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Abstract: The reversible electrochemical lithiation of potassium iron hexacyanocobaltate (FeCo) was
studied by operando X-ray diffraction (XRD) and X-ray absorption fine structure (XAFS) assisted
by chemometric techniques. In this way, it was possible to follow the system dynamics and retrieve
structural and electronic transformations along cycling at both Fe and Co sites. These analyses
confirmed that FeCo features iron as the main electroactive site. Even though the release of potassium
ions causes a local disorder around the iron site, the material exhibits an excellent structural stability
during the alkali ion deinsertion/insertion processes. An independent but interrelated analysis
approach offers a good strategy for data treatment and provides a time-resolved picture of the
studied system.
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1. Introduction

The development of sustainable energy sources and the storage of electrical energy is a worldwide
concern [1]. The call for an efficient electrochemical energy storage is answered by rechargeable
batteries, which are based on high rate reaction of lithium ions into nano- and microstructured
insertion materials [2–6]. Prussian blue analogues (PBAs), and in particular, metal hexacyanoferrates,
have gained considerable attention as insertion type materials due to the ease of preparation,
effectiveness as electrode materials, and wide versatility towards several ions [7–12]. The structure
of such compound is characterized by a three-dimensional cubic network (although other crystal
symmetries are found) of repeating –Fe–CN–M–NC– units, where iron and M sites are typically
octahedrally coordinated. The sites at the cube center (8c positions) can be occupied by countercations
and water molecules to achieve charge neutrality. The lattice is characterized by zeolitic channels of
roughly 3.2 Å, beyond cavities of around 5 Å arising from vacancies, allowing a facile (de)insertion
of ions with little lattice strain. These structural features, together with the electroactivity of the
constituting metals, form the basis for a vast range of applications, for instance, analyte sensors [13,14],
magnetic devices [15], electrochromism [16], charge storage [17], supercapacitors [18,19], ion-exchange
sieves [20,21], and even antibacterial agents against Escherichia coli and Staphylococcus aureus [22].
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Since the performance of battery materials derives from a combination of structural and electronic
properties and their reversible evolution along cycling, the investigation of such features and the
comprehension of limiting or irreversible steps are of great technological importance to better design
stable electrode materials [23]. However, the understanding of the redox and structural principles
ruling the reaction mechanism is a difficult achievement, and sometimes erroneously taken for
granted. For instance, the electroactivity of copper in a copper-hexacyanoferrate-based electrode
in a battery system was recently unveiled [24], even though previous highly quoted literature had
been sustaining a different mechanism [25]. The complexity of a battery, which consists of different
components and various contributions to the overall redox process, could be untangled by using a
combined complementary multitechnique approach. X-ray diffraction (XRD) is commonly used to
identify crystalline phases, and to follow their modification during cycling [26–28]. X-ray absorption
fine structure (XAFS) is the technique of choice for retrieving electronic and short-range structural
information in transition-metal-based systems [29,30], by analyzing both X-ray absorption near-edge
structure (XANES) and extended X-ray absorption fine structure (EXAFS) portions. Moreover,
operando measurements allow a continuous monitoring of the system dynamics [31]; however,
the acquired large datasets make necessary an advanced data treatment, often supported by
chemometric techniques, such as multivariate curve resolution refined by alternating least squares
(MCR-ALS) [32]. The complementary assistance of MCR-ALS might reveal the occurrence of complex
multicomponent reactions, making the EXAFS interpretation more reliable.

In the present work, we propose a combined analysis of the electrochemical reversible lithiation of
a potassium iron hexacyanocobaltate (FeCo). FeCo belongs to the class of PBAs, which have attained
attention as insertion-type materials due to the highly reversible ion-insertion/deinsertion processes
and stable cycle life [9,25].

2. Results

In the following subsections, we present the main results that allowed a deep understanding of
the studied system.

