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Abstract
This work reports the synthesis in-situ of silica particles inside a polysulfone matrix by the sol-gel method in acidic medium
using different polymerization inorganic precursors: tetraethylorthosilicate (TEOS), 3-aminopropyltriethoxysilane (APTES) and
mixture of them. The effect of the type of inorganic precursor on the formation of silica particles was studied. Composite
membranes were prepared by casting technique from these organic-inorganic materials. These membranes were characterized
by X-ray diffraction (XRD), infrared spectroscopy (FTIR), differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) and thermogravimetric
analysis (TGA). The morphology, particle size and particle-polymer interaction were studied by scanning electron microscopy
(SEM). Additionally, a semi-quantitative chemical analysis by energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDX) showed the chemical
composition of the composite membranes. Type and concentration of silica precursor affected the morphology, particle size and
distribution of silica in the composite membranes. Composite membranes without interfacial voids were obtained from APTES
at 25 wt%. Initial studies about the gas separation properties of CO2/CH4 gas mixture revealed an improvement on the CO2
permeability of composite membrane comprising silica particles synthesized from APTES in comparison with the polymeric
membrane.
Keywords: silica, sol-gel, polysulfone, composite membrane, gas separation.

Resumen
En este trabajo se reporta la síntesis in-situ de partículas de sílice dentro de una matriz de polisulfona mediante el
método sol-gel en medio ácido usando diferentes precursores inorgánicos de polimerización: tetraetilortosilicato (TEOS), 3-
aminopropiltrietoxisilano (APTES) y mezcla de ambos. Se estudió el efecto del tipo de precursor inorgánico en la formación
de las partículas de sílice. Las membranas compuestas se prepararon por evaporación del disolvente a partir de los materiales
orgánico-inorgánico. Estas membranas se caracterizaron por difracción de rayos X (XRD), espectroscopía de infrarrojo (FTIR),
calorimetría diferencial de barrido (DSC) y análisis termogravimétrico (TGA). La morfología, tamaño de partícula y la
interacción partícula-polímero se estudiaron por microscopia electrónica de barrido (SEM). Adicionalmente, el análisis químico
semicuantitativo mediante espectroscopía de energía dispersiva de rayos X (EDX) mostró la composición química de las
membranas compuestas. El tipo y la concentración del precursor de la sílice afectaron la morfología, el tamaño de partícula
y la distribución de la sílice en las membranas compuestas. Las membranas compuestas que fueron obtenidas a partir de APTES
al 25% no mostraron huecos interfaciales. Estudios iniciales de las propiedades de separación de una mezcla CO2/CH4 revelaron
el mejoramiento de la permeabilidad de CO2 de las membranas compuestas que contienen partículas de sílice sintetizadas a partir
de APTES en comparación con la membrana polimérica.
Palabras clave: sílice, sol-gel, polisulfona, membrana compuesta, separación de gases.

* Corresponding author. E-mail: griselda.castruita@ciqa.edu.mx
Tel. +52 844 4389830 x1013; Fax: +52 844 4389839
doi: 10.24275/10.24275/uam/izt/dcbi/revmexingquim/2018v17n2/Castruita
issn-e: 2395-8472

Publicado por la Academia Mexicana de Investigación y Docencia en Ingeniería Química A.C. 693



Castruita-de León et al./ Revista Mexicana de Ingeniería Química Vol. 17, No. 2 (2018) 693-705

1 Introduction

The inorganic-organic composites have been
extensively studied during the last decades. The
incorporation of an inorganic component into a
polymer matrix results in a hybrid material which
exhibits better specific properties than both organic
matrix and inorganic material by separate (Xu et
al., 2009; Pérez-Escobedo et al., 2016). These
materials can be used in attractive applications such
as catalysis (Hasik et al.,2009; Starlet et al., 2012),
biomaterials (Wei et al., 2007; Vallés-Lluch et al.,
2010), sensors (Kang et al., (2010); Zeng et al.,
2007), coatings (Torrey et al., 2008; Armstrong et al.
2012), and membranes (Jomekian et al., 2011; Sadeghi
et al., 2011). For instance, the use of polymeric-
inorganic composites has been successfully employed
to enhance the performance of membranes for gas
separation (Lua et al., 2013; Khosravi et al., 2014).

