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Abstract

Modified polystyrene (PS)echitosan (CS) composite membranes were prepared in depending on the ratios of CS to PS
matrices, and structureeproperty relationship was discussed. Fourier transform infrared(, scanning electron microscope,
and thermogravimetric analysis techniques were used to evaluate the chemical composition, surface topography, and
thermal stability, respectively. In addition, investigations were conducted on mechanical strength, water and ethanol
uptakes, ion exchange capacity as well as proton conductivity (PC). The sulfonation process was approved by Fourier
transform infrared analysis, which revealed a characteristic absorption band at 1377e1300 and 3450 cm¡1. The ther-
mogravimetric analysis reveals that the obtained membranes are thermally stable up to 300 �C. The ion exchange ca-
pacity values for sulfonated PS and sulfonated PS with 0.05% CS were 0.95 and 0.98 mEq/g, respectively, which were
greater than those testified for Nafion 117 membranes (0.91 mEq/g). However, the sample containing 0.06% CS had the
best mechanical properties. Importantly, there was a noticeable increase in PC ranging from 0.12 to 0.17 S/cm with the
incorporation of 0.05% of CS. This accomplishment exceeds the documented PC value of 0.084 S/cm for Nafion 117.
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1. Introduction

The current global direction is focused on exploring
and advancing renewable energy sources like solar
power and fuel cells. To effectively compete for
traditional fossil fuel options such as coal, natural
gas, and gasoline, it is crucial to enhance the cost-
effectiveness and reliability of renewable energy
resources.1,2 The continuous consumption of fossil
fuels is rapidly depleting their reserves, posing
challenges to meet future energy needs. Fuel cells,
however, offer several significant advantages as a
clean energy source. These include minimal noise
pollution, reduced environmental contamination,
and nearly zero emission of byproducts. Therefore,

fuel cells are widely regarded as a promising clean
energy resource.2,3

DuPont's Nafion, a perfluorinated ionomer, is
composed of poly(tetrafluoroethylene) backbones
with perfluoroetheral side chains terminated by
sulfonic acid groups.4 It has found widespread use
in hydrogen and direct ethanol fuel cells (DEFC)
due to its exceptional thermal, chemical, and me-
chanical stability, along with high proton conduc-
tivity (PC).5,6 However, challenges such as
susceptibility to degradation at high temperatures,
low ionic conductivity under low humidity, elevated
methanol permeability, and high production costs
have hindered its application in these technolo-
gies.7,8 Consequently, numerous academic and

Received 12 September 2023; revised 14 January 2024; accepted 28 January 2024.
Available online 8 April 2024

* Corresponding author at: Department of Chemistry, Faculty of Science (Girls), Al-Azhar University, Cairo, Egypt.
E-mail address: alaa.fahmy@azhar.edu.eg (A. Fahmy).

https://doi.org/10.62593/2090-2468.1013
2090-2468/© 2024 Egyptian Petroleum Research Institute (EPRI). This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

mailto:alaa.fahmy@azhar.edu.eg
https://doi.org/10.62593/2090-2468.1013
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


industrial research groups have endeavored to
develop polymer-based systems as potential alter-
natives to replace Nafion in proton exchange
membranes (PEMs). Nafion is an extensively
employed membrane as PEM. Nafion 115, Nafion
117, Nafion 111, and Nafion 112 are examples of
nonreinforced films with varying thicknesses. The
selection of the appropriate thickness is primarily
based on its compatibility with the prepared
blended membranes.9 Numerous natural or artifi-
cial polymers were modified or grafted with sour
groups, primarily sulfonic groups, through chemical
processes. Besides, blending of polymers or creating
polymer composites with inorganic nanoparticles
has been explored.10 However, a significant limita-
tion of DEFC is the loss of ethanol across the PEM
and the challenge of developing highly responsive
PEM that can effectively manage water.9 Further-
more, fouling is a concern that can adversely impact
polymeric membranes, leading to a reduction in
their efficiency by obstructing the proton-binding
sites. This fouling can occur due to impurities in the
fuel or as a result of biological and chemical in-
teractions.11 When a polymeric membrane becomes
fouled, it either needs to undergo a recovery process
or be replaced, thereby increasing the cost and
decreasing the operational efficiency.12 Among the
synthetic polymers that have drawn considerable
attention in developing polyelectrolyte membranes
for DEFCs, polystyrene (PS) which is derived from
styrofoam waste which is considered cost-effective.
Nevertheless, the membrane exhibits very poor PC.
Thus, the alternative method has become the focus
of many researchers to treat these types of expanded
waste, namely chemical recycling as well because of
its low impact on the environment. Several papers
have focused on converting of PS waste by sulfo-
nation into a polyelectrolyte.13,14