2.1. XRD Data Analysis

The stoichiometry of the resulting FeCo can be written as K0.44Fe1.56Co(CN)6 after XRF analysis,
which provided a K/Fe/Co ratio of 0.44/1.56/1. The obtained pattern for the as-synthesized FeCo,
depicted in Figure 1, well matches the reported model [33]. The refinement on the powder pattern led to
a cubic structure (space group: Fm3m) characterized by the lattice parameter a = 10.224 Å. The amounts
of interstitial potassium (8c Wyckoff position) and structural iron (4b Wyckoff position) were refined
leading to 0.4 K/Co and 1.4 Fe/Co ratios, in agreement with the stoichiometry. The resulting
[Co(CN)6]3− vacancies can be thus approximated to 29%, which is in line with the experimental
value of 36%. During the redox reaction, the lattice space group (Fm3m) did not change, however,
the lattice dimension was affected by the process, as displayed in Figure 1. Here, the cubic lattice
parameter evolution is overlapped with the potential profile during the electrochemical reaction.
The lattice parameter for the pristine electrode (a = 10,171 Å) differs from that derived from the powder,
since the electrode was dehydrated before use, manifesting a negative thermal expansion effect [34].
Figure 1b displays the charge/discharge electrochemical curve, evidencing an ion release and insertion
capability of the studied material. The FeCo-based cathode was able to extract 0.51 K-equivalents
in the charge process, while 0.54 Li-equivalents were inserted in the following discharge. However,
the calculated amount of K+ ions exceeded the stoichiometric one, so that we might attribute at least
0.07 ion-equivalents to side reactions in the charge process. Except for the initial part of the cycling,
the lattice slightly shrank during the deinsertion of K+, whereas Li+ insertion provoked a relative
expansion, which was, however, limited to less than 0.6%. The negligible lattice strain exhibited by
FeCo is indeed a common characteristic of PBA materials. Furthermore, the refinement suggests that
ion insertion most likely occurred along the (220) plane (cf. Supplementary Materials).
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Figure 1. On the left side, the Rietveld refinement on FeCo powder is presented. The most relevant 
Miller planes are indexed in brackets. On the right side, the operando XRD electrochemical profile 
(blue line) and concomitant lattice parameter evolution (red scatter) are shown. 

2.2. XANES Data Analysis 

As previously reported [35,36] and indicated in Figure 2, release/insertion reaction induced a 
deep modification at the Fe K-edge, while the Co K-edge remained mostly unchanged.  
This highlights the electroactivity of the iron site with consequent electronic and structural 
adjustments. For instance, the Fe main edge shifted towards higher energies while charging, 
evidencing an oxidation of the metal, while the opposite trend was observed in the insertion process. 

 

Figure 2. XAFS K-edge evolution for both iron (left) and cobalt (right). In the bottom layer, pristine, 
charged, and discharged states spectra are compared and presented for each metal site. The figure 
has been adapted from reference [35]. 

XANES analysis was performed by using a chemometric approach. MCR-ALS provides an 
additive bilinear model of pure contributions without any preexisting model or a priori information 
on the system, decomposing the operando data matrix XS,W in a product of two matrices to which 
chemical meaning can be attributed [32,37], as it follows Equation (1): 

XS,W = CS,F∙AW,F, (1)

where CS,F contains the pure concentration profiles and AW,F the pure spectral components. 

Figure 1. On the left side, the Rietveld refinement on FeCo powder is presented. The most relevant
Miller planes are indexed in brackets. On the right side, the operando XRD electrochemical profile
(blue line) and concomitant lattice parameter evolution (red scatter) are shown.

2.2. XANES Data Analysis

As previously reported [35,36] and indicated in Figure 2, release/insertion reaction induced a
deep modification at the Fe K-edge, while the Co K-edge remained mostly unchanged. This highlights
the electroactivity of the iron site with consequent electronic and structural adjustments. For instance,
the Fe main edge shifted towards higher energies while charging, evidencing an oxidation of the metal,
while the opposite trend was observed in the insertion process.
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Figure 2. XAFS K-edge evolution for both iron (left) and cobalt (right). In the bottom layer, pristine,
charged, and discharged states spectra are compared and presented for each metal site. The figure has
been adapted from reference [35].

