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ABSTRACT
We have investigated pressure-induced amorphization (PIA) of an alcohol clathrate hydrate (CH) of cubic structure type I (sI) in the presence
of NH4F utilizing dilatometry and x-ray powder diffraction. PIA occurs at 0.98 GPa at 77 K, which is at a much lower pressure than for other
CHs of the same structure type. The amorphized CH also shows remarkable resistance against crystallization upon decompression. While
amorphized sI CHs could not be recovered previously at all, this is possible in the present case. By contrast to other CHs, the recovery of the
amorphized CHs to ambient pressure does not even require a high-pressure annealing step, where recovery without any loss of amorphicity
is possible at 120 K and below. Furthermore, PIA is accessible upon compression at unusually high temperatures of up to 140 K, where it
reaches the highest degree of amorphicity. Molecular dynamics simulations confirm that polar alcoholic guests, as opposed to non-polar
guests, induce cage deformation at lower pressure. The substitution of NH4F into the host-lattice stabilizes the collapsed state more than the
crystalline state, thereby enhancing the collapse kinetics and lowering the pressure of collapse.

© 2024 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0203916

I. INTRODUCTION

Clathrate hydrates are ice-like materials containing pores of a
few Ångstrom. They are similar to zeolites, which are used as molec-
ular sieves. At low temperature and/or high pressure, water forms
geometric, cage-like, and space-filling cavities around its gaseous
guest. In fact, clathrate hydrates (CHs) are able to store more than
160 gas volumes per hydrate volume.1 With this versatile ability to
store large amounts of gases, CHs are becoming more and more
relevant in energy applications.2 Hydrate-based gas separation offers
the possibility of the purification of natural gases.3 CHs could
also be used for the storage and transportation of fuels, such as
methane or hydrogen,4 so that they are studied as an alternative to
conventional fossil fuels.5,6 Natural methane hydrate deposits exist
in abundance in marine and Arctic sediments.7 These reserves of
methane are estimated to surpass those of other fossil fuels by about
ten times.8

Undoubtedly, CHs will play a role in challenges in energy
applications, but the kinetics and thermodynamics of their forma-
tion and decomposition are still far from being fully understood,
so many open questions need to be tackled. For once, the pressure
of formation needs to be lowered for cost-effective application. In
addition, growth and dissociation kinetics need to be enhanced to
be technologically relevant.9 The most promising way to get started
is by studying promoters and inhibitors of CH formation. Interest-
ingly, while these two roles appear to be opposites, methanol takes
both.

Typically, CHs form in the presence of hydrophobic guests,
e.g., noble gases, methane, or tetrahydrofuran (THF), under cryo-
conditions and/or pressure. These guests are then encaged in an
H2O framework and interact hydrophobically with the hydrate
lattice, stabilizing the guest–host structure through van der Waals
repulsion. The size of the guest determines cage size, which then
leads to distinct structure types. Smaller guests, e.g., methane, form
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cubic structure I (sI) CHs. The sI CH consists of six large (T, 51262)
and two small cages (D, 512) per unit cell. Larger guests, e.g., THF,
induce the formation of cubic structure II (sII) for their larger
cages (H, 51264). Eight H cages form the sII unit cell, together with
16 small D cages. Hydrophilic guest molecules, such as methanol,
usually form hydrogen bonds with the framework itself and cause
destabilization. For this reason, methanol is considered an effec-
tive thermodynamic inhibitor of hydrate formation and is com-
monly used in the gas and oil industries for the prevention of
hydrate plug formation.10 The formation of alcohol CHs is, how-
ever, not entirely impossible. For implementation into the host
framework, the addition of hydrophobic helper guest molecules,
such as methane,11–15 THF,16,17 carbon dioxide,18 ethylene oxide,17

or acetylene,18 is required. Methanol has even been shown to be
a kinetic promoter of hydrate formation. Frozen water that has
been doped with methanol shows an accelerated hydrate formation
during exposure to gaseous guests such as methane,19,20 propane,21

or carbon dioxide.20 Though the exact mechanism is not fully under-
stood, it has been suggested that methanol causes vacancies on
the ice lattice,19,21 either Bjerrum L-defects22 or guest-stabilizing
defects and interstitials.23 These vacancies enhance guest molecule
diffusion and consequently increase the formation rate. Similarly,
methanol also promotes hydrate formation when made via vapor-
co-deposition at temperatures below 150 K instead of freezing
from the aqueous solution.16,18 That is, methanol’s ability to inhibit
hydrate formation is limited to its synthesis directly from aqueous
solutions.