This modification introduces sulfonate groups
attached to the benzene ring.15 The combination of
sulfonated polystyrene (SPS) with either natural or
synthetic polymers has been recognized as a viable
approach in the literature, demonstrating the feasi-
bility of developing polyelectrolyte membranes
through such blending strategies. The incorporation
of chitosan (CS) serves as a strategic selection as a
membrane filler, primarily due to its cost-effective-
ness, sourced from marine waste, and widespread
availability. Furthermore, the presences eOH and
NH2 groups in CS contribute to its ionic nature,
enhancing the overall membrane conductivity.
SPSeCS composite materials were used for biolog-
ical applications.16 Gaur et al.17 prepared a proton-
conducting polymer electrolyte nanocomposite
membrane using poly (vinyl alcohol) (PVA), CS, and

poly (styrene sulfonic acid) (PSSA) polymers and
montmorillonite CloisiteVR 30B clay with the
objective of its application in direct methanol fuel
cells. Methanol permeability of the PVA/PSSA/CS/
Cloisite30B clay composite membrane has been
found to be superior to that of PVA/PSSA as well as
Nafion 117 membranes. The negative point is that
the water uptake of the membrane is much higher
than that of Nafion 117. Opier and Siswanta15

studied the adsorption of Cd(II) ions and Pb(II) ions
using CSeSPS. The adsorption experiment was
performed under various conditions such as weight
ratios of SPS and CS as adsorbent, pH, contact time,
and different initial Cd(II) and Pb(II) concentrations.
The optimum conditions were ratio: SPS: CS 60 : 40,
pH value: 4 for Cd(II) ions and 5 for Pb(II) ions.
PS is a polymer extensively utilized in various

fields, including protective packaging, food con-
tainers, electronics, and building materials. Its
versatility makes it suitable for various industries
and purposes.18,19 Furthermore, PS comprises
⁓10% of global plastic production due to its
affordability.20 PS modified with sulfonic groups
finds applications in diverse subjects, involving
water treatments,21 CO2 arrest and separation, and
fuel cells, owing to its superior conductivity,22,23

sensors,24 stimuli-responsive photonic crystals, ion
exchange membranes,25 and catalysts.26 The result-
ing products of PS with a low degree of sulfonation
might be utilized as membranes that can be used for
fuel cell applications.27

Deacetylation of chitin is a good way to obtain CS,
which is a carbohydrate polymer used in a wide
range of applications. It has sound characteristics
such as being renewable, harmless, and ecofriendly,
and can be primarily sourced from the exoskeletons
of shellfish and insects. CS is a copolymer composed
of glucosamine and N-acetylglucosamine units
joined by 1e4 glucosidic bonds. Due to its biode-
gradable nature, lack of toxicity, biocompatibility,
and antifungal properties, CS and its derivatives
were applied extensively in various fields such as
tissue engineering, biological split systems, medi-
cation, and makeups.28 However, creating an elec-
trolyte membrane using pure CS for fuel cell
applications is challenging due to its low PC, low
thermal stability, and high water transport. Typi-
cally, a common approach to address this issue is to
blend different polymers to obtain a new material
with a diverse range of properties.29,30 In conclusion,
PS waste is problematic for the environment
because of its chemical inertness, its low density
which leads to the consumption of burial places, and
the difficulty of biodegradation. Therefore, in this
work an innovative material such as styrofoam
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waste is chemically modified into a valuable mate-
rial and blended with CS biopolymer. CS source is
marine waste which in turn reduces the cost of
membrane production and is widely available. Ac-
cording to our best knowledge, this composite
membrane from SPS/CS is no prior instance of its
preparation. Therefore, the main aim of this work is
to modify PS waste and blend it with CS to form a
membrane with certain water uptake, PC, and
thermal stability and to evaluate it as a PEM.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Materials

