Rev. Sci. Eng. 48, 91–144 (2006).

2. Borodziński, A. & Bond, G. C. Selective hydrogenation of ethyne in ethene-
rich streams on palladium catalysts, part 2: steady-state kinetics and effects of

palladium particle size, carbon monoxide, and promoters. Cat. Rev. Sci. Eng.
50, 379–469 (2008).

3. Shi, R. et al. Room-temperature electrochemical acetylene reduction to
ethylene with high conversion and selectivity. Nat. Catal. 4, 565–574 (2021).

4. Wang, S. et al. Highly efficient ethylene production via electrocatalytic
hydrogenation of acetylene under mild conditions. Nat. Commun. 12, 7072
(2021).

5. García-Mota, M. et al. A density functional theory study of the ‘mythic’
Lindlar hydrogenation catalyst. Theor. Chem. Acc. 128, 663–673 (2010).

6. Pei, G. X. et al. Promotional effect of Pd single atoms on Au nanoparticles
supported on silica for the selective hydrogenation of acetylene in excess
ethylene. New J. Chem. 38, 2043 (2014).

7. Pei, G. X. et al. Ag alloyed Pd single-atom catalysts for efficient selective
hydrogenation of acetylene to ethylene in excess ethylene. ACS Catal. 5,
3717–3725 (2015).

8. Pei, G. X. et al. Performance of Cu-Alloyed Pd single-atom catalyst for
semihydrogenation of acetylene under simulated front-end conditions. ACS
Catal. 7, 1491–1500 (2017).

9. Osswald, J. et al. Palladium-gallium intermetallic compounds for the selective
hydrogenation of acetylenePart II: Surface characterization and catalytic
performance. J. Catal. 258, 219–227 (2008).

10. Zhou, H. et al. PdZn intermetallic nanostructure with Pd-Zn-Pd ensembles for
highly active and chemoselective semi-hydrogenation of acetylene. ACS Catal.
6, 1054–1061 (2016).

11. Feng, Q. et al. Isolated single-atom Pd sites in intermetallic nanostructures:
high catalytic selectivity for semihydrogenation of alkynes. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
139, 7294–7301 (2017).

12. Lee, J. H., Kim, S. K., Ahn, I. Y., Kim, W.-J. & Moon, S. H. Performance of Pd-
Ag/Al2O3 catalysts prepared by the selective deposition of Ag onto Pd in
acetylene hydrogenation. Catal. Commun. 12, 1251–1254 (2011).

13. Kim, S. K., Lee, J. H., Ahn, I. Y., Kim, W.-J. & Moon, S. H. Performance of Cu-
promoted Pd catalysts prepared by adding Cu using a surface redox method in
acetylene hydrogenation. Appl. Catal., A 401, 12–19 (2011).

14. Kim, E. et al. Pd catalyst promoted by two metal oxides with different
reducibilities: properties and performance in the selective hydrogenation of
acetylene. Appl. Catal., A 471, 80–83 (2014).

15. Kang, J. H., Shin, E.W., Kim,W. J., Park, J. D. &Moon, S. H. Selective hydrogenation
of acetylene on TiO2-added Pd catalysts. J. Catal. 208, 310–320 (2002).

16. Ahn, I. Y., Kim, W. J. & Moon, S. H. Performance of La2O3- or Nb2O5-added
Pd/SiO2 catalysts in acetylene hydrogenation. Appl. Catal., A 308, 75–81
(2006).

17. McKenna, F.-M. & Anderson, J. A. Selectivity enhancement in acetylene
hydrogenation over diphenyl sulphide-modified Pd/TiO2 catalysts. J. Catal.
281, 231–240 (2011).

18. McCue, A. J. & Anderson, J. A. Sulfur as a catalyst promoter or selectivity
modifier in heterogeneous catalysis. Catal. Sci. Technol. 4, 272–294 (2014).

19. McKenna, F. M., Wells, R. P. & Anderson, J. A. Enhanced selectivity in
acetylene hydrogenation by ligand modified Pd/TiO2 catalysts. Chem.
Commun. 47, 2351–2353 (2011).

20. McKenna, F. M., Mantarosie, L., Wells, R. P. K., Hardacre, C. & Anderson, J.
A. Selective hydrogenation of acetylene in ethylene rich feed streams at high
pressure over ligand modified Pd/TiO2. Catal. Sci. Technol. 2, 632 (2012).

21. McCue, A. J., McKenna, F.-M. & Anderson, J. A. Triphenylphosphine: a
ligand for heterogeneous catalysis too? Selectivity enhancement in acetylene
hydrogenation over modified Pd/TiO2 catalyst. Catal. Sci. Technol. 5,
2449–2459 (2015).

22. Liu, Z. The simplest construction of single-site catalysts for efficient energy
conversion. Acta Phys. Chim. Sin. 35, 1047–1048 (2019).

