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Solvent engineered synthesis of layered SnO for
high-performance anodes
Sonia Jaśkaniec 1,2✉, Seán R. Kavanagh 2,3,4,5, João Coelho 1,2, Seán Ryan 1,2, Christopher Hobbs2,6, Aron Walsh4,7,8,
David O. Scanlon3,5,8,9 and Valeria Nicolosi 1,2✉

Batteries are the most abundant form of electrochemical energy storage. Lithium and sodium ion batteries account for a significant
portion of the battery market, but high-performance electrochemically active materials still need to be discovered and optimized
for these technologies. Recently, tin(II) oxide (SnO) has emerged as a highly promising battery electrode. In this work, we present a
facile synthesis method to produce SnO microparticles whose size and shape can be tailored by changing the solvent nature. We
study the complex relationship between wet-chemistry synthesis conditions and resulting layered nanoparticle morphology.
Furthermore, high-level electronic structure theory, including dispersion corrections to account for van der Waals forces, is
employed to enhance our understanding of the underlying chemical mechanisms. The electronic vacuum alignment and surface
energies are determined, allowing the prediction of the thermodynamically favoured crystal shape (Wulff construction) and surface-
weighted work function. Finally, the synthesized nanomaterials were tested as Li-ion battery anodes, demonstrating significantly
enhanced electrochemical performance for morphologies obtained from specific synthesis conditions.
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INTRODUCTION
In the last decade, two-dimensional (2D) metal oxide nanopar-
ticles have attracted much attention due to their enhanced
properties in comparison to their bulk counterparts1–4. One such
chemical compound is tin monoxide (SnO), whose layered
crystal structure renders it amenable to the fabrication of 2D
architectures. Moreover, it is environmentally friendly, abundant
and naturally occurring as the mineral Romarchite. In its bulk
form, SnO adopts a PbO-type tetragonal crystal structure with a
layered -Sn-O-Sn- pattern along the c direction5. A strong driving
force behind the stability of this distorted structure is an
asymmetric electron distribution about the Sn atoms, resulting
in a stereochemically active 5s2 ‘lone pair’ directed towards the
interlayer gap. Density functional theory (DFT) calculations have
revealed a coupling between unfilled Sn 5p and an anti-bonding
combination of Sn 5s – O 2pz as the origin of this asymmetric
electron density6.
The resulting layered structure with its sizeable interlayer

spacing (c= 4.84 Å) relative to the active ion size (Li atomic radius
of 1.845 Å, Na atomic radius of 1.80 Å) provides fast diffusion
channels, thereby offering greater intercalation of the active ions
in Li/Na ion batteries and, consequently, rapid charge–discharge
capability7,8. In addition, this structure can as well moderate
volume changes during battery charge–discharge processes. With
a high theoretical capacity of 875 and 1150mAhg−1 for lithium
and sodium, respectively, SnO is a promising candidate for energy
storage applications5,9.
Energy storage capabilities of battery materials can be further

improved via (i) use of nano-scale materials and (ii) subsequent
tailoring of nanoparticle size and shape5,9–11. Various SnO
morphologies, such as rose-like particles12,13, platelets5,14 and
other hierarchical architectures11,15,16, have been reported, but the

exact relationship between synthesis conditions and morphology
is still not fully understood. One of the reported parameters
strongly affecting nanoparticles morphology is the nature of the
solvents used in the synthesis. In spite of several theories
describing the relationship between particles morphology and
solvent properties17–19, this seems to be strongly system
dependent, requiring specific investigation for relevant materials.
Nevertheless, for oxide particles produced by hydroxide decom-
position, solvent polarity seems to play a key role in nucleation
and crystal growth11,20,21, likely a result of control over hydrolysis
of the intermediate product. For tin oxides (SnO and SnO2),
alcohols and their mixtures with water are widely used
solvents11,15,18,19,21; hence, we performed a comprehensive study
of synthesis–morphology relationship using these solvents.
In this paper, we present size and shape-controlled synthesis of