Waste foam was utilized as the source material to
obtain PS. The foam is rinsed with a combination of
water and methanol, then dried, and cut into small
pieces. To dissolve the PS, a 10% (w/v) solution of PS
was prepared using chloroform. Chloroform was
obtained from Alpha Chemika, Maharashtra, India.
H2SO4 (98%) is utilized as a sulfonating reagent
(purchased from Acid Fischer, England, UK) and CS
(MWT10 000 g/mol>Mw� 2500 g/mol) fromTechno
Pharmcem, Delhi, India. The Milli-Q EQ 7000 ultra-
pure water was used as a source of ultrahigh purified
water (Millipore, resistivity >18 MU/cm).

2.2. Sulfonation of polystyrene

A measure of 5 g of styrofoam was dissolved in
30 ml chloroform. Next, a gradual dropwise addition
of 3 ml of sulfuric acid (H2SO4, 98%) was carried out.
The result was mixed for ⁓1 h at 50 �C to get the
brown color. Subsequently, the suspended solution
was filtrated, and the solid polymer was obtained,
followed by thorough rinsing with distilled water to
eliminate any excess of acids. Finally, the polymer
was dried at 65 �C for 48 h.19

2.3. Preparation of sulfonated polystyrene-chitosan
composite membranes

A solution of SPS (2.5 g) was prepared with a
concentration of 10% wt in DMF (25 ml). CS with
ratios of 0.05, 0.06, and 0.10% w/w was added to the
prepared solution of SPS. By gradually adding CS
slurry into the polymer solution, the mixture is
gently stirred. The slow addition and continuous
stirring prevent the agglomerates of CS. The mixing
speed should be controlled to avoid excessive shear
forces, which can lead to agglomeration. Also,
ultrasonication was used to further disperse the CS
particles. The high-frequency sound waves create
microcavities and induce agitation in the solution,
breaking down agglomerates and ensuring even
dispersion. The composite mixture was subjected to
ultrasonic sonication at 60 �C while stirring for 1 h.
Afterward, the mixture is poured into a Petri dish
and placed in an oven at 65 �C for 48 h to ensure
complete drying as shown in Fig. 1. The membrane
thickness was measured using a digital caliper.15,16

2.4. Characterizations and physical methods of
measurements

The verification of the chemical composition of
the prepared membranes was conducted using an
Fourier transforms infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR).
This analysis encompassed a wavenumber range
scanning from 400 to 4000 cm�1, while a high-res-
olution scanning electron microscopy (HRSEM) was
used to investigate the morphological characteristics
and microstructures of the polymeric materials and
their membranes. The HRSEM analysis was per-
formed using a Quanta FEG 250 instrument equip-
ped with a field emission gun. Tensile testing was
used to evaluate the mechanical properties of the
blend, utilizing a universal testing machine, while

Fig. 1. Real image of (a) pure PS, (b) SPS, and (c) SPS/CS (0.05% of CS) membranes. CS, chitosan; PS, polystyrene; SPS, sulfonated polystyrene.
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thermal properties of the prepared membranes
were assessed using thermogravimetric analysis
(TGA). The TGA analysis was conducted using a
Shimadzu TGA-50 instrument, with the tempera-
ture range set from 30 to 800 �C and a heating rate of
10 �C/min. Ion exchange capacity (IEC) is a standard
method to determine the quantity of free Hþ by
submerging a specific volume of the membranes.31

The IEC, represented as milliequivalents per gram
of dry sample, is determined based on the recorded
number of functional groups as shown in Eq. (1):