23. Qiao, B. et al. Single-atom catalysis of CO oxidation using Pt1/FeOx. Nat.
Chem. 3, 634–641 (2011).

24. Huang, X. et al. Enhancing both selectivity and coking-resistance of a single-
atom Pd1/C3N4 catalyst for acetylene hydrogenation. Nano Res. 10, 1302–1312
(2017).

25. Huang, F. et al. Anchoring Cu1 species over nanodiamond-graphene for semi-
hydrogenation of acetylene. Nat. Commun. 10, 4431 (2019).

26. Dai, X. et al. Single Ni sites distributed on N-doped carbon for selective
hydrogenation of acetylene. Chem. Commun. 53, 11568–11571 (2017).

27. Huang, F. et al. Atomically dispersed Pd on nanodiamond/graphene hybrid
for selective hydrogenation of acetylene. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 140, 13142–13146
(2018).

28. Zhou, S. et al. Pd single-atom catalysts on nitrogen-doped graphene for the
highly selective photothermal hydrogenation of acetylene to ethylene. Adv.
Mater. 31, e1900509 (2019).

29. Zhang, L., Zhou, M., Wang, A. & Zhang, T. Selective hydrogenation over
supported metal catalysts: from nanoparticles to single atoms. Chem. Rev. 120,
683–733 (2020).

30. Guan, E. et al. Supported metal pair-site catalysts. ACS Catal. 10, 9065–9085
(2020).

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x

10 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2022) 13:2648 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


31. Xi, J. et al. Synthesis strategies, catalytic applications, and performance
regulation of single-atom catalysts. Adv. Funct. Mater. 31, 2008318 (2021).

32. Tauster, S. J. & Fung, S. C. Strong metal-support interactions-occurrence
among binary oxides of groups IIA-VB. J. Catal. 55, 29–35 (1978).

33. Tauster, S. J. Strong metal-support interactions. Acc. Chem. Res. 20, 389–394
(1987).

34. Han, B. et al. Strong metal-support interactions between Pt single atoms and
TiO2. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 59, 11824–11829 (2020).

35. Du, X. et al. Size-dependent strong metal-support interaction in TiO2

supported Au nanocatalysts. Nat. Commun. 11, 5811 (2020).
36. Ma, D. Size-dependent strong metal-support interaction. Acta Phys. Chim.

Sin. 38, 2101039 (2022).
37. Wang, H. et al. Strong metal-support interactions on gold nanoparticle

catalysts achieved through Le Chatelier’s principle. Nat. Catal. 4, 418–424
(2021).

38. Zhang, Y. et al. Structure sensitivity of Au-TiO2 strong metal-support
interactions. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 60, 12074–12081 (2021).

39. Tang, H. et al. Ultrastable hydroxyapatite/titanium-dioxide-supported gold
nanocatalyst with strong metal-support interaction for carbon monoxide
oxidation. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 55, 10606–10611 (2016).

40. Dong, J. et al. Reaction-induced strong metal-support interactions between
metals and inert boron nitride nanosheets. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 142,
17167–17174 (2020).

41. Zhou, L. et al. Light-driven methane dry reforming with single atomic site
antenna-reactor plasmonic photocatalysts. Nat. Energy 5, 61–70 (2020).

42. Zhang, C. et al. Al-Pd nanodisk heterodimers as antenna-reactor
photocatalysts. Nano Lett. 16, 6677–6682 (2016).

43. Zhou, L. et al. Quantifying hot carrier and thermal contributions in plasmonic
photocatalysis. Science 362, 69–72 (2018).

44. O’Brien, P. G. et al. Photomethanation of gaseous CO2 over Ru/silicon
nanowire catalysts with visible and near-infrared photons. Adv. Sci. 1, 1400001
(2014).

45. Wang, Z. J., Song, H., Liu, H. & Ye, J. Coupling of solar energy and thermal
energy for carbon dioxide reduction: status and prospects. Angew. Chem. Int.
Ed. 59, 8016–8035 (2020).

46. Ghoussoub, M., Xia, M., Duchesne, P. N., Segal, D. & Ozin, G. Principles of
photothermal gas-phase heterogeneous CO2 catalysis. Energy Environ. Sci. 12,
1122–1142 (2019).

47. Mateo, D., Cerrillo, J. L., Durini, S. & Gascon, J. Fundamentals and
applications of photo-thermal catalysis. Chem. Soc. Rev. 50, 2173–2210
(2021).

48. Zhao, L. et al. Solar-driven water-gas shift reaction over CuOx/Al2O3 with
1.1% of light-to-energy storage. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 58, 7708–7712 (2019).

49. Gao, W. et al. Photo-driven syngas conversion to lower olefins over oxygen-
decorated Fe5C2 catalyst. Chem 4, 2917–2928 (2018).