layered SnO obtained by wet-chemistry using various alcohols
and their mixtures with water as reaction media. We analyze the
influence of carbon-chain length, reaction temperature and
polarity on nanoparticle morphology and size. Furthermore, first-
principles electronic structure theory was employed to augment
our understanding of the underlying chemical mechanisms
governing particle morphology, including the prediction of crystal
shape (Wulff construction) and electrochemical work function.
Finally, the synthesized materials of varying morphology were
tested as battery anodes.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Layered SnO particles were produced in a two-step process as
detailed in the experimental section. In the first step, a white
precipitate of pure tin oxide-hydroxide, Sn6O4(OH)4, was obtained,
as confirmed by X-ray diffraction (Fig. 1a), JCPDS no. 46–1486.
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In addition, scanning electron microscopy (SEM) analysis (Fig. 1b)
of the same showed that the material consists of small
nanoparticles (<100 nm) with undefined morphology.
In the second synthesis step, the tin oxide-hydroxide precipitate

was dispersed in different alcohols and their mixture with water.
A colour change from white to brown-grey was observed after
several hours of heating, which was expected for tin(II) oxide-
hydroxide to tin(II) oxide transformation11,15.

Synthesis of SnO in pure alcohols
First, tin oxide-hydroxide precipitate was refluxed in pure alcohols
in the temperatures ranging from 65 to 157 °C. For the reaction
performed in pure methanol, the colour change and the
transformation from tin oxide-hydroxide were not observed, likely
due to the low reaction temperature (boiling point of methanol is
65 °C)22, and/or neutral pH13. For the higher boiling point alcohols,
a colour change was noticed during heating. Interestingly, oxide-
to-hydroxide transformation was observed only when the solvent
was boiling. It was especially prominent for 1-pentanol and 1-
hexanol, which boil at relatively high temperatures, as lowering
the reaction temperatures only a few degrees under the boiling
point did not result in hydroxide-to-oxide transformation.
For pure ethanol (boiling at 78 °C), SnO particles with well-

defined, flower-like morphology were obtained, as presented in
Fig. 2a. Similar results were observed for the sample refluxed in

pure 2-propanol (Fig. 2c). Most probably, very similar properties of
these two solvents (boiling point, surface tension, Hansen
solubility parameters and polarity) lead to the formation of similar
nanostructures. Comparable morphologies were reported for the
syntheses performed at highly basic pH (it was neutral in our case)
and/or hydrothermal conditions at temperatures exceeding the
boiling point of the solvents (reflux at atmospheric pressure was
used in our study)9,12,13,19. SnO flowers obtained by Uchiyama
et al.13 were produced in highly basic (pH of 13.0–13.3) aqueous
solution and relatively concentrated SnF2 precursor (0.35–0.5 M).
This very precise synthesis condition, especially very narrow pH
range, makes this approach complicated and rather unsuitable for
industrial-scale production. Similarly, hydrothermal synthesis used
by Sun et al.12 is limited by the size of an autoclave. In contrast,
the method used in our study is relatively straightforward and
scalable. To prove that, we performed the reaction is a 1-L flask
(multiple of 10), and SEM analysis confirmed obtaining very similar
SnO particles (Supplementary Fig. 1).
The reactions performed in 1-propanol and 1-butanol resulted

in the formation of smaller and thicker square-like microparticles
(Fig. 2b, d, respectively). These morphologies might be a result of
higher temperatures at which the reactions were performed,
which influence the hydroxide-to-oxide transformation kinetics.
SnO particles produced in 1-pentanol and 1-hexanol (Fig. 2e, f,

respectively) have perforated thick squares morphologies and
were significantly thicker in comparison to the structures obtained

Fig. 1 Characterization of tin oxide-hydroxide (Sn6O4(OH)4). a X-ray diffraction pattern and b SEM micrograph.

