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In this work, a zeolite-imidazole framework (ZIF-8) was first synthesized and used as a 
corrosion inhibitor container to enhance the anti-corrosion property. After encapsulated the 
benzotriazole (BTA) corrosion inhibitor and coated with epoxy resin (EP) on the surface of 
Cu plate, the obtained sample B-ZIF-8@EP exhibited enhanced corrosion protection with 
high impedance and positive self-corrosion potential due to the release of BTA in the 
corrosion process. It is believed that this work is very helpful for extending the diversity of 
anti-corrosion coatings. 
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1. Introduction 

 
Metal is one of the most widely used materials in marine industry, aerospace, 

transportation, construction, energy and other fields among the world[1]. However, due to the active 
property and complex environments during long-term service, the metal is prone to corrode and 
loss the efficacy. The corrosion of metal has caused serious environmental pollution and huge 
economic losses as well as significant security accidents[2]. Therefore, the metal protection is an 
urgent demand with the growing usage. Conventional anti-corrosion technologies include 
optimized metal structure[3], polymeric coating [4–7], electrochemical protection[8], and corrosion 
inhibitor[9–11]. Among the various anti-corrosion technologies, polymeric coatings are one of the 
effective method due to the good stability in acidic/alkaline conditions, excellent adhesion, high 
mechanical properties, low cost, and so on[5]. However, in the long-term service exposed in a harsh 
environment, polymeric coating are susceptible to the permeation of corrosive ions (chloride ions, 
oxygen, or water molecules) due to the micropores and cracks (created during the curing reactions 
of coatings or exposure to outdoor). Followed, the corrosive ions prefer to concentrate in the 
micropores and cracks and form the corrosion micro-batteries, leading to the electrochemical 
corrosion occurs on the substrate[12]. Eventually, the polymeric coating loses its protection and the 
corrosive metal loses the practicability. Therefore, it is a huge challenge to solve the problems 
about corrosion when micropores and cracks appeared in the polymeric coating. 
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The smart polymeric coatings with superior self-healing anti-corrosion activity will be a 
good strategy to overcome this problem. During the construction of smart coatings, the 
employment nanocontainers or nanocapsules capable of absorption and desorption of active 
inhibitors will enhance the coating compactness and self-healing capacity[13,14]. The most important 
micro and nanocontainers used in anti-corrosion applications are the halloysite nanotubes, 
mesoporous TiO2, mesoporous silica, and carbon-based materials like graphene oxide (GO) and 
carbon nanotube[13,14]. However, recent years have seen increased interest in the new 
nanocontainer-metal organic frameworks (MOFs), which is an ideal candidate due to the high pore 
volume, hydrophobicity and thermal stability[15,16].  

MOFs, constructed by organic linker and metallic precursor, is a relatively new porous 
materials. Due to the diversity of organic linker and metallic precursor, the structure of MOFs is 
various and tunable, leading to changes in the frameworks (pore size, surface area, stability, and so 
on)[17]. Making use of such properties, MOFs has been widely applied in different fields, such as 
gas storage and separation, sensors, catalysts, drug delivery, heat transformation, CO2 sorption, 
and so on[18]. Recently, in the metal protection, the MOFs has drawn the focus of researchers in the 
construction of polymeric coatings to provide anti-corrosion or active protection properties[19–21]. 
The MOFs itself in polymeric coatings can serve as the nanocontainer to load corrosion inhibitors 
or as a corrosion barrier. At the same time, the structure of some MOFs is sensitive to the stimulus, 
such as pH alterations, humidity, temperature, irradiation, and so on, which can be used in the 
smart polymeric coatings. 

Inspired by the foregoing, a representative type of MOFs, zeolite-imidazole framework 
(ZIF-8) was chosen as the nanocontainer to build the polymeric coating[22]. Construct by the 
2-methylimidazole and Zinc ions, the ZIF-8 possesses a porous structure with the cavity and 
aperture around 11.6 Å and 3.4 Å, respectively. Meantime, the structure of ZIF-8 is analogous to 
the silicon-based zeolites, having some advantage of zeolites but better compatibility with coatings 
than zeolites. Furthermore, the ZIF-8 is sensitive to the pH alterations, which can be served as the 
smart switch to release the inhibitor[23]. Hence, as illustrated in Scheme 1, through the modification, 
benzotriazole (BTA) as corrosion inhibitor and self-healing agent was encapsulated into ZIF-8 
nanocontainer (denoted as B-ZIF-8). Subsequently, the as-synthesized B-ZIF-8 was used to 
construct the epoxy resin (EP) coating (denoted as B-ZIF-8@EP)[24]. After a series of 
characterizations and tests, the as prepared B-ZIF-8@EP enhances the anti-corrosion abilities due 
to the self-healing property of BTA release. 

 
Scheme 1. Schematic illustration showing the synthesis of B-ZIF-8@EP for the enhanced corrosion 

protection. 
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2. Experimental 
 
2.1. Materials 
All chemicals were obtained from commercial suppliers in China without any further 

purification. Zincnitrate hexahydrate (Zn(NO3)2⋅6H2O), 2-Methylimidazole, and benzotriazole 
(BTA) were obtained from Aladdin Chemical Reagent Co., Ltd.. Copper foil was purchased from 
Anping Tairun Wire Mesh Co., Ltd.. Epoxy resin (E 51) were purchased from Shanghai Chemical 
Reagent Co., Ltd.. 

 
2.2. Method for preparing coatings containing B-ZIF-8 
ZIF-8 was synthesized according to the reported literature with some modification. 

Typically, Zinc nitrate hexahydrate (1.68 g) and 2-Methylimidazole (3.70 g) were dissolved in 
methanol, respectively. Mixing the solution and stirring for 24 h under room temperature, white 
crystals were obtained. Through centrifugation, wash with methanol and then dry in a vacuum 
oven overnight, the ZIF-8 was obtained.  