The organic-inorganic composite membranes have
been commonly obtained from three different ways. In
the first way, an inorganic filler previously prepared
is mixed with a polymeric solution and dispersed
by stirring and ultrasonic treatment (Mahajan et al.,
2002). Nevertheless, critical factors as the interface
voids derived from a poor compatibility between both
phases (Chung et al., 2007) and the difficulty to
eliminate the particle agglomeration have often been
reported as the main disadvantages of this method
(Jomekian et al., 2011). In the second case, the
organic monomers are polymerized at the surface of
functionalized inorganic particles giving a covalent
junction each other (Babanzadeh et al., 2012). The
last and more convenient way involves the in-situ
growth of the inorganic material inside the organic
continuous phase either in monomeric or polymeric
solution, i.e., the sol-gel method. In this method,
the inorganic precursor is hydrolyzed and condensed
under acid or basic conditions without formation of
a covalent junction with the polymer (Kim et al.
2001). In addition, this technique is very useful for
the preparation of films, coatings and, membranes by
casting. The sol-gel method offers better control on the
connectivity between inorganic-organic phases giving
more homogeneous hybrid composite, morphology,
particle size, and less phase segregation (Xu et al.,
2009; Zarazua-Aguilar et al., 2017).

In order to achieve this aim, the adhesion
among both components can be enhanced by the
introduction of functional groups on the structure of

the inorganic material which could provide either
a covalent attached or physical interactions (e.g.
hydrogen bonds or Van der Waals forces) with the
functionalities on the polymeric matrix, improving the
interface compatibility and getting a well-dispersed
inorganic network (Zhuang et al., 2014; Wu et
al., 2013). Functional groups such as carbonyl,
hydroxyl, ether or amine on the polymer structure
can interact physically with the functionalities of the
inorganic phase. This interaction could contribute to
obtain better dispersion of the inorganic material,
the improvement in the thermal stability, mechanical
properties, and permselectivity properties of the
composite membranes (Naghsh et al., 2012; Ghadimi
et al., 2014).

Silica has been one of the most important
inorganic compounds used on composite membranes
for application in gas separation due to its attractive
thermal and sorption properties (Chew et al., 2010;
Hasebe et al., 2017). Tetraethylorthosilicate (TEOS)
has been the main source for preparing silica particles.
Nevertheless, the introduction of amino groups within
the silica framework by using an organosilane has been
used to enhance inorganic-polymeric compatibility
and improve the interactions with CO2 facilitating its
adsorption process (Gil et al., 2011; Basu et al., 2010,
Castruita et al., 2015, Sánchez-Ruiz et al., 2018).
Romero et al. 2013, reported the improvement on the
thermal, morphological and mechanical properties of
hybrid polyetherimide-silica membranes by using an
organoaminosilane as coupling agent. The increase on
Young’s modulus is attributed to the higher interaction
between organic and inorganic phase given by the
coupling agent. On the other hand, the relationship
between polymer-filler interfaces of polyvinylamine-
based composite membranes containing silica and
other post-grafted amino-modified nanofillers has
been reported by Wang et al. 2015. They suggested
that the surface modification of fillers could improve
the interface compatibility. Despite several researches
have studied the incorporation of inorganic fillers in
membranes in order to improve the gas permeability
and promote selective separations, the synergistic
combination between polymer and inorganic materials
remains as a big challenge. The addition of silica
particles through sol-gel method has offered strong
interactions between particles and several polymer
matrix and the improvement on the thermal and
morphological properties of composite membranes
have occurred. (Davoodi et al., 2016; Ghadimi et
al., 2014). These improvements suppose that better
gas separation properties can be reached, making
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a prosperous methodology for composite membrane
fabrication. In fact, studies in this field have shown the
increase on CO2 permselectivity properties in silica-
containing composite membranes (Rafiq et al., 2012).