IEC¼V
N
Wt

ð1Þ

where IEC is the ion exchange capacity, V the
titrating value (ml), N the normality of NaCl, and Wt

is the weight of dry polymer membrane (g). Also,
the PC characteristics of composite membranes
(SPS/CS) were evaluated using an AC impedance
analysis performed with an AC impedance analyzer.
Before the measurements, the sample membranes
were immersed in a 2 M H2SO4 solution at room
temperature.28 Subsequently, films were positioned
between two platinum electrodes that were
designed to block ion movement. Impedance results
derived from fitting Nyquist diagrams, which pro-
vide the relationship between the real (e0) and
imaginary (e00) components of permittivity for these
samples were measured across a frequency range
spanning from 100 kHz to 10 Hz.32e34 These mea-
surements were conducted under fluctuating
voltage conditions (5 mV) and within a temperature
interval of 25e80 �C, all under dry H2 and O2 at-
mospheres. The values for ionic conductivity were
derived using the equation.35

s¼ L
RDW

ð2Þ

where s is the PC (S/cm), L the distance between
two electrodes (cm), and R the measured resistance
for the samples(ohm), D the membrane thickness
(cm), and W is the width of the membrane. The
water and ethanol absorption of the prepared
SPSeCS composite membranes was evaluated, and
their performance was compared with pure SPS and
pure CS membranes used as blanks. To assess the
swelling efficiency of the prepared membranes,
square-shaped samples with a length of 2 cm were
cut and dried in a vacuum oven for 12 h. The initial
weight of the dry samples was recorded as Wdry.
Subsequently, at room temperature, the dried
samples were submerged in deionized water and
ethanol. At specific time intervals, such as 24 h, the
samples were weighed again (Wwet) after being

exposed to each solvent. The uptake of the solvents
by the samples was calculated using Eq. (3) as
follows:

Uptakeð%Þ¼Wwet �Wdry

Wdry
� 100 ð3Þ

where Wwet is the weight of sample after soaking in
solvent Wdry is the weight of sample before soaking.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Fourier transform infrared

The FT-IR spectra of PS (Fig. 2a) exhibited distinct
peaks. These peaks were identified as follows:
(a) peaks between 3050 and 3000 cm�1 repre-

sented the stretching vibrations of aromatic CeH
bonds, (b) peaks in the vicinity of 1600e1580 cm�1

indicated the stretching vibrations of aromatic C]C
bonds, (c) other peaks were observed at
⁓1500e1450 cm�1, corresponding to CeH bending
vibrations, and (d) at 1000e700 cm�1, associated
with CeH out-of-plane bending vibrations. More-
over, there were peaks in the range of
700e600 cm�1, indicating aromatic CeH deforma-
tion vibrations.36e38 The major peaks in the FT-IR
spectra of SPS (Fig. 2b), corresponding to the
chemical bonds present in pure PS membranes, as
mentioned earlier, were observed, where chemical
linkages in the range 3600e3200 cm�1 corresponds
to the stretching of eOH in the eSO3H and NH
groups16 as reported by Jalal et al..2 These peaks are
attributed to the association with water molecules
bonded to sulfonic acid by hydrogen bonds.

Fig. 2. FT-IR spectra of (a) pure PS, (b) pure SPS, and (c) SPS/CS
composite membrane with different ratios of CS: 0.05, and (d) 0.10%.
CS, chitosan; FT-IR, Fourier transform infrared; PS, polystyrene; SPS,
sulfonated polystyrene.
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The FT-IR spectra of SPS (Fig. 2b) clearly showed
extra peaks, indicating the presence of sulfonic acid
groups. These peaks were typically observed
around 1200e1000 cm�1, representing the stretching
vibrations (S]O) of the sulfonic acid groups. In
addition, peaks were observed around
3600e3000 cm�1, indicating stretching vibrations
(OeH) of sulfonic acid groups.19,39

Notably, with an increase in the concentration of
sulfonic groups in the polymer chain, the absorption
bands exhibit broadening, particularly in the
1200e1168 cm�1 range, corresponding to the asym-
metric and symmetrical elongation of SO2.