Shin et al.24,25 have made advances in the synthesis of methanol
CHs from aqueous solutions, eliminating the requirement for a
hydrophobic helper guest molecule. Instead, they tune the proper-
ties of the host network by substituting some of the water molecules.
Specifically, they added up to 27 mol. % of ammonium fluoride
(NH4F), which is known to form ice-like phases on its own and
solid solution frameworks with water.26,27 Due to their isoelec-
tronic and isostructural properties, NH4

+ and F− are incorporated
into the crystal structure by replacing two water molecules. That
is, clathrates of cubic structure type I, II (sI and sII, respectively)
and hexagonal structure type H (sH) can be synthesized with
methanol and other alcohols as guest molecules after replacing
some water molecules with NH4F. The size of the alcohol molecules
determines the structure type; e.g., ethanol and methanol result
in sI,25 while methanol and THF lead to a sII CH.28 A number
of NH4F-containing CHs have been synthesized since the seminal
work.24,25,28–31 None of these unusual CHs have so far been studied
at elevated pressure, though. For this reason, our main focus is on
assessing the high-pressure behavior of NH4F-alcohol CHs. Under
pressure, both guest and host molecules are forced closer to each
other, allowing for pressure-induced transformations. The nature
of such transformations could help reveal more about guest–host
interactions.

In contrast to the situation for NH4F-containing CHs, the
phase behavior of pure-H2O sI and sII CHs upon pressurization
has been extensively studied.32–50 Just like pure H2O hexagonal ice
(Ih)51 (without any guest molecules), CHs undergo pressure-induced
amorphization (PIA) at low temperatures of up to 135–140 K.33,52

The PIA of Ih was first observed in 1984 by Mishima upon compres-
sion at 77 K to 1.0 GPa.51 In the low temperature region (77–130 K),
ice I transforms into unannealed high-density amorphous (uHDA)

ice. This HDA-subtype contains distorted, crystalline remnants.53–55

Temperature-annealing then leads to a transformation into one of
the three equilibrated forms of amorphous ice. Low-density amor-
phous ice (LDA) forms in the pressure range below 0.2 GPa,56

while between 0.2 and 0.8 GPa expanded high-density amorphous
(eHDA) ice57 and above 0.8 GPa very high-density amorphous
(VHDA) ice form.58 PIA is frequently interpreted as the crossing
of the extended negatively sloped melting line into the low-
temperature range,51,59 which in itself is considered an anomalous
property of ice.

Similar to pure ice Ih, sI and sII CHs exhibit negatively sloped
melting lines, while sH CHs do not.60 Consequently, sH CHs do
not experience PIA, while sI and sII CHs do. For CHs, PIA was first
observed for a sII CH in 1982 by Ross and Andersson,43 though
at this point its amorphous nature was unknown. The link to the
PIA of Ih was made in 1986 by Johari and Jones,46 who interpreted
amorphization as a mechanical collapse of the polycrystalline
clathrate. Since then, PIA has been observed for sII THF,32–35,42–50 sII
SF6,32 sII Ne,36 sII Ar,37,38 and even larger organic guest molecules
like acetone,42 1-3-dioxolane,33,34,42 and cyclobutanone.33,35,42

Amorphization pressures range from 0.8 to 1.6 GPa at temperatures
between 77 and 135 K, as compared to 1.0 GPa for Ih.51

PIA of sI clathrates has been observed as well, namely for
xenon,37 methane,39–41 and ethane hydrates,41 though at signifi-
cantly higher pressures. Xe hydrates remain crystalline at pressures
of at least 4 GPa,37 and methane hydrates undergo PIA at 3.2 GPa
and 100 K.39–41 Ethane hydrates begin to amorphize at 4 GPa,
100 K.41 Similarly, PIA has also been observed for the silica analogs
of CHs, clathrasils,61 i.e., PIA is not restricted to CHs with pure
water frameworks. Yet, PIA or even compression of any alcohol-
containing CH has not been studied previously, and so it is the focus
of the present work.