Fig. 2 SEM micrographs of layered SnO particles produced in various refluxing alcohols. a ethanol, b 1-propanol, c 2-propanol,
d 1-butanol, e 1-pentanol and f 1-hexanol.
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in shorter carbon-chain alcohols. Thick squares were also obtained
in water used as a solvent, although porous structures were not
observed (Supplementary Fig. 2). The formation of these
nanostructures is probably a result of higher surface tension,
density and dipole moment for these solvents in comparison to
shorter alcohols.
The synthesis was also performed in pure ethylene glycol, in

order to determine the influence of additional OH group to
hydroxide-to-oxide transformation. Refluxing the tin(II) hydroxide
dispersion in this solvent did not lead to the colour change. A
comparable observation was reported for the synthesis of SnO2

23,
where water was indispensable for the formation of the
intermediate tin hydroxide, which was subsequently transformed
to SnO and finally oxidized to SnO2. Tin hydroxide is a starting
compound in our experiments, so water-driven hydroxide
formation can be excluded, but perhaps hydroxide to monoxide
transformation reported in the Jiang et al.23 is also a step requiring
a suitable solvent, while ethylene glycol is only a reaction medium
directing nanoparticles growth.
Powder XRD of all synthesized samples is available in

Supplementary Fig. 3.

Synthesis of SnO in alcohol–water mixtures
To check the influence of water on the hydroxide-to-oxide
transformation, various amounts of water (with an interval of 10%)
were added to the hydroxide dispersion in various alcohols.
For methanol, 10% water addition was sufficient for hydroxide-to-

oxide transformation, leading to the formation of SnO square-
shaped large platelets mixed with smaller nanoparticles (Supple-
mentary Fig. 4a). SEM images of the material formed in 70, 50, 30
and 10% methanol content are presented in Fig. 3, while for 90, 80,
60, 40 and 20%, SEM images are available in Supplementary Fig. 4.
The optimum conditions for the formation of regular thin SnO

square-shaped platelets were for methanol:water ratio of 80:20
and 70:30 (Supplementary Fig. 4b and Fig. 3a, respectively). When
the methanol:water ratio was 60:40 and 50:50 (Supplementary Fig.
4c and Fig. 3b), platelets were visibly crushed. Consequently, if
the methanol content was further decreased to 40, 30, 20 and
10% (Supplementary Fig. 4d, Fig. 3c, Supplementary Fig. 4e and

Fig. 3d), SnO particles became larger and thicker, which was a
general trend observed for the methanol:water system, similar to
results reported elsewhere23,24. Kumar et al. considered solvent
polarity as the main factor affecting nucleation and growth of
SnO2 nanoparticles, and accordingly nanoparticles size and shape.
Similar to our studies, they observed larger crystallite formation at
higher water contents, which is likely related to the slower
ionization and deposition in comparison to methanol heated
sample. Comparable observations were reported for CdS18,
ZnO21,25, Te17 and ZnS26.
The solvent–morphology relationship is also related to the

nanoparticles surface energy and solvent–solvent interactions,
and crystal growth is likely inhibited by the presence of alcohol
molecules18. Water addition was also reported to influence SnO
morphology, aggregation and stacking sequence11,27. Another
interesting observation was reported for ZnS nanoparticles26, for
which stronger interactions were both observed and calculated
between water and ZnS nanoparticles than between ZnS and
methanol. Zhang et al.26 focused on the surface environment
rather than the particle size and reported reversible structural
transformation upon water addition, which might be related to
our studies.
In contrast to the methanol:water system, for other alcohols and

their mixtures with water, no clear relationship was observed. One
general observation was that with increasing water content, particles
tend to grow thicker, but no consistent trend was observed.
Interestingly, upon only 10% water addition to ethanol and 2-
propanol, the flower-like morphology was broken (Supplementary
Fig. 5). Further water addition (Supplementary Fig. 6) resulted in the
formation of thicker and square-like platelets, as observed for other
alcohols. Similarly, flower-like hierarchical architectures composed of
ordered microsheets reported by Sun et al.12 were obtained via
hydrothermal treatment, while the synthesis performed in pure
alcohol was not described in that report.
For the reactions performed in 1-pentanol, and 1-hexanol, even

the slightest amount of water dramatically changed the reaction
kinetics; the colour change was observed within minutes, not
hours as for the pure solvents. Hence, trace water was sufficient
to induce immediate SnO formation, while long-chain alcohols