50. Zhang, X. et al. Product selectivity in plasmonic photocatalysis for carbon
dioxide hydrogenation. Nat. Commun. 8, 14542 (2017).

51. Marimuthu, A., Zhang, J. & Linic, S. Tuning selectivity in propylene
epoxidation by plasmon mediated photo-switching of Cu oxidation state.
Science 339, 1590–1593 (2013).

52. Song, C., Wang, Z., Yin, Z., Xiao, D. & Ma, D. Principles and applications of
photothermal catalysis. Chem. Catal. 2, 52–83 (2022).

53. Imamura, K., Nakanishi, K., Hashimoto, K. & Kominami, H. Chemoselective
reduction of nitrobenzenes having other reducible groups over titanium(IV)
oxide photocatalyst under protection-, gas-, and metal-free conditions.
Tetrahedron 70, 6134–6139 (2014).

54. Fukui, M., Kouda, H., Tanaka, A., Hashimoto, K. & Kominami, H.
Heterogeneous Meerwein-Ponndorf-Verley-type reduction of aromatic
aldehydes having other reducible functional groups over a TiO2 photocatalyst.
ChemistrySelect 2, 2293–2299 (2017).

55. Kojima, Y., Fukui, M., Tanaka, A., Hashimoto, K. & Kominami, H. Additive-
free semihydrogenation of an alkynyl group to an alkenyl group over Pd-TiO2

photocatalyst utilizing temporary in-situ deactivation. ChemCatChem 10,
3605–3611 (2018).

56. Lian, J. et al. Unexpectedly selective hydrogenation of phenylacetylene to
styrene on titania supported platinum photocatalyst under 385 nm
monochromatic light irradiation. Chin. J. Catal. 41, 598–603 (2020).

57. Fukui, M. et al. Visible light-induced diastereoselective semihydrogenation of
alkynes to cis-alkenes over an organically modified titanium(IV) oxide
photocatalyst having a metal co-catalyst. J. Catal. 374, 36–42 (2019).

58. Wang, B., Duke, K., Scaiano, J. C. & Lanterna, A. E. Cobalt-molybdenum co-
catalyst for heterogeneous photocatalytic H-mediated transformations. J.
Catal. 379, 33–38 (2019).

59. Kominami, H. et al. Copper-modified titanium dioxide: a simple photocatalyst
for the chemoselective and diastereoselective hydrogenation of alkynes to
alkenes under additive-free conditions. ChemCatChem 8, 2019–2022 (2016).

60. Swearer, D. F. et al. Heterometallic antenna-reactor complexes for
photocatalysis. PNAS 113, 8916–8920 (2016).

61. Schreyer, H. et al. Milling down to nanometers: a general process for the direct
dry synthesis of supported metal catalysts. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 58,
11262–11265 (2019).

62. Liu, Y. et al. Catalytic oxidation of 5-hydroxymethylfurfural to 2,5-
diformylfuran over atomically dispersed ruthenium catalysts. Ind. Eng. Chem.
Res. 59, 4333–4337 (2020).

63. Gan, T. et al. Unveiling the kilogram-scale gold single-atom catalysts via ball
milling for preferential oxidation of CO in excess hydrogen. Chem. Eng. J. 389,
124490 (2020).

64. He, X. et al. Mechanochemical kilogram-scale synthesis of noble metal single-
atom catalysts. Cell Rep. Phys. Sci. 1, 100004 (2020).

65. Xu, H. et al. Entropy-stabilized single-atom Pd catalysts via high-entropy
fluorite oxide supports. Nat. Commun. 11, 3908 (2020).

66. Liu, P. X. et al. Photochemical route for synthesizing atomically dispersed
palladium catalysts. Science 352, 797–801 (2016).

67. Wei, S. et al. Direct observation of noble metal nanoparticles transforming to
thermally stable single atoms. Nat. Nanotechnol. 13, 856 (2018).

68. Xin, P. et al. Revealing the active species for aerobic alcohol oxidation by using
uniform supported palladium catalysts. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 57, 4642–4646
(2018).

69. Kast, P. et al. Strong metal-support interaction and alloying in Pd/ZnO
catalysts for CO oxidation. Catal. Today 260, 21–31 (2016).

70. DeRita, L. et al. Catalyst architecture for stable single atom dispersion enables
site-specific spectroscopic and reactivity measurements of CO adsorbed to Pt
atoms, oxidized Pt clusters, and metallic Pt clusters on TiO2. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
139, 14150–14165 (2017).

71. Tang, H. et al. Classical strong metal-support interactions between gold
nanoparticles and titanium dioxide. Sci. Adv. 3, e1700231 (2017).

72. Panpranot, J., Kontapakdee, K. & Praserthdam, P. Effect of TiO2 crystalline
phase composition on the physicochemical and catalytic properties of Pd/
TiO2 in selective acetylene hydrogenation. J. Phys. Chem. B 110, 8019–8024
(2006).