The first question is, of course, whether or not PIA takes place
in such clathrates. If so, secondary questions are at which pres-
sure, whether the amorphized CH remains amorphous even after
releasing the pressure, or whether it reverts back to the crystalline
clathrate. In the case of pure water without guests, amorphous ice
can be recovered at 77 K but reverts to crystalline ice at higher tem-
peratures, typically above 140 K.62 This is different in the case of
amorphized CHs. They typically cannot be recovered even at 77 K.
Upon decompression, most CHs revert to crystallinity.32 An early
computational study on sI noble gas hydrates has predicted that
crystallization of amorphized CHs can only be prevented at 0 K.63 At
any finite temperature, nucleation of the cage structure around the
guest molecules induces crystallization upon decompression.63 This
begs the question of whether the hydrophobic character of the guests
is responsible for preserving some structure even between the amor-
phized water molecules, ready to retain their crystallinity at lower
pressures.

In spite of these computational results,63 ways around crystal-
lization upon decompression were realized in experiments, mak-
ing amorphized clathrates available at ambient pressure. Suzuki as
well as Bauer et al. used annealing at 1.5 GPa and above and at
150 K and above to recover amorphous (RA) clathrates to ambient
pressure.44,45 The key to this success seems to be a transformation
to the more dense very-high-density-amorphous-like (VHDA)
clathrate at ≥1.5 GPa/≥150 K. Rapid cooling of the VHDA-like
clathrate, followed by decompression, results in the recovery of

J. Chem. Phys. 160, 194504 (2024); doi: 10.1063/5.0203916 160, 194504-2

© Author(s) 2024

 12 July 2024 18:31:29

https://pubs.aip.org/aip/jcp


The Journal
of Chemical Physics ARTICLE pubs.aip.org/aip/jcp

amorphous (RA) clathrate of a lower density, which turns out to be
in-between the LDA-like and HDA-like CH.38,42 These polyamorphs
can only be distinguished in situ, which has been performed so
far for amorphized sII Ar38 and THF clathrates.42,48 It has been
suggested that annealing at high pressure eliminates nucleation sites
and, therefore, makes some amorphous clathrates resistant to crys-
tallization and recoverable at low temperatures.42 The crystallization
of RA then takes place at ambient pressures above 120 K.37,38,48

Though a recoverable amorphous CH phase has been observed with
Ar37,38 and THF hydrates48 (sII), Xe hydrates37 (sI) always revert
back to crystallinity upon decompression at low temperatures, even
after annealing at high pressures. Annealing methane hydrate (sI) at
high pressures does not result in a transformation to an amorphous
CH, but instead, the amorphous CH crystallizes into a denser,
crystalline methane hydrate structure (MH-III).64 Thus far, sI CHs
cannot be recovered to ambient pressure at all. It is unclear how
alcohol molecules act as guests in the cavities of sI CHs and how
NH4F–H2O host networks affect this behavior, and so this is our
focus here.

That is, we here investigate the phase behavior of an ethanol
+ methanol CH of sI type with an H2O–NH4F host structure.
Rather than the typical hydrophobic guest, we use a guest that is
partly hydrophilic and has the ability to hydrogen-bond with the
ice cages. The guest molecules ethanol and methanol occupy the
large (T) and small (D) cages, respectively. The following open ques-
tions have motivated our study: (1) Does this unusual, hydrophilic
CH undergo PIA at low temperatures? (2) Does the CH experience
pressure behavior similar to that of CHs with hydrophobic guests?
(3) How does temperature affect the pressure-induced transforma-
tion? (4) Can an amorphous sI clathrate be recovered to ambient
pressure so that ex situ characterization methods like x-ray diffrac-
tion can be employed to study structure, dynamics, etc.? (5) How
do polar guest molecules, such as ethanol and methanol, and NH4F
incorporation into the host structure affect the behavior under
pressure?

We address these questions by utilizing in situ dilatometry
to track any pressure-induced changes, ex situ x-ray diffraction
for sample characterization, and molecular dynamics (MD) to run
multiple combinations of altered guest and host compositions.