In this work, the preparation of composite
membranes based on polysulfone and silica particles
synthesized in-situ by sol-gel method is reported.
In order to study the effect of an aminosilane
on the formation of silica particles by sol-gel, a
comparative study dependent on the concentration
and type of inorganic polymerization precursor
was developed. The morphological, structural and
thermal properties of the resulting polysulfone-silica
composite membranes were investigated. In order to
evaluate the potential application of these membranes
in gas separation, an initial study of the CO2/CH4
permeation properties of some membranes was carried
out.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Materials

Tetraethylorthosilicate (TEOS, Aldrich 98%) and 3-
aminopropyltriethoxysilane (APTES, Aldrich 97%)
were used as silica precursors. Polysulfone (Psu)
UDEL-1700 was obtained from Solvay Advanced
Polymers. Chloroform and ethanol used as solvent
were purchased from J.T. Baker (ACS reagent grade,
99.95%). Deionized water was obtained from a system
of four ionic interchange columns (Cole-Parmer
Instruments) and hydrochloric acid (J.T. Baker, 36.5-
38%) was used to prepare the hydrolyzing solution.

2.2 Preparation of polysulfone-silica
composite membranes

In order to prepare the Psu-silica composite
membranes, different content of silica precursor was
assessed: TEOS, APTES and a mixture of both
(TEOS/APTES 75/25 wt/wt) at 10 wt% (0.24g) and
25 wt% (0.6g) respect to the polymer. Firstly, the
silica precursor was diluted in 1 mL of CHCl3 and
added dropwise to 14 mL of polysulfone solution
in CHCl3 (12 wt%). This solution was stirred at
room temperature during 15 min. After that, 0.28
mL of 0.15M HCl aqueous solution diluted in 1
mL of ethanol were added dropwise (Romero et
al., 2011; Zoppi et al., 2000) The resulting solution
was kept under reflux and magnetic stirring. A white

suspension of polysulfone-silica was obtained after
20 h of reaction. For comparison, pure silica particles
were prepared under similar reaction conditions. In
order to prepare the composite membranes, 3 mL
of the white suspension of polysulfone-silica were
poured into a glass mold of 5 x 5 cm covered with a
funnel to allow the slow solvent evaporation at room
temperature overnight. The flat composite membrane
was slowly dried in a vacuum oven to remove the
residual solvent at 40, 80, 110 and 150 °C in intervals
of 8 h each temperature.

2.3 Characterization

The cross-section images of composite membranes
were obtained by scanning electron microscopy
using a JEOL JSM-7401F microscope. The
composite membranes were fractured in liquid
nitrogen and coated with silver. An elemental
mapping and semiquantitative analysis of composite
membranes were obtained by energy dispersive
X-ray spectroscopy. Attenuated Total Reflectance
Fourier Transform Infrared spectra of composite
membranes were acquired using a Nicolet Magna
550 spectrometer in a range of 4000 to 700 cm−1.
The pure silica samples were mixed with KBr to
prepare pellets for the analysis. Thermogravimetric
analysis of composite membranes was performed
with a Labsys Evo 1600 thermoanalyst Setaram. The
measurements were carried out at heating rate of 10
°C/min under nitrogen flow until 600 °C and then
with oxygen flow until 800 °C. Differential scanning
calorimetry thermograms were obtained by means of
TA Instruments 2920 Modulated MDSC from 0 to 225
°C using a heating rate of 10 °C/min under nitrogen
flow. The glass transition temperature (Tg) values
were obtained from the second heating cycle. X-ray
diffraction patterns were obtained with a Siemens
D5000 diffractometer with Ni filter operated at 25
kV and 35 mA using CuKα radiation (1.54 Å). The
measurements were performed from 2 to 40° of 2θ
with a step size of 0.03° and a step time of 8 s.