XANES analysis was performed by using a chemometric approach. MCR-ALS provides an
additive bilinear model of pure contributions without any preexisting model or a priori information
on the system, decomposing the operando data matrix XS,W in a product of two matrices to which
chemical meaning can be attributed [32,37], as it follows Equation (1):

XS,W = CS,F·AW,F, (1)

where CS,F contains the pure concentration profiles and AW,F the pure spectral components.
In this case, the MCR-ALS algorithm was applied to the whole series of operando Fe K-edge

XANES spectra because of the higher variability along the W columns of the experimental XS,W matrix.



Condens. Matter 2018, 3, 36 4 of 13

In Figure 3a,b, the concentration profiles (CS,F) and the pure spectral components (AW,F) are reported,
respectively. The overall results of the chemometric analysis can be sorted as: (i) a transformation
during charge that can be approximated to the conversion of species 1 to species 2, while the system
evolves to species 3 in the following discharge process [36]; (ii) the concentration profile does not
significantly evolve during the first 0.3 extracted ion-equivalents, after which the redox reaction
approaches a pseudo-zero-order kinetics; (iii) the pristine species does not entirely match with the
first pure spectral component, however, they have a likeness of 74%. As previously discussed [35],
the first part of the charge process (panel c) assumes a curved shape, which was attributed to an
irreversible dehydration process of the pristine electrode. Consequently, the first 0.3 K-equivalents
should be considered not extracted from FeCo in this initial stage and ascribed to a parasite reaction,
thus explaining the flat concentration profile. Taking into account this last point, 0.62 K+ were extracted,
while 0.62 Li+ were inserted during the following discharge. Again, the amount of deinserted K+

ions exceeded the stoichiometric value, so that in total at least 0.47 ion-equivalents were attributable
to side reactions in the charge process. Moreover, to confirm that the pristine species is in fact a
combination of more contributions, we carried out an independent linear combination fitting: panel
d illustrates the additive contributions at the Fe K-edge of the fully charged (33%) and discharged
states (67%). According to this result, the pristine Fe species possesses an oxidation state close to
approximately (+2.3). FeCo has to be considered a mixed-valence compound as many other PBAs,
therefore the (FeCo)ox notation adopted by Berrettoni et al. [38,39] to describe the overall oxidation
number of the metals appears to be the most appropriate way to refer to this class of materials.
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Figure 3. MCR-ALS analysis results: (a) concentration profile; (b) pure spectral components. In panel
(c), the electrochemical potential profile is reported, while the linear combination fit on the pristine
sample is illustrated in panel (d). The MCR-ALS results have been adapted from reference [36].

To complement the analysis on the XANES spectra, an independent pre-edge data treatment was
performed at the Fe K-edge. The pre-edge region was fitted with a sum of Gaussian functions by first
subtracting a spline function background to the normalized spectra, defined by selecting an appropriate
number of anchor points in the 7105–7125 eV window. Despite the considered approximations,
the results are noteworthy. As reported in Figure 4, the pre-edge displays different features which
were separately fitted. The number of Gaussian components used to obtain a reasonable fit was
kept as low as possible to reduce the amount of refinable parameters, and it varied from two to
four to consider all contributions (cf. Supplementary Materials). Interestingly, the peak centered
at 7119 eV diminished in intensity during K+ deinsertion, while it increased in intensity during
discharge. This rising-edge feature arises from normally forbidden dipole transitions to empty bound
states involving the breakdown of the octahedral symmetry of ordered atomic shells beyond the
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cyanides [40–42]. More details on the fitting results and the exact correspondence of the displayed
states with the collected spectra can be found in the Supplementary Materials.
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2.3. EXAFS Data Analysis