II. METHODS
A. Sample preparation

The crystalline sI CH was prepared by mixing aqueous NH4F
and an aqueous ethanol/methanol solution. The ideal sI composi-
tion contains 46 water molecules in the host lattice, which features
six large cages (T, 51262) and two small cages (D, 512). We here use a
27 wt. % NH4F solution, so that the host network is composed
of 26.44 H2O molecules and 9.78⋅NH4F molecules, i.e., 19.56
water molecules are replaced by 9.78 NH4F molecules. We mix
this with a substoichiometric amount of ethanol/methanol, namely
4.72 molecules of CH3CH2OH and 1.57 molecules of CH3OH filling
the cages. Relating to an ideal composition of exactly one ethanol
per large cage (T) and one methanol per small cage (D), the mixing
ratio in this study corresponds to a 79% cage occupation of ethanol
(T) and a 79% cage occupation of methanol (D). Between 400
and 600 μl of mixed liquid solutions were filled into an indium

container kept at 77 K using a microliter pipette. The whole setup
was submerged in liquid nitrogen. In this procedure, cooling from
ambient temperature to 77 K takes less than one minute, i.e., cooling
rates are near 300 K min−1. Such rates are low enough to avoid the
vitrification of the solution. Instead, crystalline products freeze [see
x-ray diffraction in Fig. 1(b)].

B. High-pressure dilatometric piston-cylinder
experiments

For all volumetric experiments, the set-up was used that has
been previously used for many years in the Loerting group.53,54 This
set-up includes a high-pressure piston cylinder with an 8 mm bore
in a commercial universal material testing machine (Zwick, model
BZ100/TL3S). The sample is inside an indium container. Tempera-
ture is monitored using a Pt-100 temperature sensor and controlled
using resistive heaters inserted into the piston cylinder. To reach the
desired temperature, a heating rate of 3 K min−1 was used.

All piston-cylinder experiments were preceded by a precom-
pression to ∼0.4 GPa and back to 0.02 GPa (0.1 GPa min−1) at 77 K
to squeeze out excess air and obtain smooth dilatometric curves.
All samples were then compressed to 1.6 GPa (0.04 GPa min−1)
at different temperatures and decompressed, followed by sample
recovery. To recover the sample to ambient pressure, the set-
up was either rapidly cooled to 77 K with liquid nitrogen at
1.6 GPa (“high-pressure recovery”) or at 0.02 GPa (“low-pressure
recovery”). Quenching rapidly to 77 K at high pressure enables
the recovery of the high-pressure phase that has formed upon
compression. Quenching at 0.02 GPa instead allows for the con-
version of the high-pressure phase to a low-pressure phase during
decompression. That is, the reversibility of pressure-induced trans-
formations upon decompression at various temperatures can be
tested.

Blind dilatometric curves were recorded to 1.6 GPa at 77 and
200 K using the same set-up but without the sample. Blind curves
are used to correct the volumetric data for effects related to the
compaction of the set-up itself, e.g., the compaction of steel-pistons.
Interpolated blind curves were used at temperatures between 77
and 200 K. Experiments carried out at the same temperature were
scaled to match the same step height of the densifying step upon
compression; this normalizes the curves in cases where different
initial sample volumes were used.

C. Ex situ x-ray diffraction
For sample characterization, powder x-ray diffraction was

employed using a Siemens diffractometer, model D5000 (Cu Kα1:
λ = 0.154 18 nm, Cu Kα2 and Cu Kβ filtered out), equipped with a
low-temperature Anton Paar cryochamber. The x-ray source and the
detector were employed in a θ/θ arrangement, and a Göbel-mirror
was used for parallel beam optics. All measurements were carried
out at 77 K in a vacuum of <1 mbar. The Loerting group has worked
on avoiding ice contamination from the atmosphere during sample
transfer for more than 20 years. At present, little to no hexagonal ice
contamination occurs during sample loading into the diffractome-
ter. The following measures ensure this achievement: (i) Samples
are kept in liquid nitrogen at all times, except for the transfer itself.
(ii) To do the transfer as quickly as possible, the clathrate samples
immersed in liquid nitrogen are placed in close proximity to the
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x-ray sample holder (about 10–20 cm). (iii) Samples are powdered
while immersed in liquid nitrogen, where the powder is placed on
a spoon, still immersed in liquid nitrogen. (iv) It takes about 3–5 s
to lift the spoon out of the nitrogen, to push the powdered sample
onto the sample holder, and to close the vacuum chamber. In these
3–5 s, liquid nitrogen evaporates from the sample, and as long as
liquid nitrogen is evaporating from the sample, there can be no flow
from the atmosphere to the sample (the flow is rather from the
sample to the atmosphere!). (v) Only after 7–10 s does the evapo-
ration of nitrogen stop, and only then condensation from humid air
might take place. If the process of transfer takes longer than usual,
then we put liquid nitrogen over the sample once more before the
condensation starts so that again liquid nitrogen evaporates from
the sample! (vi) Once there is good thermal contact between powder
and sample holder (by forcing the powder onto the metal), the cham-
ber is closed and evacuated to less than 1 mbar immediately. (vii)
The chamber is always flushed with dried air, so that no water is
in the chamber. The only way water is carried to the chamber is by
stirring up the surrounding air through movements with the hands.
This water is not given time to condense, though, and is pumped
off before it can do so [see items (vi) and (iv)]. Recent examples
of diffractograms for high-pressure ice phases or for amorphous
ices without or with barely any hexagonal ice contamination can be
found in Refs. 65–68.