2.4 Mixed-gas permeation tests

Gas permeability measurements were performed with
a specially designated mixed-gas permeation cell.
A binary mixture CH4/CO2 (95/5 % mol) was
assessed. The membrane was mounted in the middle
of the permeation cell onto a porous ceramic support
separating the upstream chamber and the downstream
chamber. The upstream chamber was pressurized
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with the gas mixture. Two different pressures in the
upstream side were assessed, 50 and 150 psi. Before
that, the permeation cell was swept by helium (He)
for baseline. A gas chromatographer 490 Micro GC
was used to analyze the permeate gas composition at
downstream chamber. A helium stream was used as
carrier gas on the permeate side with a flow rate of
10 ml/min. During the test, the temperature on the
permeation cell was kept at 35°C. The permeability
(P) for each gas was calculated with Eq. (1):

P =
δJ

p1 − p0
(1)

Where δ (cm) is the membrane thickness (98µm)
measured with a Mitutoyo digital indicator, J
(cm3/cm2 s) is the penetrant flux, p1 (cmHg) is the
partial pressure of the gas in the upstream side and
p0 (cmHg) is the partial pressure of the gas in the
downstream side. The selectivity (S) was calculated
with the CO2 permeability divided by the CH4
permeability following Eq. (2):

S =
PCO2

PCH4

(2)

3 Results and discussion

Composite membranes from silica particles
synthesized via sol-gel method into polysulfone
matrix were prepared. The effect of type and
content of silica precursor on the morphological
and physicochemical properties of polysulfone-silica
composite membranes was studied.

3.1 SEM analysis

Morphological characterization of composite
membranes prepared with TEOS, APTES and mixture
of TEOS/APTES was carried out by SEM (Fig. 1).
A poor content of silica particles in the composite
membranes prepared with TEOS as silica precursor
at both 10 and 25 wt% can be appreciated in Fig.
1(a) and (b). This could be due to the difficulties
to keep the silica particles in suspension into the
liquid polysulfone phase. As a result, only few silica
particles could be transferred to the membrane during
the casting process. In contrast, a different behavior
was appreciated in the composite membranes prepared
from TEOS and APTES mixture at 10 wt%. In Fig.

1(c) can be seen the presence of submicrometric
silica particles accumulated into polymer cavities. The
population of silica particles significantly increased
when TEOS/APTES content was increased to 25
wt%. The particle size in the submicrometric range
was kept under this reaction conditions as can be
seen in the SEM image on Fig. 1(d). It suggests
that the addition of APTES favored the dispersion
of silica particles into the polymeric solution leading
the formation of composite membranes with higher
content of silica particles. The formation of silica
particles homogeneously distributed throughout the
polysulfone matrix was also appreciated when a 10
wt% of APTES was used as silica source as can be
seen in the SEM image of the composite membrane
in Fig. 1(e). However, interfacial voids between silica
particles and polymeric matrix were clearly observed.
This morphology commonly called as “sieve in a
cage" has been reported as indicative of poor contact
between phases (Gorgojo et al., 2008; Vinoba et
al., 2017). Increasing APTES content to 25 wt%
allowed the formation of a composite membrane
without interfacial voids and well-dispersed inorganic
phase (Fig. 1(f)). These SEM results suggested that
the use of a greater amount of amino-containing
silica source improved the adhesion between amino
silica particles and polymer matrix. In addition, it
was found that the higher APTES content in the
initial gel composition, the larger silica particle size.
In SEM images it can be distinguished that the
particles size of sample prepared with APTES 25 wt%
ranging 2-5 µm while sample with APTES 10 wt%
showed particle size less than 1 µm. This particle
size variation is attributed to the amino groups in
APTES, which increase the hydrolysis rate of the
inorganic precursor and promote the particle growth
(Rahman et al., 2012). The chemical analysis and
the elemental mapping for Si directly on the cross-
section SEM image of Psu-APTES 25 wt% composite
membrane were performed by energy dispersive X-ray
spectroscopy (Fig. 2). The EDX spectrum on Fig. 2(a)
showed the elements present in the polymeric matrix
of polysulfone such as C and S. The elements Si and N
were detected due to the presence of the silica particles
containing amino groups. In addition, the element O
was detected because was present in both polymeric
matrix and silica particles. The distribution mapping
of Si is displayed in Fig. 2(b). The mapped image in
green color represents the scanned area of membrane
containing Si and suggesting the location of silica
particles.
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Fig. 1 Cross section images of composite membranes obtained by SEM. a) Psu-TEOS 10%, b) Psu-TEOS 25%, c)
Psu-TEOS/APTES 10%, d) Psu-TEOS/APTES 25%, e) Psu-APTES 10%, f) Psu-APTES 25%.