Complementary structural information about both Fe and Co sites can be extracted from the
EXAFS signals. Analysis of the pristine electrode was first done to check the reliability of the structural
model as well as to set the relevant parameters for the minimization. In a second moment, the analysis
was extended to the operando dataset. For an accurate extraction of the structural information, all the
measurements were analyzed by multiple-edge approach [43], that is, a simultaneous fitting procedure
at both Fe and Co metal edges. This in turns means that the same structural parameters are probed
using two independent measurements, hence the reliability of the fitting minimization is enhanced.
Figure 5 displays the details of the EXAFS analysis for the pristine, partially charged, fully charged,
partially discharged, fully discharged states at Fe (top layer) and Co (bottom layer) K-edges. Briefly,
(i) only few relevant single EXAFS contributions were necessary to simulate the overall EXAFS signal
at each edge; (ii) not only the two-body signals, but also the three- and the four-body MS terms are
relevant with intensities comparable to the first shell; (iii) the two-body Fe-M8c and Co-M8c signals
depend on the cation occupancy during charge and discharge, explaining the reduced intensities
observed for fully charged states; (iv) the multi-edge refinement allows one to take into consideration
the oscillation of the MS terms at the Fe K-edge that could overlay the Co K-edge.

The fit was performed on a representative selection of spectra by taking into account the XANES
traces and the result of the MCR-ALS analysis. The most relevant fitting results are displayed in
Figure 6. Here, the difference in the trends displayed in panels a and b is noteworthy. Indeed,
even though bond distances were not significantly altered in the process, the disorder related to Fe–N
bonds increased considerably near the fully charged state, that is, the state with all interstitial ions
deinserted. On the other side, the Co–C fragment was neither electronically (as observed by the
XANES of Figure 2) nor structurally affected by the electrochemical reaction. Additionally, the number
of linear Fe–NC–Co chains, labelled as CNchain, set the degeneracy of the Fe–NC–Co fragments and
therefore can be considered as an indicator of the linearity of the chain (this is due to the strong
focusing effect of the linear Co–C–N and of the additional superfocusing one carried out by the linear
Co–C–N–Fe fragment). As seen from panel c, the CNchain parameter oscillated around a value of 3.5
during charge, while its centroid slightly decreased in the discharge. Although the large error bars set
a limit to further considerations, we might assume that the lithiation could induce a small deviation
from the linearity of the orthogonal chains. Finally, the Fe coordination number to the interstitial
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cation decreased as the latter was deinserted, while it was experiencing a slight rising trend during the
discharge (panel d). The number quoted for this parameter can only be considered qualitative. The
observed trend corresponds well to the cation interstitial occupancy in the electrochemical reaction.
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Debye–Waller factors; (c) variation in Fe–N–C–Co chains degeneracy during lithiation; (d) variation in
the coordination number of the 8c interstitial cation.

The results of the fitting of the EXAFS spectra, in terms of relevant bond lengths, Debye–Waller
factors, and coordination numbers, are reported in Table 1. In addition, the table indicates the released
fitting quotation for S0

2(Fe) and S0
2(Cu) in the pristine sample, which were consequently kept fixed

regarding the analysis of the lithiated samples. The geometric half-cell parameter (a/2) was derived as
sum of the Fe–N–C–Co fragment distances.
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Table 1. EXAFS fitting results. Results for powder, pristine, and cycled samples are reported. Please refer to the Supplementary Materials for the correspondence
between spectra number and cycling advancement.

Powder Pristine C10 C15 C20 C30 C42 C50 C55 C60 C65 C70

Co-C (N)/Å 1.862(3) 1.860(4) 1.861(5) 1.855(6) 1.858(4) 1.860(5) 1.856(6) 1.859(5) 1.859(5) 1.861(5) 1.861(4) 1.860(4)
σ2 Co-C/Å2 0.0016(5) 0.002(1) 0.0020(7) 0.002(1) 0.0016(7) 0.0017(9) 0.002(1) 0.002(1) 0.0015(9) 0.0014(6) 0.002(1) 0.0014(7)

C≡N/Å 1.187(5) 1.185(5) 1.187(7) 1.18(1) 1.18(1) 1.182(7) 1.184(7) 1.183(6) 1.182(6) 1.184(6) 1.184(7) 1.186(6)
σ2 C≡N/Å2 0.007(2) 0.005(2) 0.0013(6) 0.005(2) 0.003(1) 0.002(1) 0.002(1) 0.006(2) 0.005(2) 0.0012(4) 0.004(2) 0.004(1)