73. Yang, J., Lv, C. Q., Guo, Y. & Wang, G. C. A DFT+U study of
acetylene selective hydrogenation on oxygen defective anatase (101)
and rutile (110) TiO2 supported Pd4 cluster. J. Chem. Phys. 136, 104107
(2012).

74. Chen, H. et al. Photoinduced strong metal-support interaction for enhanced
catalysis. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 143, 8521–8526 (2021).

75. Pallassana, V. & Neurock, M. Electronic factors governing ethylene
hydrogenation and dehydrogenation activity of pseudomorphic PdML/
Re(0001), PdML/Ru(0001), Pd(111), and PdML/Au(111) surfaces. J. Catal.
191, 301–317 (2000).

76. Qin, R. et al. Carbon monoxide promotes the catalytic hydrogenation on metal
cluster catalysts. Research 2020, 4172794 (2020).

77. Chen, Y. et al. Discovering partially charged single-atom Pt for enhanced anti-
Markovnikov alkene hydrosilylation. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 140, 7407–7410
(2018).

78. Wan, Q., Hu, S., Dai, J., Chen, C. & Li, W. X. First-principles kinetic study for
Ostwald ripening of late transition metals on TiO2 (110). J. Phys. Chem. C.
123, 1160–1169 (2018).

79. Wan, Q. X., Hu, S. L., Dai, J. N., Chen, C. Q. & Li, W. X. Influence of crystal
facet and phase of titanium dioxide on Ostwald ripening of supported Pt
nanoparticles from first-principles kinetics. J. Phys. Chem. C. 123,
11020–11031 (2019).

80. Yeganeh, S. & Voorhis, T. V. Triplet excitation energy transfer with
constrained density functional theory. J. Phys. Chem. C. 114, 20756–20763
(2010).

81. Kubas, A. M., Gajdos, F., Heck, A., Oberhofer, H. & Blumberger, J. Electronic
couplings for molecular charge transfer: benchmarking CDFT, FODFT and
FODFTB against high-level ab initio calculations. II. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys.
17, 14342–14354 (2015).

82. Lu, T. & Chen, F. Multiwfn: a multifunctional wavefunction analyzer. J.
Comput. Chem. 33, 580–592 (2012).

Acknowledgements
The authors thank Prof. Can Li at Dalian Institute of Chemical Physics for his valuable
discussions and suggestions. This work was financially supported by National Key
Research and Development Program of China (2021YFA1500503), National Natural
Science Foundation of China (21972135, 21961142006, 22090033 and 51701201), and
CAS Project for Young Scientists in Basic Research (YSBR-022). The synchrotron
radiation experiment for XAFS was performed at the BL08B2 of SPring-8 with the
approval of Japan Synchrotron Radiation Research Institute (Proposal Nos. 2019B3415,
2020A3415).

Author contributions
B.Q. and T.Z. conceived and supervised the project. Y.G. carried out the catalyst
synthesis, catalytic performance test, stability evaluation, and conducted some

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2022) 13:2648 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 11

www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


characterizations. Y.H. conducted the simulation and calculation. B.H., M.A., Q.L., and
Li.Li. helped to analyze the data. Y.S. and Q.J. carried out the STEM and EELS char-
acterizations. Y.T.C. and Le.Li. carried out the XAS measurements and analysis. B.Z.,
M.S., and Y.Z. performed some photocatalytic experiments and helped on the discussion
of mechanism. R.L. guided and supervised the experiments of photo-thermo catalysis and
wrote the corresponding section. Y.G. and B.Q. wrote the paper. All authors contributed
to project discussions and modified the paper.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material
available at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Rengui Li or
Botao Qiao.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks the anonymous reviewers for
their contribution to the peer review of this work. Peer reviewer reports are available.

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

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

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

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

© The Author(s) 2022

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x

12 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2022) 13:2648 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-30291-x
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Photo-thermo semi-hydrogenation of acetylene on�Pd1/TiO2 single-atom catalyst
	Results
	Synthesis and structural characterization of Pd/TiO2
	Catalytic performance evaluation
	Photo-thermo catalysis of semi-hydrogenation of acetylene
	Simulation and calculation

	Discussion
	Methods
	Materials and chemicals
	Catalyst preparation
	Ball milling
	Incipient wet impregnation
	Strong electrostatic adsorption (SEA)
	Sol&#x02013;nobreakgel method
	Characterizations
	BET
	UV&#x02013;nobreakVis spectra
	ICP-AES/OES
	XRD
	HAADF-STEM, AC-HAADF-STEM, and EELS
	DRIFTS
	XANES
	XPS
	MS
	Catalytic performance and stability evaluation

	Data availability
	References
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