12 These
observations provide evidence of the successful
incorporation of sulfonated acid groups (-SO3H)
into the aromatic ring structure.16,40

The spectra of SPS and CS in the CS-SPS mem-
brane were examined (Fig. 2c and d). A detected
peak at 1451 cm�1 indicated the presence of the
aromatic C]C vibration from the benzene ring in
SPS. In addition, shifting vibrations of eSO3 were
noted at 1038 and 1061 cm�1 in the spectra.41 At the
wavenumber 1583 cm�1, we observed and recorded
overlapping vibrations of CeO and eNH.42 More-
over, the presence of -C-S was confirmed by the
absorption at 1126 cm�1; in contrast, CS is a cationic
polysaccharide comprising amine groups. CS's
amine group presence provides a positive charge,
facilitating the formation of ionic bonds with the

negatively charged sulfonic groups in SPS. As a
result, an ionic bond is formed between CS and SPS
in the composite material (Scheme 1).15 Conse-
quently, the absence of the band at 1560 cm�1,
which is attributed to the eNH2 groups, indicates
the occurrence of ionic binding.16,43,44

3.2. Thermal stability

Only one weight loss stage was observed for pure
PS at 400e440 �C, which was attributed to the main
chain degradation (Fig. 3). The main chain degra-
dation of SPS is lower than that observed in pure PS.
The weight loss goes beyond 100 �C up to about
120 �C is due to the presence of water bound to
SO3H by H bonding in the thermogram of SPS.
Another decomposition step is observed around
300 �C and continues to 350 �C, which is likely
associated with the elimination of sulfonic acid
groups or due to the loss of additives which is added
during the extrusion and blowing agent used during
the expansion step before the foaming process.
During this stage, the reduction in weight loss could
also be attributed to the volatilization of any
remaining solvent. Even though the solvent's boiling
point is notably lower than the temperature range
associated with weight loss, it is crucial to consider
the polymer's rubbery state. At the rubbery state,
increase in free volume, along with the improved

Scheme 1. Schematic diagram of supposing interaction of CS with SPS ionically and intermolecular hydrogen bonding. SPS, sulfonated polystyrene.
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movement and sliding of polymer chains with
increasing temperature, facilitates the evaporation
of any trapped residual solvent within the polymer
in its glassy state. Consequently, weight loss occurs
at temperatures significantly higher than the boiling
point of the solvent.45,46

The sulfonation process applied to CSeSPS
composite membranes results in the formation of a
highly acidic polyelectrolyte membrane. Conse-
quently, these factors result in alterations in the
membrane's decomposition behavior. The sulfo-
nated membrane displays a three-step decomposi-
tion pattern, as evidenced by the presence of three
distinct transitions in thermograms. The first step of
decomposition occurs below 100 �C and extends up
to ⁓110 �C. The reason for the weight loss can be
traced back to the moisture evaporation within the
membrane during the initial heating process, which
suggests the development of a membrane possess-
ing strong electrophilic properties. Around 300 �C,
the second decomposition stage occurs. The weight

loss during this step is linked to the removal of
sulfonic acid groups from the membrane matrix.
The final decomposition step takes place at 370 �C.
This event is ascribed to the decomposition of the
CSeSPS composite backbone.47

3.3. Water and ethanol uptakes

Water uptake is one of the main factors that refers
to chemical stability, swilling, and cross-linking
performance. Usually, low water uptakes possess
high chemical stability and low degradation rate
mainly in aqueous mediums. However, water up-
take may provide a more direct estimation of
methanol and water crossover, which is the one of
important factors that must be considered in DMFC
membrane.48 The study of swelling ability is re-
ported in Fig. 4a (uptake %) of the blank membrane
compared with composite membranes. The swelling
test performed at room temperature with deionized
water and ethanol highlighted the potential appro-
priateness of the composite membrane for fuel cell
utilization. The findings suggest that the composite
membrane shows a positive reaction to these sol-
vents, implying its potential effectiveness in fuel cell
applications.48

The study demonstrated that with an increase in
the ratio of CS polymer, the uptake of water and
ethanol decreased. This observation can be
explained by the water uptake of the modified SPS
membrane, which exhibits a high ratio of 86.26%
and an increase in the uptake value, which is caused
by sulfonation process in order to unoccupied
groups such as eSO3H groups, which can form
hydrogen bond and hold more water molecules.
The addition of 0.05% CS leads to the increase of
water uptake dramatically. This behavior can be
explained by the low combability between CS and
membrane components leading to increase of the

Fig. 3. TGA curves of pure PS, SPS blank, and CS-SPS composite with
different ratio of CS: 0.05 and 0.10%. CS, chitosan; PS, polystyrene;
SPS, sulfonated polystyrene; TGA, thermogravimetric analysis.