Fig. 3 SEM micrographs of the SnO samples produced in the methanol:water mixtures in different ratios. a 70:30, b 50:50, c 30:70 and
d 10:90.

S. Jaśkaniec et al.

3

Published in partnership with FCT NOVA with the support of E-MRS npj 2D Materials and Applications (2021)    27 



significantly inhibited this process28. The bulky nature of the
samples produced in more polar solvents leads to a lower number
of active sites, due to lack of edges and corners. For this reason, for
energy storage applications, we focused on the samples produced
in methanol:water (70:30), ethanol, water and 1-hexanol, which
represent various morphologies: platelets, flowers, thick squares
and perforated thick squares, respectively.

TEM characterization of SnO produced in methanol:water
The sample produced in the methanol:water (70:30) mixture was
selected for additional transmission electron microscopy (TEM)
characterization, due to its thin 2D nature and, consequently,
predicted high electrochemical activity.
TEM measurements (Fig. 4a) confirmed that the obtained

material consists of the square single crystal platelets with the side
length of around 3 µm; particle size distribution is available in
Supplementary Fig. 7. TEM analysis revealed that primarily formed
platelets are crystallization centres for other crystals, which grow
on top of those initially formed, shown in Fig. 4a. Electron energy
loss thickness maps presented in the Fig. 4d, e additionally
support this statement, where regions of higher intensity clearly
indicate crystal formation on top of the existing ones. SEAD and
XRD (Fig. 4b, c, respectively) proved high crystallinity, confirming
single Romarchite phase SnO (JCPDS 06–0395 space group P4/
nmm), without any impurities. HRTEM analysis (Fig. 4f) provides
additional evidence of the high quality of the produced material.
Exfoliation of these layered nanostructures will be considered for
future work.
Similar square nanoplatelets were produced by Wang et al.14 by

the dissolution recrystallization. Their synthesis method relied on
the formation of tin oleate complex and then injection of tri-n-
octylamine (TOA) at 250 °C under N2 atmosphere and subsequent
heating to 340 °C. In the reported experiment, TOA played a
double role, first activating the tin oleate complex decomposition
and second acting as a surfactant, which controlled the shape of
the SnO nanoparticles. It is worth highlighting here that protective
N2 atmosphere was crucial, as under air intermediate tin oleate
complex decomposed directly to SnO2. A similar mechanism likely
took place in our studies, where intermediate tin oxide-hydroxide

was decomposing to tin(II) oxide while heated in methanol:water
mixture 70:30 (Bp of 78 °C), and the solvent molecules selectively
adsorbed onto the (001) plane of the SnO and supressed its
growth rate, leading to the formation of square platelets29.

Theoretically predicted SnO nanoparticle shape
To further augment our understanding of the underlying chemical
mechanisms determining the resultant particle morphology, DFT
calculations were performed including dispersion corrections.
Structural relaxation of SnO predicted equilibrium lattice para-
meters of a,b= 3.83Å, c= 4.79Å, in good agreement with
experiment (less than 1% deviation) (Supplementary Table 1)30.
While the morphology of solution-grown crystals is dependent