In fact, the distribution of these zones in green
matched well with the location of the silica particles
dispersed into the composite membrane as is shown
in the X-ray elemental mapping overlapped on the
respective SEM image in Fig. 2(c). This analysis could
indicate that all Si source was stayed in the silica
particles formed during the sol-gel process.

3.2 FTIR spectroscopy

The spectra of polysulfone and composite membranes
are given in Fig. 3. The spectrum of polysulfone
membrane showed two peaks at 1585 and 1487
cm−1 related to the C-C and C-H aromatic vibration,

respectively. Other important peaks at 1241, 1146
and 693 cm−1 associated to the C-O, S=O and C-S
stretching vibration, respectively, were observed. In
addition to the peaks corresponding to the polysulfone
matrix, the spectra of the Psu-APTES and Psu-
TEOS/APTES composite membranes exhibited a
slight widening of the low intensity peak at 1018
cm−1 that could be associated to the Si-O-Si vibration
of silica particles. Particularly, in the composite
membranes derived from APTES can be distinguished
the N-H flexion vibration at 1670 cm−1 (Bilalis et al.,
2016) whose intensity increased with the increment of
APTES content in the initial composition.
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Fig. 2 Psu-APTES 25% composite membrane a) EDX spectrum, b) Elemental mapping for Si, c) Si-mapping
overlapped on the SEM image.
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Fig. 3 FTIR spectra of polymeric and composite
membranes: a) Psu, b) Psu-APTES 10%, c) Psu-
APTES 25%, d) Psu-TEOS/APTES 10%, e) Psu-
TEOS/APTES 25%.

Fig. 4 FTIR specta of silica particles synthesized
from a) APTES and b) TEOS/APTES mixture.
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Fig. 5 TGA thermograms of polymeric and composite
membranes. a) Psu, b) Psu-APTES 10%, c) Psu-
APTES 25%, d) Psu-TEOS/APTES 10%, e) Psu-
TEOS/APTES 25%.

As it was expected, the Si-O-Si asymmetric
stretching peak at 1020 and 1055 cm−1, symmetric
stretching peak at 800 and 802 cm−1 and N-H
flexion vibration peak at 1600 and 1630 cm−1 were
clearly observed in the spectra of amorphous silica
particles that were synthesized for comparison from
APTES and mixture of TEOS/APTES, respectively
(Fig. 4). Additionally, the bands of asymmetric -CH2-,
symmetric -CH3 and -CH2- stretching vibrations from
the aminopropyl group were observed at 2930 and
2850 cm−1, respectively.

3.3 Thermal analysis

TGA thermograms of composite membranes and
polymeric membrane showed two-steps degradation
process as is appreciated in Fig. 5. Psu membrane
showed good thermal stability whose main weight
loss about 500 °C was attributed to the thermal
decomposition of polymeric chains and sulfone
rupture. The second weight loss associated to the
carbonization phase of residue started at 620 °C (Zhu
et al., 2014). Composite membranes synthesized at
different content of either APTES or TEOS/APTES
mixture showed analogous thermal behavior to the Psu
membrane. Two main weight losses attributed to the
polymer matrix were appreciated at 500 and 620 °C.
In addition, the samples synthesized from 25% both
APTES and TEOS/APTES showed a slight weight
loss about 200°C suggesting the presence of residual
solvent occluded into the membrane.
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Fig. 6 DSC thermograms of polymeric and composite
membranes. a) Psu, b) Psu-APTES 10%, c) Psu-
APTES 25%, d) Psu-TEOS/APTES 10%, e) Psu-
TEOS/APTES 25%.