Fe-N/Å 2.077(8) 2.063(7) 2.065(6) 2.06(1) 2.063(7) 2.055(7) 2.052(8) 2.057(7) 2.057(7) 2.054(6) 2.057(5) 2.059(7)
σ2 Fe-N/Å2 0.007(2) 0.004(2) 0.005(1) 0.007(3) 0.005(2) 0.009(2) 0.007(2) 0.011(2) 0.009(2) 0.006(1) 0.007(2) 0.006(1)

Fe-O/Å 2.09(2) 2.02(1) 2.02(2) 2.03(1) 2.036(8) 2.015(9) 2.00(1) 2.008(8) 2.009(9) 2.02(1) 2.02(2) 2.02(1)
σ2 Fe-O/Å2 0.006(3) 0.005(3) 0.004(2) 0.004(2) 0.002(1) 0.003(2) 0.003(2) 0.002(1) 0.003(1) 0.006(2) 0.004(1) 0.005(2)

σ2 Co-C-N/deg2 4(3) 4(3) 4(2) 4(3) 4(3) 4(3) 4(3) 4(3) 5(4) 4(3) 4(3) 5(4)
σ2 Fe-N-C/deg2 9(6) 10(8) 10(8) 3(2) 10(9) 10(8) 9(8) 9(8) 9(8) 9(8) 9(8) 9(8)

E0 (Fe)/eV 7121.4(6) 7123.4 7123.2 7123.7 7124.2 7124.3 7124.9 7124.3 7123.7 7123.5 7122.9 7122.4
E0 (Co)/eV 7717.8(6) 7717.5 7718.4 7717.2 7717.3 7717.4 7717.2 7717.3 7717.3 7717.4 7717.4 7717.4

CNchain 3.5(3) 3.5(5) 3.3(3) 3.3(5) 3.0(3) 3.3(3) 3.4(5) 3.6(5) 3.0(4) 2.8(4) 3.1(3) 2.9(5)
CN3 (Fe-O) 1.8(5) 1.9(3) 2.0(4) 2.2(3) 2.2(3) 2.7(3) 2.9(4) 2.6(3) 2.6(3) 2.4(3) 2.0(3) 2.3(4)

CN8c (M8c = K) 1 FIX 2 FIX 2 1.7 1.2 0.5 0 0 0.3 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.5
S0

2 (Fe) 0.66(4) 0.65(4) 0.66(3) 0.66(4) 0.66(3) 0.65(3) 0.66(3) 0.65(3) 0.66(3) 0.66(3) 0.69(6) 0.65(3)
S0

2 (Co) 0.71(3) 0.76(4) 0.77(4) 0.73(3) 0.72(3) 0.74(3) 0.73(4) 0.78(4) 0.72(4) 0.72(3) 0.73(3) 0.72(3)
a/2/Å 2 5.12 5.1 5.11 5.1 5.1 5.09 5.09 5.1 5.1 5.1 5.1 5.1

106 χ2-like residual 3.63 5.83 5.91 5.8 5.72 6.5 7.22 6.02 5.34 4.95 4.98 4.44
1 During lithiation process, potassium was still considered to obtain a qualitative trend, since Li+ ions slightly contribute to the scattering signal. 2 Data obtained from geometrical evaluation.
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3. Discussion and Conclusions

The structural adjustments of the lattice of FeCo were measured via XRD, which probed the
material long-range order and retrieved the atomic positions during cycling, confirming an excellent
structural retention during the release/insertion processes. Indeed, the Fm3m cubic lattice host is
preserved through the whole operando experiment, with interstitial ions occupying and being extracted
from 8c lattice sites. The low strain (<0.6% variation in lattice parameter during charge/discharge)
demonstrates the structural stability of the material upon the first cycle.

The electronic counterpart was studied via XAFS, which portrayed iron as the main electroactive
metal. The MCR-ALS chemometric analysis of the operando XANES data was successfully employed
to reconstruct the pure spectral components and to follow their respective contribution during cycling,
giving further insight into process dynamics. The parasite dehydration process contributes to the
irreversible charge capacity, and is not observed in the case of the previously dehydrated operando
XRD sample. Independent analyses based on linear combination fitting and pre-edge region fitting
were carried out to complement and validate the obtained results. Pristine FeCo differs from fully
charged and discharged states, but can be described by their linear combination.