D. DFTB molecular dynamics simulations
To investigate the impact of NH4F on the structural stability of

CHs, molecular dynamics (MD) simulations were carried out using
a unit cell of crystalline sI CH,69 and periodic boundary conditions
were applied. Host structure and guest molecule composition were
varied and combined. To realize variations in the composition of the
host structure, either all 46 lattice sites were occupied with one H2O
molecule each, or 20 sites out of these were replaced with 10 pairs
of NH4

+-F−. Two adjacent H2O molecules were replaced by one
NH4F molecule manually, and their surrounding hydrogen atoms
were shifted to obey the Bernal Fowler ice rules70 again. Addition-
ally, to cancel out any potential dipole moment deriving from the
ionic character of NH4F, two NH4F were always placed on a hexagon
of 51262 cages directly across from each other, “facing” in the oppo-
site direction. This composition corresponds to 27.8 mol. % NH4F in
a solid solution with H2O, closely matching the 27 mol. % NH4F in
the experimental composition. In all six large (T) and two small (D)
cages, exactly one guest molecule per cage was placed. Two different
combinations of guest molecules were considered. In the simulation,
we employed exactly six and two molecules of ethanol and methanol,
respectively. This corresponds to a situation in which every single
cage is filled with a single molecule, where the smaller methanol
molecule fills the small cages and the larger ethanol molecule fills
the larger cages. In the experiment, we also assume the occupa-
tion of every single cage with a single molecule, just like in the
simulation. Yet, we cannot avoid the ice-I type by-phase in exper-
iments, i.e., there are guest-free ice-I domains in the sample and
domains of clathrate hydrate that are fully filled. The overall com-
position of our liquid mixture would produce 79% filled cages if
there was no by-phase crystallizing simultaneously. Taking the by-
phase into account, ≫79% of clathrate cages are filled, presumably
even 100%. This then suggests that the onset pressures for clathrate

amorphization are mostly impacted by the chemical composition of
hosts and guests. By contrast, the emptiness of cages does not play a
major role here. Yet, it is known that empty cages reduce pressure-
stability.37 For a non-polar counterpart, six propane and two ethane
molecules replace the polar alcoholic guests. Close in size, they differ
primarily in polarity and interaction with the host cages.

The MD simulations were performed using self-consistent
charge density functional tight binding (SCC-DFTB),71,72 using
the DFTB + package.73 The third-order implementation (DFTB3)
was used in conjunction with the 3ob parameter set.74,75 While
many MD simulations employ force fields, we here use an elec-
tronic calculation based on density functional theory. Simulations
were carried out on these four systems for all possible host–guest
combinations. The timestep in the velocity Verlet algorithm76 was
set to 0.5 fs. For temperature and pressure control, the Bussi-
rescaling thermostat77 (τt = 0.1 ps) and Berendsen manostat78

(τp = 1.0 ps) algorithms were employed. Isotropic pressure coupling
was utilized, i.e., all lattice parameters of the unit cell are coupled,
and the unit cell remains cubic throughout the entire simulation.
The pressure was increased stepwise, from 1 atm to 0.1, 0.5, 1.0,
1.5, and finally 2.0 GPa. At each pressure, the system is simulated
for a total of 20.0 ps. The associated time evolution of the applied
pressure as a function of simulation time is provided in Fig. SM1 of
the supplementary material.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A. Pressure-induced amorphization: The upstroke
transition

The crystalline sI ethanol + methanol clathrate hydrate
(CH) with the composition of (4.72CH3CH2OH; 1.57CH3OH)⋅
(26.44H2O; 9.78NH4F) was used for this study. In this stoichiom-
etry, some cages might be empty. Our x-ray data [see Fig. 1(b), blue
curve at bottom] indicate a secondary phase that does not contain
any alcohol molecules, namely ice I H2O/NH4F. That is, all cages
in the clathrate hydrate itself might be occupied; the occupancy of
cages is between 79 and 100%.