These results indicated that the thermal stability
of composite membranes was maintained despite
of amino-functionalized silica particles. As was
expected, the remaining weight loss of Psu membrane
approached to zero at 800 °C. On the other hand,
the remaining weight loss of composite membranes
would be related to the weight loading of silica
particles. The calculated remaining weight for all
composite membranes was less than the expected
theoretical weight percentage. This behavior could be
associated to the accumulation of silica particles in
certain areas of the membrane and the wide particle
size distribution as could be appreciated in the SEM
images. DSC curves of polysulfone and composite
membranes prepared with different content of APTES
are shown in Fig. 6. An endothermic peak located
at 183 °C was observed for the pure polymeric
membrane which was due to the glass transition
temperature (Tg) of polysulfone. A slight increase
of Tg was detected for composites membranes,
recording values at 186 °C. This suggests that the
movement restriction of the polymer chains attributed
to interactions (promoted by amino groups) between
silica particles and polysulfone matrix was present
(Zornoza et al., 2011).

3.4 XRD analysis

The XRD patterns of silica particles synthesized from
different precursors, the polymeric and composite
membranes are given in Fig. 7. The XRD pattern of
Psu membrane showed a broad peak centered at 18°
of 2θ which corresponds to the d-spacing of 4.92 Å
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Fig. 7. XRD patterns of silica particles, polymeric and
composite membranes.

and it is associated to the amorphous arrangement
of the polymeric chains (Gaur et al., 2013). On
the other hand, the silica particles synthesized from
APTES and TEOS/APTES mixture also showed an
amorphous behavior (Chen et al., 2009). A broad
peak centered at 21° and 27° of 2θ was appreciated
for the silica particles synthesized from APTES and
TEOS/APTES mixture, respectively. Particularly, in
composite membrane it could be appreciated a slight
shift of the peak to 17.84° of 2θ when the content
of silica APTES precursor was 25wt%, indicating an
increase on the distance between polysulfone chains
(d-spacing) and suggesting the increment in free
volume. Moreover, the slight decrease in the intensity
of this peak is an indicative of the interruption on the
polymer chains packing due to the presence of silica
particles (Rafiq et al., 2012; Zhao et al., 2012; Wang
et al., 2015). Like, the broad peak from silica particles
was possibly overlapped by the peak of polysulfone.

3.5 Gas separation measurements

In order to know the gas separation performance
of these membranes, a preliminary study using a
CO2/CH4 mixture at different upstream pressures was
carried out. The gas permeability studies on composite

membranes derived from APTES were carried out due
to the homogenous distribution and no agglomerated
particles were appreciated. Psu-APTES 10% failed
in the gas separation performance because extremely
high permeability values for both CO2 and CH4 were
calculated. In this case, it is possible that the interfacial
voids between particles and polymer allowed no
selective pathway for both CH4 and CO2 gases (Aroon
et al., 2010; Pechar et al., 2006). In this context,
Martin-Gil et al. (2017) reported the drop of CO2/CH4
separation factor from 32.6 to 27.5 for polyimide-
ETS-10 as a result of defects derived of the highest
particle loading.

The gas permeation and selectivity for Psu
membrane and composite membrane Psu-APTES 25%
obtained at different upstream pressures are given in
Table 1. The solution-diffusion mechanism explains
the gas permeation through polymeric membranes
(Ismail et al., 2002), being the solubility the main
criterion in such mechanism. As was expected,
CO2 permeability higher than CH4 permeability
was obtained due to the higher CO2 condensability.
The solubility depends on the gas condensability,
thus, higher condensability would suppose higher
permeability. Considering the test conditions assessed
in this work, the CO2 and CH4 permeability for the
Psu membrane at 50 psi were 4.8 and 0.2 barrier,
respectively and the selectivity was 24. Improved
CO2 permeability properties were exhibited by the
composite membrane Psu-APTES 25% achieving 20.5
barrer.