on many factors, including solvent properties, precursor concen-
trations, nucleation kinetics, etc., the equilibrium crystal shape is
primarily determined by the surface energetics31,32. This depen-
dence of the crystal shape on surface energetics is embodied by
the Gibbs–Wulff theorem, which states that the shape of a
crystalline material is given by the polyhedron that minimizes the
overall surface energy. Although large single-crystal materials
rarely attain their true equilibrium shape, unless grown under
specialized conditions, nanoparticles can often reach equilibrium
within seconds due to their small size. This allows the prediction of
nanoparticle morphology via a Wulff construction, given knowl-
edge of the corresponding surface energies of crystal facets. The
calculated surface energies of each unique low-index SnO crystal
facet, in vacuum and up to a maximum Miller index of 2, are
provided in Supplementary Table 2, with the corresponding Wulff
shape of SnO shown in Fig. 5.
The predicted in vacuo crystal shape is in good agreement with

that observed for the SnO platelets grown in pure H2O solvent
(Fig. 5d, e and Supplementary Fig. 2), as well as in 1-butanol, 1-
pentanol and 1-hexanol (Fig. 2d–f). The layered structure of SnO
begets an extremely low surface energy of 0.25 Jm−2 for the
{001}33 facet, due to the absence of cleaved bonds, therefore
dominating the minimum-energy crystal shape. The result is a
square-like crystal platelet, as shown in Fig. 5. The surface-
weighted ionization potential and electron affinity for this crystal
morphology were calculated as 4.47 and 3.79 eV, respectively, in

Fig. 4 TEM characterization of SnO platelets produced in the methanol:water (70:30) mixture. a TEM micrograph, b selected area electron
diffraction, c X-ray diffraction pattern, d, e electron energy loss thickness maps and f HRTEM micrograph.
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excellent agreement with experiment (Supplementary Table 3)34.
The primary difference between the calculated Wulff shape
(including all low-index surfaces) (Fig. 5a) and the experimentally
observed platelet morphology (for the SnO samples prepared in
pure H2O, Fig. 5d, e and longer chain alcohols Fig. 2d–f) is the
absence of the {100} and {212} faces in the observed
platelet shape.
A likely origin of this discrepancy is the lack of solvent effects in

the calculation of surface energies. We propose that the {001} and
{101} surfaces are stabilized by the highly polar water solvent,
relative to the {100} and {212} crystal faces, as they expose greater
densities of steps and kinks. The {001} and {101} surfaces exhibit
an adsorbate-binding site density of 0.068 and 0.085 sites per Å2,
for Sn2+ within 1Å of the surface (where metal–hydroxyl bonding
would occur), compared to 0.040 and 0.054 sites per Å2 for the
{212} and {100} faces, respectively. This allows for stronger
solvent–platelet interactions at the {001} and {101} crystal faces,
further lowering the surface energies and favouring their
dominance in the resulting crystal shape32.
Another possible reason for the absence of the {100} and {212}

faces is that the platelets may not have reached the ‘thermo-
dynamic limit’ of large particles32,35. In this case, the formation of
the higher energy surfaces—{100} and {212} with Esurface= 0.61
and 0.64 Jm−2, respectively, relative to 0.57 Jm−2 for the {101}
surface—may be kinetically inhibited, despite being thermodyna-
mically favourable due to the reduction in particle surface area. In
either of these cases, the dominance of the {001} and {101} faces
would lead to the crystal shape shown in Fig. 5b, c, which is in
good agreement with the experimental SEM results (Figs. 5d, e
and 2d–f and Supplementary Fig. 2).
From this analysis, alongside inspection of the XRD (Fig. 6) and

SEM results (Figs. 2, 3 and 5) and TEM results (Fig. 4) we may
assign the observed platelet surfaces as {001} and {101},
respectively, as depicted in Fig. 5d. Indeed, this assignment is
supported by the XRD data (Fig. 6), which exhibits significantly
greater peak intensities for the {001}, {002}, {101} and {103}
crystallographic directions, and reduced intensities for the {110},
{200} and {211} directions, relative to the diffractogram of SnO
powder (JCPDS No. 06–0395). This indicates a preferential

orientation of crystallites within the platelets along these crystal
directions, which often occurs when these crystal planes align
with the Miller index of the particle surface13,36–38.
From the significant variation in crystal morphology observed

for different growth conditions, it is evident that solvent proper-
ties strongly influence both the kinetics and thermodynamics of
the crystal growth in solution, thus producing crystal platelets that
deviate from the in vacuo equilibrium shape in certain solvents
(such as EtOH) and their mixtures with water.