Fig. 4. Water and ethanol uptake (%) within 24 h (a) and IEC values (b) of pure PS, SPS, and CS-SPS composite with different ratios of CS: 0.05,
0.06, and 0.10%. CS, chitosan; IEC, ion exchange capacity; PS, polystyrene; SPS, sulfonated polystyrene.
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water uptake to 97% low cross-linking density and
holding more water. As well, the CS polymer has
anionic characteristics that embed much water
within the membrane structure due to an increase in
the number of hydrophilic eOH, eNH2 groups of
CS along with the eSO3H groups of SPS. Increasing
in molar ratio of CS (up to 0.10%) leads to obtain a
membrane with low water uptake (68.96%). As a
result of the intermolecular hydrogen bonding
interaction between the polymers, particularly
involving the terminal hydroxyl groups. Another
factor that may play a role is the amine group pre-
sent in CS, which imparts a positive charge and al-
lows for ionic binding with the negatively charged
sulfonate groups of SPS. As a result of this interac-
tion, a polymer film with strong cross-linking is
formed.
Second, upon incorporation of CS (0.05, 0.06, and

0.10%) blend to SPS membrane, the amount of
ethanol taken possesses lower values of 64.56, 45.44,
and 36.36%, respectively. This is a result of the size
of ethanol molecules being larger than the size of
water molecules. Hence, its movement can be
obstructed by the CS polymer chain. Also, the
blocking effect occurs due to the interaction of the
terminal function group for both blended polymers.
As the amount of CS grew to 0.10% w/v the amount
of ethanol taken progressively decreased and
reached 36.36%. The ability of SPS and CS to form a
strong cross-linking film increases.49

3.4. Ion exchange capacity

The IEC value serves as an indirect estimation of
PC. Fig. 4b presents a comparison of the IEC values
between CSeSPS composite membranes, pure PS,
and SPS. As expected, the IEC value of the PS
membrane is remarkably low, indicating a limited
number of charges within the polymer membrane.

Conversely, the IEC value of SPS is significantly
higher than that of PS, primarily due to the presence
of conducting groups (-SOH3), which play a crucial
role in enhancing the membrane's conductivity.
Moreover, the IEC for CSeSPS composite mem-

brane was discussed based on the ratio of CS in the
membrane. It was found that the highest value of
IEC was recorded for the lowest amount (0.05%) of
CS in the membrane and it is even higher than
Nafion.50 The IEC values exhibit a clear increase
from 0.95 mEq/g for SPS to 0.98 mEq/g for 0.05%
CS. Notably, this value surpasses the IEC reported
for Nafion 117 in previous literature, which was 0.91
mEq/g.51 This increase is due to the presence of
ionic groups originating from the eOH and eNH2

functional groups found in constituents within the
structural framework of CS. This, in turn, results in
an increase in the number of conductive groups,
consequently enhancing conductivity levels. How-
ever, high percentages of CS give undesirable re-
sults, and this is expected from the interaction
between the polymer chains forming intermolecular
hydrogen bonds that led to blocking conductive
group, which has the main effect to enhance the IEC
value. Importantly, there was a noticeable increase
in PC ranging from 0.12 to 0.17 S/cm when incor-
porating 0.05% of CS. This accomplishment exceeds
the documented PC value of 0.084 S/cm for Nafion
117.

3.5. Proton conductivity

Investigating FC membrane performance, partic-
ularly regarding PC, holds paramount importance
(Fig. 5a). In its pristine state, the PS membrane
exhibited a PC value of 0.001 S/cm due to a limited
count of ionic groups. Upon sulfonation of PS, the
introduction of additional sulfonic groups led to a
remarkable increase in PC, elevating it from 0.001 to

Fig. 5. Nyquist diagrams (a) and the PC values (b) of SPS, and CS-SPS composite with ratios of 0.05, 0.06, and 0.10% of CS. CS, chitosan; PC, proton
conductivity; SPS, sulfonated polystyrene.
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0.12 S/cm as shown in Fig. 5b. This enhancement can
be attributed to the emergence of eSO3-H