The short-range order and structural evolution were investigated by analyzing the EXAFS spectra
through a multiple-edge refinement approach. While the cobalt centers are not significantly altered
by the redox process, the disorder associated to the Fe–N bond increases remarkably in the oxidized
state. Moreover, the linearity of the Fe–NC–Co chains is slightly altered by lithium insertion, while the
interstitial cation occupancy is strictly related to the state of charge of the material.

In summary, the following reactions are proposed in a first approximation for charge (Equation
(2)) and discharge (Equation (3)), in the case of a dehydrated structure:

K0.44Fe1.56Co(CN)6 → Fe1.56Co(CN)6 + 0.44 K+ + 0.44 e−, (2)

Fe1.56Co(CN)6 + 0.58(4) Li+ + 0.58(4) e− → Li0.58(4)Fe1.56Co(CN)6, (3)

where the number in parentheses indicates the estimated error on lithium equivalents, according to
the discussed operando measurements.

4. Materials and Methods

The sample was prepared by coprecipitation method at 40 ◦C, as previously reported [43].
The electrodes for the operando XAFS measurements were obtained by tape casting a slurry containing
the 80% of pure active material (AM), 10% polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF), and 10% carbon black (CB)
in N-methylpyrrolidone (NMP) on a flat polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) surface, while the electrodes
for operando XRD experiments were obtained by thoroughly mixing the pure AM (70%), 10% CB,
and 10% vapor-grown carbon fibers high density (VGCF-H) in an agate mortar; 10% PTFE was finally
added and mixing continued until a homogenous paste was obtained. Obtained mass loadings
were about 6–8 mg/cm2 of AM. A suitable electrochemical cell for in situ experiments, described in
detail elsewhere [44], was used during both XRD and XAFS measurements. The cell consisted of a
large piece of lithium metal foil, adopted as negative electrode, while processed FeCo was used as
positive electrode. 1M LiPF6 in an ethylene carbonate, propylene carbonate, dimethyl carbonate 1:1:3
volumetric mixture (EC:PC:3DMC) served as electrolyte solution. Positive electrode, Celgard separator
soaked in the electrolyte, and negative electrode was stacked and assembled under inert atmosphere
in an Ar-filled glove-box. The electrode employed in the operando XRD measurement was thermally
treated before use, dehydrating at 80 ◦C under vacuum overnight.

XRD and XAFS experiments were performed at Elettra Sincrotrone in Basovizza (Italy), at the
MCX [45] and XAFS beam line [35], respectively. The storage ring operated at 2.0 GeV in top-up mode
with a typical current of 300 mA.
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XRD data were collected using a monochromatic X-ray beam of 1 Å. The XRD pattern of the
FeCo powder sample was recorded in a capillary geometry, setting the spinner at 300 revolutions per
minute, and acquiring the diffractogram consecutively in the 5◦ < 2θ < 70◦ range, with steps of 0.01◦

and an acquisition time of 1 s per step. Operando data were instead collected in the flat plate mode
consecutively from 10◦ to 30◦ 2θ range with a 0.01◦ step and 0.5 s/point acquisition time.

XAFS data were collected at Fe and Co K-edges in transmission mode using ionization chambers
filled with a mixture of Ar, N2, and He to have 10%, 70%, and 95% of absorption in the I0, I1, and I2