SnO particles morphology influence on the energy storage
To investigate the energy storage capabilities of the different
morphologies of SnO, lithium-ion battery electrodes were
produced from thick squares (SnO produced in H2O), flowers
(ethanol), platelets (methanol:water, 70:30) and perforated thick
squares (1-hexanol). In each case, SnO material was combined
with 15% mass fraction of P3-single-walled carbon nanotubes
(SWCNTs) to form composite electrodes. While SWCNTs are not

Fig. 5 Theoretically predicted SnO nanoparticle shape. a Wulff equilibrium crystal shape including all low-index surfaces, b, c crystal shape
only allowing crystal faces with surface energies less than 0.6Jm−2, d, e SEM micrographs of experimentally synthesized platelets in water.

Fig. 6 Labelled X-ray diffraction pattern of synthesized SnO
platelets, alongside comparison to typical relative peak intensi-
ties for SnO powder (normalized by the integral signal intensity
of the sample). The normalized intensity is given with respect to the
[101] peak. The asterisk indicates an equipment peak.
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themselves suited towards energy storage applications, their
incorporation allows them to act as a conductive additive at a
lower weight loading than other conventional carbon additives
(carbon black/graphite), presenting a more effective strategy to
form an effective electrical percolation network39. In addition CNTs
remove the need to incorporate a polymer binders in the
composite further improving overall battery performance.
All SnO tested from the various solvent conditions produced

high capacity anodes. The impact of particle morphology on
electrochemical performance is visible upon inspection of the rate
capability (Fig. 7a) of the various SnO structures. The thinner,
platelet-like morphologies of SnO formed in ethanol and 70%
methanol produced the highest capacities at low C-rates, with
initial discharges of 960 and 985 mAhg−1, respectively, far above
the theoretical capacity of 875 mAhg−1 (note initial discharge is
not the first-discharge as this would include the irreversible
capacity of the material attributed to the LiO2 and interphase
formation)5. The reduced dimensions and significantly increased
surface area of the platelet-like structures permit greater contact
between electrode and electrolyte resulting in higher Li+ ion flux
across the interface and thus greater charge capacity. The
relatively bulkier morphologies created by the synthesis involving
H2O and 1-hexanol produce anodes that do not meet the
theoretical capacity of SnO. Moreover, differences in the electro-
chemical performances between those two samples result from
‘smooth’ and ‘perforated’ morphology of particles produced in
water and 1-hexanol, respectively. The perforated structure
enhances Li ions diffusion40, thus leading to the improved
electrochemical kinetics and the higher capacity of the 1-
hexanol samples during the initial cycles. On the other hand,
the less accessible active sites of the sample produced in water
result in a poorer electrochemical performance.
The alloying/dealloying mechanisms of the material produced

in ethanol were evaluated by cyclic voltammetry at a scan rate of
0.1 mVs−1. During the initial cathodic sweep, the large irreversible
peak at 0.85 V indicates the irreversible formation of lithium
dioxide and metallic tin33,41. This is an attractive attribute of

transition metal oxide anodes as the inactive-matrix composite of
Li2O plays a role in accommodating the large volumetric changes
the anode will be subject to upon subsequent charge/discharges.
The metallic Sn can be further lithiated into LixSn (0 ≤ x ≤ 4.4) and
this is seen at the reductive peaks at 0.60 and 0.30 V. The peaks at
0.55, 0.68 and 0.78 V in the anodic sweep correspond to the
delithiation of the various Li-Sn alloys formed during the charge
process, whilst the broad peak at 1.25 V is due to the formation of
the pure Sn42.
The enhanced stability of the nanoflower morphology (EtOH) is