þ groups
resulting from the sulfonation process, serving as an
effective proton carrier.34 Notably, the observed rise
in PC extended from 0.12 to 0.17 S/cm for CS with a
0.05% ratio as presented in Table 1 and Fig. 5b. This
achievement surpasses the documented value for
Nafion 117, which stands at 0.084 S/cm.28

The enhancement owes itself to the presence of
eOH and eNH2 groups within the CS polymer.
These molecular components play a pivotal role in
augmenting PC and strengthening the polymer's
anionic characteristics. However, as the proportion
of CS in the membrane increases, a counterpro-
ductive effect becomes evident: the PC value expe-
riences a noticeable reduction. This phenomenon
stems from interactions between polymer chains,
leading to the formation of intermolecular hydrogen
bonds. Consequently, the count of ionic groups di-
minishes, which plays a critical role in elevating PC
levels, as illustrated in Fig. 5.
Furthermore, it is important to note that the PC

results for the CS ratio of 0.10% exhibit a significant
deviation. These findings surpass the outcomes
obtained from pure SPS alone. This disparity can be
attributed to the nature of PC, which measures the
degree of proton mobility between distinct groups
along polymer chains, subsequently influencing
electrical conductivity. However, the presence of
linkages among these groups can impede the un-
restricted motion of protons within the SPS struc-
ture. This obstruction becomes more noticeable due
to the uneven distribution of these interconnections
in a specific manner along the polymer chain,
further hampering smooth movement. Conse-
quently, the efficiency of free proton mobility di-
minishes, resulting in a decrease in the recorded
value. Fig. 5 provides a visual representation of the
relationship between the real part of impedance
(Zreal) and the imaginary part of impedance (Zimg)
across different concentrations of PEMs. This in-
cludes composite membranes of SPSeCS at con-
centrations of 0.05, 0.06, and 0.10% CS, alongside
pure SPS. These instances shed light on how distinct
frequencies influence impedance patterns. Through
careful analysis of the Nyquist diagram, we

extracted resistance values. These values were sub-
sequently harnessed in the calculation of PC, as
outlined in the preceding equation (Eq. 2).

3.6. Surface morphology

HRSEM was used to examine the surface
morphology of the CSeSPS composite membrane at
different CS ratios, with pure PS and SPS used as
reference samples. Fig. 6a shows the morphology of
pure PS film and displayed a homogeneous and
smooth surface with matrix tearing without any
noticeable pores or cracks. The morphology of the
SPS film exhibits a combination of hydrophobic and
hydrophilic regions.
Hydrophobic regions are composed of the PS

backbone, which is a nonpolar polymer. These re-
gions are relatively impermeable to water and other
polar solvents. The hydrophilic regions, on the
contrary, in SPS membranes are composed of sul-
fonic acid groups that have been introduced into the
PS backbone. As a result, the SPS membranes
exhibit two distinguishable phases (Fig. 6b). How-
ever, these sulfonic groups are highly polar and
attract water molecules, making them more
permeable to water and other polar solvents. Thus,
the morphology of SPS film can be further modified
by varying the degree of hydrophilicity. Increasing
the ratio of CS in the composite (Fig. 6c and d) in-
creases the quantity of hydrophilic groups within
the polymer. However, simultaneously, it enhances
the interaction between the polymer chains, result-
ing in the formation of intermolecular hydrogen
bonds that led to a reduction in its permeability to
water and other polar solvents forming a cross-
linked polymer as the obtained results from the
TGA, uptake, and IEC. In general, the morphology
of the SPS film is determined by a careful equilib-
rium between hydrophobic and hydrophilic regions,
which can be adjusted by controlling the degree of
electrophilicity.

3.7. Mechanical properties

Table 2 presents a summary of the mechanical
properties observed in all the membranes analyzed

Table 1. Explanation of the resistance obtained from fitting of Nyquist diagrams and other factors for derived proton conductivity.