chambers, respectively. An internal reference of iron and cobalt foil was used for energy calibration in
each scan. This allowed a continuous monitoring of the energy during consecutive scans. No energy
drifts of the monochromator were observed during the experiments. Spectra at Fe and Co K-edges
were collected with a constant k-step of 0.03 Å−1 with 2 s/point acquisition time. Data were collected
from 6900 eV to 8320 eV at the Fe and Co K-edges. The energies were calibrated by assigning the
first inflection point of the spectra of the metallic iron and cobalt to 7112 eV and 7709 eV, respectively.
The white beam was monochromatized using a fixed-exit monochromator equipped with a pair of
Si(111) crystals. Harmonics were rejected by using the cutoff of the reflectivity of the platinum mirror
placed at 3 mrad with respect to the beam upstream of the monochromator and by detuning the second
crystal of the monochromator by 30% of the maximum. In situ data were acquired during the first
charge to 4.0 V vs. Li+/Li and subsequent discharge to 1.8 V vs. Li+/Li at C/34 and C/31 current
rates for operando XRD and XAFS, respectively, by considering 1C rate equals to the current needed to
insert one equivalent of Li-ion per formula unit (in the charged state) in one hour, thus a theoretical
specific capacity of 88 mAh g−1. The equivalents of reacted ions (or better, exchanged electrons) have
been calculated from the imposed value of current and the elapsed time in the operando measurement.

Rietveld refinement was carried out on XRD patterns using FullProf Suite software [46] and
assuming as structural model the one reported by Mullica et al. [33]. A pseudo-Voigt function was
adopted for peak shape. Peaks corresponding to PTFE (contained in the electrode formulation)
were not refined, excluding the corresponding regions, that is, 11.60–11.95◦ and 16.78–17.31◦ [47].
Also, the 29.31–29.43◦ region was not considered, due to the presence of the beryllium peak arising
from the in situ cell window. Graphical representation of structures was exploited by means of VESTA
software [48].

XAFS spectra were pretreated and calibrated using the Athena program [49]. The pre-edge
background was removed by subtracting a linear function extrapolated from the pre-edge region, and
the XANES spectra were normalized at the unity by extrapolation of the atomic background.

The EXAFS analysis was performed using the GNXAS package [50,51] which is based on
the MS theory. The method uses the decomposition of the EXAFS signals into a sum of several
contributions, namely the n-body terms. The theoretical signal is calculated ab initio and contains the
relevant two-body γ(2), three-body γ(3), and four-body γ(4) MS terms [52]. The two-body terms are
associated with pairs of atoms, and probe their distances and variances. The three-body terms are
associated with triplets of atoms and probe angles, and bond–bond and bond–angle correlations. The
four-body terms are associated to chains of four atoms, and probe distances and angles in-between,
and bond–bond and bond–angle correlations. However, because of the linearity of the Fe–N–C–Co
chains, all the angles were set to be 180◦, hence the actual number of parameters used to define the
γ(3) or the γ(4) peak was reduced by symmetry. More details on the use of parameters correlation in
the four-body term is out of the aim of the present work and can be found in the references [43,53].
Data analysis was performed by minimizing an χ2-like residual function that compares the theoretical
(model) signal, µmod(E), to the experimental one, µexp(E). The phase shifts for the photoabsorber
and backscatterer atoms were calculated starting from the structure reported by Mullica et al. [33]
according to the muffin-tin approximation and allowing 10% overlap between the muffin-tin spheres.
The Hedin–Lundqvist complex potential [54] was used for the exchange-correlation potential of the
excited state. The core-hole lifetime, Γc, was fixed to the tabulated value [55] and was included in
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the phase shift calculation. The experimental resolution used in the fitting analysis was around 1 eV,
in agreement with the stated value for the beam line used.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2410-3896/3/4/36/s1,
Figure S1: Rietveld refinement on the 60th XRD pattern: (a) 8c position not refined and (b) refined. Note the fit
improvement at (220) plane. Figure S2: Comparison between: (a) pristine state and first spectral component;
(b) charged state and second spectral component; (c) discharged state and third spectral component. Figure S3:
Pre-edge fitting analysis for the (a) 1th; (b) 30th; (c) 42nd; (d) 60th; (e) 70th spectra. Figure S4: Operando XAFS
electrochemical profile (blue line) and concomitant 7119 eV peak area evolution (red scatter) are shown. Table
S1: Correspondence between Miller planes and 2θ angles. Table S2: Correspondence between collected pattern
number and extracted/inserted ion equivalents. Table S3: Correspondence between collected spectrum number
and extracted/inserted ion equivalents.
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