shown by its capacity retention of 79% (Fig. 7c) upon recycling at
0.1 C relative to the platelet (MeOH:H2O) retention of 60%
(Supplementary Fig. 10c). The contacted points between the
platelets in the nanoflowers may provide additional paths for
electron flow perpendicular to the plane, and this would account
for the enhanced stability over multiple cycles43. The large
capacity of alloying anodes is accompanied by the massive
volumetric change in the electrode (360% in the Li-Sn system44)
and this leads to the pulverization of the active material during
repeated cycling and capacity fade. Upon cycling the SnO anodes
at harsh conditions of 1C, all anodes except those produced in
H2O maintain a capacity greater than 400 mAhg−1 for the first 50
cycles, greater than that of the theoretical capacity of the
commercial graphite anode of 372 mAhg−1 (Supplementary Fig.
11)45. Further electrochemical characterization of produced SnO
nanostructures will be performed.
In summary, we produced tin(II) oxide particles with various

morphologies by refluxing tin(II) hydroxide in numerous alcohols
(methanol to 1-hexanol) and their mixtures with water. We
observed that particles size and shape depend strongly on the
solvent nature, and this morphology–solvent relationship is very
complex, although polarity and reaction temperature seem to be
key factors. Most probably, particular solvents (methanol, ethanol)
adsorb selectively on the specific crystal planes directing crystal
growth in certain directions. Moreover, we predicted the
thermodynamically favoured crystal shape (Wulff construction),
which was in good agreement to the sample produced in water as

Fig. 7 Electrochemical properties of SnO composites. a rate capability of SnO formed in H2O, ethanol, methanol:water (70:30) and hexanol;
b cyclic voltammograms acquired between 0 and 2.5V of SnO formed in ethanol at a scan rate of 0.1mVs−1; c representative charge–discharge
curve of SnO formed in ethanol and d SEM image of SnO/P3-SWCNT(15%) composite.
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well as 1-butanol, 1-pentanol and 1-hexanol. Future theoretical
work focusing on the solvent–crystal surface interaction, and
hence the thermodynamics and kinetics of crystal growth in
solution, would permit further understanding of the complex
relationship between solvent properties and crystal morphology.
Finally, we compared particles with different morphology in
energy storage application and we observed significant differ-
ences in their performance. Capacities at low C-rates, with initial
discharges of 960 and 985mAhg−1 were produced for ethanol
and 70% methanol, respectively, while samples with bulkier
morphologies delivered significantly lower values.

METHODS
Chemical materials
Anhydrous tin(II) chloride (Alfa Aesar; 98%), ammonia solution (Merck, 25%
w/w), anhydrous ethanol (Merck; ≤99.5%), methanol (Merck; 99.8%), 1-
propanol (Merck; 99.7%), 2-propanol (Sigma-Aldrich, ≥99.5%), 1-butanol
(Merck; 99.8%), 1-pentanol (Sigma-Aldrich, ≥99%), 1-hexanol (Alfa Aesar,
99%) and ethylene glycol (Merck; 99.8%) were used as provided by the
manufacturer, with no additional purification.

Synthesis method
Tin(II) oxide particles were produced by a two-step wet-chemistry method,
involving first precipitation of tin(II) hydroxide and its subsequent thermal
transformation to tin(II) oxide, by refluxing in a solvent media.
Preparation of tin(II) hydroxide: a 0.1 M tin(II) chloride solution was

prepared by dissolving 7.584 g (0.04 mol) of SnCl2 in 400ml of ice-cold
deionised water. Then, 12.8 ml (0.08 mol) of ammonia was added dropwise
to the SnCl2 solution with simultaneous stirring. The white precipitate
obtained was washed with deionised water and ethanol. Tin(II) hydroxide
was freshly prepared before each synthesis to avoid its degradation.
In the second step, 3.000 g of tin(II) hydroxide obtained in the first

synthesis step was dispersed in 60ml of the solvent under study and
refluxed for 24 h. After heating, the sample was washed with deionized
water and ethanol. Materials were stored as dispersions in ethanol at room
temperature.