Based on free-volume increase mechanism, this
behavior could be related to the disruption in the
polymer-chain packing by particles, similar to Rafiq
et al.´s. (2012) report. They reported that CO2
permeance increased from 73.7 GPU to 95.7 GPU
with the addition of silica loading. Other researchers
(Mohagheghian et al., 2014; Andrady et al., 2004)
like Cong et al. (2007) have also reported significantly
improvement in composite membrane performance,
achieving CO2 permeability of 177 barrer which
represents about 2.2 times of that pure polymer

Table 1. CO2/CH4 permeation properties of polymeric and composite membranes.

Membrane Upstream pressure CO2 Permeability CH4 Permeability Ideal selectivity
(psi) (Barrer) (Barrer)

Psu 50 4.8 0.2 24.0
150 2.9 0.1 29.0

Psu-APTES 50 20.5 1.4 14.6
25% 150 14.0 0.5 28.0
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Fig. 8 CO2/CH4 ideal selectivity against CO2
permeability of polymeric and composite membranes.

membrane. In addition, NH2 group in silica particles
can improve the solubility of CO2 within the
membrane increasing the permeability by means of the
formation of Langmuir-sites as have been suggested
by several authors (Miki et al., 2013; Basu et al.,
2010). Kim et al. (2008) reported the addition of 20%
of amino-modified silica in composite membranes
enhanced the CO2/CH4 ideal selectivity from 23 to
28 regarding to that containing no-modified silica
particles.

On the other hand, increasing the upstream
pressure to 150 psi, the CO2 and CH4 permeability
values for both polymeric and composite membranes
decreased, indicating no plasticization of polysulfone
took place (Visser et al., 2008). This suppose that
a competing effect of compression on the polymer
matrix at higher pressure could be reducing the free
volume and the diffusion of penetrants, resulting
on the reduction of the permeability values (Merkel
et al., 2000). The trade-off between permeability
and selectivity remains as the main challenge in
membrane-based gas separation (Cong et al., 2007).
In Fig. 8 it can be seen the tendency of the
CO2 permeability regarding CO2/CH4 selectivity
of membranes evaluated in this work and the
comparative with the upper bound correlation for
CO2/CH4 separation reported by Robeson (2008).
In this context, it is important to note that in this
work, the enhancement of CO2 permeability and
CO2/CH4 selectivity on composite membranes were
achieved in comparison to those showed for the pure
polymeric membrane even at the highest upstream
pressure. Increases in CO2/CH4 selectivity regarding

upstream pressure increase was also been appreciated
in composite membranes by Sridhar et al. (2008),
showing 15.2 at 10 psi and 17.4 at 30 psi. The results
here discussed indicated that silica particles containing
amino groups and prepared under the sol-gel method
can improve the permeation properties and maintain
good selectivity of membranes based on polysulfone.

Conclusions

Composite membranes based on polysulfone matrix
and silica particles synthesized from APTES
and TEOS/APTES mixture were successfully
prepared by the sol-gel method under acidic
conditions. The morphological, thermal and structural
properties of composite membranes were studied
by SEM, DSC, TGA, FTIR, and XRD. It was
possible to prepare composite membranes up to
25 wt% of organoaminosilane as silica precursor.
Different morphological properties dependent on
the silica source were exhibited. Silica particles
in the submicrometric range were obtained from
TEOS/APTES mixtures. On the other hand, the use
of APTES produced larger silica particles whose
particle size was dependent on the initial silica source
concentration. Improved particle-polymer adhesion
was achieved using APTES as an inorganic precursor
at 25 wt% because of defect-free composite membrane
was appreciated. These silica particles showed the
largest particle size between 2 to 5 µm. No significant
effect of silica particles on the structural and thermal
properties of composite membranes was detected.
Enhancement on the CO2 permeability and CO2/CH4
selectivity were achieved. The mixed-gas permeation
properties demonstrated the potential application of
the composite membranes based on polysulfone and
silica particles synthesized from APTES as membrane
for separation of CO2 from CH4.

Nomenclature

P permeability (Barrer)
δ membrane thickness (cm)
J penetrant flux (cm3/cm2s)
p1 upstream partial pressure (cmHg)
p2 downstream partial pressure (cmHg)
S selectivity
PCO2 CO2 permeability
PCH4 CH4 permeability
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