Samples Resistances
(Ohm)

Distances between
electrodes (cm)

Thickness
(cm)

Widths
(cm)

Proton
conductivity (S/cm)

SPS 187.4 1 0.40 10.87 0.12
CS (0.05%) 130.2 1 0.43 10.43 0.171
CS (0.06%) 121.6 1 0.46 11.16 0.160
CS (0.10%) 141.1 1 0.39 12.10 0.150

CS, chitosan; SPS, sulfonated polystyrene.
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during the study. Considerable differences were
noted in the strength of the membranes. By
comparing the strength values among pure PS, SPS,
and composite membranes with varying concen-
trations of CS%, the differences become evident
indicating that the mechanical strength is influenced
by the ratios of CS in the matrix. The mechanical
strength of SPSeCS formulations with a 0.10% CS
concentration was found to be lower compared with
that of pure PS. This decrease in mechanical prop-
erties suggests that the addition of CS did not
reinforce the sample, behaving as a nonreinforcing
component. This decrease in strength can be
attributed to the limited interfacial interaction be-
tween the various components of the blended
membrane. This leads to a decrease in mechanical
strength at the interface of the blends. Also, the
reason may be some materials exhibit different
strength properties in different directions due to
their crystal structure or fiber alignment. If loads are

applied in a direction of lower strength, the material
might fail at lower stress levels. While the maximum
stress of CS 0.05% ratio shows an increase in
maximum stress than pure SPS, the reason is a
balance between the free ionic groups that increase
elastic properties and the number of ionic group
that are interlinked, causing an increase in
maximum stress. Moreover, Table 2 displays the
shear strength values, encompassing the maximum
force, dispersion, stress, and strain measurements.
Notably, the sample containing 0.06% CS exhibi-

ted the highest stress and only 6% strain. This in-
dicates that this particular sample possesses the
characteristics of a plastic material.52 It may refer to
the most ionic groups that can provide elastic
characteristics for the membrane, which are blocked
by intermolecular hydrogen bonds that provide the
membrane with plastic features.
Tables 3 and 4 offer a brief overview of the state

and different factors, including thickness, tensile

Fig. 6. SEM micrographs of (a) PS, (b) PSA, and CSeSPS composite membrane (c) (0.05% CS), and (d) (0.10% CS). CS, chitosan; SEM, scanning
electron microscope; SPS, sulfonated polystyrene.

Table 2. The tensile strength of PSA/chitosan at various ratios of chitosan within the composite.

Materials Maximum
force (N/mm2)

Maximum
dispersion (mm)

Maximum
stress (MPa)

Maximum
strain (%)

Pure PS 40.469 0.281 80.938 00.935
SPS 03.750 1.621 07.500 05.403
CS (0.05%) 06.250 2.830 12.500 09.433
CS (0.06%) 45.469 3.051 27.656 06.658
CS (0.10%) 05.781 0.751 11.563 02.503

CS, chitosan; SPS, sulfonated polystyrene.
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strength, elongation, contact angle, IEC, PC, cost,
water uptake percentage, and thermal stability for
SPSeCS membranes compared with Nafion-based
membranes. The findings suggest that the SPSeCS
membrane demonstrates potential as an electrolyte
membrane.

3.8. Conclusions

The work presents an experimental study to pre-
pare a composite ion exchange membrane
composed of SPS and CS. The research involved a
multistep process that started with sulfonation of
styrofoam, followed by the conversion of discarded
material into films using a casting technique. The
sulfonation process was used to modify styrofoam
waste and introduce sulfonic groups. The modified
PS was then blended with CS to create SPSeCS
composite membrane with varying ratios of CS
(0.05, 0.06, and 0.10% CS). Subsequently, various
characterizations were conducted, encompassing
physical, chemical, thermal stability, and electro-
chemical properties, including IEC and ionic con-
ductivity assessments.
The results indicate that the sulfonation process

effectively modified PS by introducing sulfonic
groups. These findings are supported by the results
from FTIR analysis, IEC measurements, and solvent
uptake studies. The SEM images of the SPS mem-
brane showed the existence of both hydrophobic
and hydrophilic regions. The mechanical properties
of samples containing CS (0.06%) are much better
than other samples. Its maximum stress is 27 MPa
where strain is only 6%. All samples are considered

thermally stable until 300 �C. The existence of eOH
and eNH2 functional groups within the CS polymer
leads to an increase in PC, resulting in a range from
0.12 to 0.17 S/cm for CS with a ratio of 0.05%. This
accomplishment exceeds the recorded value of
0.084 S/cm for Nafion 117.
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