ZIF-8 (100 mg) and BTA (100 mg) were dissolved in 20 mL methanol and stirred for 24 h 
under room temperature. Followed, the mixture was put into vacuum oven under negative pressure 
state at room temperature to encapsulate the BTA into ZIF-8. The sample was then washed with 
ethanol several times to remove redundant substance and dried at 40 oC in to obtain the B-ZIF-8 
sample. 

B-ZIF-8 (50 mg) was dispersed in 8 g epoxy resin and stirred for 20 min to ensure the 
uniform dispersion. Then 2 g curing agent was added and stirred for 20 min to fully dispersed. 
Followed, the sample was placed into vacuum oven under negative pressure state for 10 min at 
room temperature and then deposited on the Cu plate via spraying technology and cured for 24 h at 
room temperature. The coating containing the B-ZIF-8 (denoted as B-ZIF-8@EP) was obtained. 
For comparison, the coating containing ZIF-8 (denoted as ZIF-8@EP) was also obtained with the 
same method using ZIF-8 instead of the B-ZIF-8.   

 
 
3. Results and discussion 
 
In the synthetic process of B-ZIF-8 sample, the ZIF-8 was first obtained. The XRD was 

used to confirm the crystalline phases of the prepared ZIF-8. As shown in Figure 1a, all peaks of 
the as-synthetic ZIF-8 are well matched with those of the simulated ZIF-8, indicating the 
successfully synthesis of ZIF-8. Next, through incorporating the benzotriazole inhibitor into the 
frameworks, the B-ZIF-8 sample was obtained. After confirmed with XRD, the peaks of ZIF-8 
remains unchanged, indicating the structure is not destroyed after the post-synthesis. Furthermore, 
the infrared absorption spectroscopy was used to confirm the chemical structure of these samples. 
As shown in Figure 1b, the FT-IR spectra of ZIF-8 and B-ZIF-8 are almost similar, indicating that 
they own similar functional groups. However, in the spectra of B-ZIF-8, there are some new 
absorption peaks appeared around 751, 927, 1105.5 and 1266.5 cm-1.  Compared with BTA, all 
those new peaks are attributed to the vibration of chemical structure of BTA, indicating the 
successful encapsulation in ZIF-8 channels.  
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Fig. 1. (a) XRD pattern for the prepared ZIF-8. (b) FT-IR spectra for BTA, ZIF-8 and B-ZIF-8. 
 
 
The morphology of ZIF-8 and B-ZIF-8 were also investigated through the SEM. As shown 

in Figure 2a, regular size ZIF-8 nanoparticles are obtained with the 100 nm diameter. After 
post-synthesis, the morphology of B-ZIF-8 nanoparticles are not exhibited obvious change, 
indicating the BTA is not affected the morphology of ZIF-8.  

 

 

 
Fig. 2. SEM image for (a) ZIF-8 and (b) B-ZIF-8. The energy dispersive spectrometer (EDS) for (c) ZIF-8 

and (d) B-ZIF-8. 
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Furthermore, the energy dispersive spectrometer (EDS) was used to analyze the element of 
the samples. As expected in Figure 2, the C, N, O and Zn elements are detected in the ZIF-8 and 
B-ZIF-8. Due to the nitrogen content of BTA is lower than that of ZIF-8, the content of N element 
in composite material B-ZIF-8 is lower than that of ZIF-8. For comparison, the contents of C 
element is increased and the total content of Zn an O element is decreased, further demonstrating 
the successful encapsulation of BTA into ZIF-8, which is consistent with the result of XRD and 
FT-IR spectra. 

In order to explore the anti-corrosive property, the polarization curves of B-ZIF-8@EP, 
ZIF-8@EP and bare metal coated with EP were measured in the 3.5 wt% NaCl solution. The data 
are shown in Figure 3. Through fitting, it can be concluded that the self-corrosion current for 
B-ZIF-8@EP, ZIF-8@EP and bare metal are 0.76, 0.77 and 0.77 A/cm2, respectively. The similar 
self-corrosion current indicate that under the test condition, the samples exhibit similar 
anti-corrosive ability. However, self-corrosion potential of the three samples were different from 
the polarization curves. The B-ZIF-8@EP shows the most positive self-corrosion potential of -0.38 
V and the bare metal with EP shows the most negative self-corrosion potential of -0.59 V, 
indicating the B-ZIF-8@EP possess the best anti-corrosive ability than ZIF-8@EP and bare metal. 
Furthermore, the EIS was used to explore the good anti-corrosion of B-ZIF-8@EP. As illustrated 
in Figure 3b, the B-ZIF-8@EP exhibits the highest impedance than others, meaning that under the 
same self-corrosion potential, the B-ZIF-8@EP can be lost the minimum electrons due to the high 
resistance. The polarization curves and the EIS results indicate that the B-ZIF-8 can efficiently 
enhance the impedance, thus enhance the anti-corrosive property. 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. (a) The potentiodynamic polarization curves of bare metal, ZIF-8@EP and B-ZIF-8@EP. (b) The 
Nyquist diagrams and equivalent electrical circuit of bare metal, ZIF-8@EP and B-ZIF-8@EP. 

 
 
In conclusion, the corrosion inhibitor benzotriazole was successfully encapsulated into the 

channel of ZIF-8. After mixed with the EP and coated on the Cu metal, the obtained B-ZIF-8@EP 
exhibited high impedance and excellent corrosion protection ability due to the release of 
benzotriazole into the interface. Therefore, the B-ZIF-8@EP has shown promising potential as 
corrosion-inhibiting coatings for metals in service. 
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