Characterization techniques
SEM analysis was performed using Zeiss Ultra Plus (Carl Zeiss AG, Germany)
operating at 3–5 kV. TEM images, selected area electron diffraction and
high-resolution analysis were acquired using FEI Titan (FEI, Oregon, USA)
microscope operated at 300 keV. Corresponding electron energy loss
thickness maps were acquired using a Gatan Imaging Filter (Gatan, USA).
Powder X-Ray diffraction was measured using a Bruker Advance Powder X-
ray diffractometer equipped with a Cu-Kα emission source (λ= 1.5406 Å) in
the Bragg-Brentano configuration.

Electronic structure theory
All calculations were performed using DFT within periodic boundary
conditions through the Vienna Ab Initio Simulation Package46–49. The
optB86b-vdW50 DFT exchange–correlation functional was used for
geometry optimizations and calculations of surface energies. This choice
was motivated by the ability of this dispersion-corrected functional to
accurately incorporate van der Waals interactions in solids, yielding good
agreement with experimental measurements of interlayer spacings
(Supplementary Table 1) and binding energies (in layered solids)51–53.
Scalar-relativistic pseudopotentials were employed, and the projector-
augmented wave method was used to describe the interaction between
core and valence electrons54.
To obtain an accurate description of electronic properties, namely the

absolute band positions, hybrid DFT was used. Specifically, a modified
PBE0 hybrid DFT functional, with 17% exact Hartree–Fock exchange, was
employed, giving close agreement with reported values for the direct and
indirect band gaps (Supplementary Fig. 8)55. Vacuum alignment of the
electrostatic potential offset ΔV was performed via the method of Butler
et al.56 using the cheaper optB86b-vdW50 DFT functional, due to the vastly
reduced computational expense and well-established accuracy for this
form of calculation (further details are available in Supplementary
Information)57,58.

A convergence criterion of 0.005 eVÅ−1 was imposed on the individual
atomic forces during structural optimization. Structural relaxation and
ground-state energy calculations were carried out using a 6 × 6 × 4
Gamma-centred Monkhorst-Pack k-point mesh, with a well-converged
850 eV plane-wave kinetic energy cutoff. In each calculation, convergence
with respect to k-point density and plane-wave energy cutoff was
confirmed for the property of interest.
For the calculation of surface energies, the ‘slab model’ was used59,

wherein the simulation supercells contain both an extended slab of the
crystal and a portion of vacuum. Geometry optimizations were then
performed using the same DFT functional as for the bulk material
(optB86b-vdW). Calculated surface energies were converged with respect
to supercell slab and vacuum sizes, for which thicknesses of 10Å each
gave convergence to within 0.02 Jm−2. The equilibrium structures and
input calculation parameters for the crystal materials investigated,
alongside convergence analysis, are provided in an online repository at
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4030515.

Electrochemical measurements
Electrodes were prepared by mixing 85% of active material with 15% P3-
SWCNT in IPA. This dispersion was filtered under vacuum onto a polyolefin
membrane (15 µm) and electrodes were cut using an electrode puncher
(EL-CELL, 12 mm). EL-CELL were used to assemble the coin cells in an
Argon filled glove box (MBRAUN) with lithium foil as a counter electrode, a
polyolefin separator and 1M LiFP6 in EC:DMC (50:50) as electrolyte. Cyclic
voltammetry and galvanostatic charge–discharge measurements were
performed in a BioLogic VMP 300 and analyzed using the EC-Lab software.

DATA AVAILABILITY
The data related to the results reported in this work are available from the
corresponding authors, subject to reasonable request.
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