Apart from the usual decrease in lattice constant linked to
H2O/NH4F mixtures as solid solutions,24,79 the addition of NH4F
induces small but significant structural differences in CHs.24 This
is related to the shortened N–H⋅ ⋅ ⋅F hydrogen bond, which is
shorter by 4% compared to O–H⋅ ⋅ ⋅O.79 The full width at half
maximum (FWHM) of the most prominent Bragg peak at ≈28○

of the ethanol + methanol sI H2O/NH4F CH is 0.2○ (Cu Kα1:
λ = 0.154 18 nm, 77 K). For comparison, we estimate the FWHM
of the same Bragg peak for a crystalline methane hydrate (sI)
from Lunev et al.80 (Cu Kα1: λ = 0.154 18 nm, 173 K) to be 0.3○.
Evidently, despite some perturbation from the NH4F addition, the
CH is without a doubt fully crystalline.

Comparing the ratio of Bragg peak intensities at ≈23.0○ and
≈24.5○ to the ratio presented by Malkin et al.81 shows that an ice
I stacking disordered by-phase is present. The secondary phase likely
derives from ethanol being partially immiscible in the liquid solution
at room temperature and hindering the entire liquid sample from
transforming into CH. Shin et al.,25 who had first synthesized this
specific CH, tried to overcome this issue by using a higher concen-
tration of the guest species and by immersing the frozen, grinded
H2O/NH4F mixture in an excess methanol/ethanol solution. Their
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FIG. 1. (a) Dilatometric curves during isothermal compression from 0.02 to 1.6 GPa of crystalline ethanol + methanol sI CH at 77–150 K. Pressure-induced transformations
are indicated by the change in slope, and the onset pressure is noted. Pin marks in black and blue refer to the positions at which x-ray diffractograms were taken, following
recovery at 77 K in (b). (b) X-ray diffractograms of the crystalline ethanol + methanol sI CH at 77 K, prior to any pressurization (blue), and pressure-transformed ethanol +
methanol sI CH at temperatures 77–150 K (from 0.02 to 1.6 GPa), following recovery at 77 K. Vertical colored lines mark typical reflex positions of sI CH (light red), ice I-type
H2O/NH4F (light blue), and indium remnants (light green). The dotted line (red/light red) shows the strongest, characteristic sI reflex, which is used for FWHM determination.
All diffractograms were recorded at 77 K, <1 mbar.

FIG. 2. Compilation of onset pressures of pressure-induced amorphization, both from past publications32,34–39,41–45,47,49,50 (pure-H2O hosts only) and this study [H2O(73 mol.
%)-NH4F(27 mol. %)]. Red and blue areas show the trend of structure types sII and sI CHs, respectively.
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diffractogram shows little to no difference in terms of by-phase
formation compared to what our method yields. Yet, their by-phase
is much less stacking-disordered than ours but mostly hexagonal.
The pressure behavior of this phase mixture is studied at tempera-
tures between 77 and 150 K up to 1.6 GPa. Changes in sample density
indicating phase transitions are monitored via in situ dilatometry,
and recovered samples are characterized via ex situ powder x-ray
diffraction at 77 K at subambient pressure.

Piston-displacement curves starting from the crystalline CH at
five different temperatures between 77 and 150 K of the sI CH are
shown in Fig. 1(a). Piston-displacement curves can be converted to
volume change by multiplication with the bore area (a circle of 8 mm
inner diameter). By definition, the direction up corresponds to a
densification in all figures in this work. Figure 1(a) indicates sud-
denly accelerated densification between 0.6 and 1.0 GPa, indicating
a pressure-induced transformation. The transformation completes
below 1.4 GPa. X-ray diffractograms of the high-pressure samples
recovered after decompression at 77 K are shown in Fig. 1(b).
They reveal a shift from narrow Bragg reflexes to broad peaks,
confirming pressure-induced amorphization (PIA). In addition, the
secondary phase, the ice-I-type H2O/NH4F solid solution, amor-
phizes, with its amorphous halo hidden below the broad CH peaks.
The amorphization of the secondary phase does not show up as a
second densification event. It amorphizes simultaneously with the
clathrate.

Unlike pure ice, the H2O/NH4F solid solution does not
undergo any crystalline–crystalline phase transition. Even small
amounts of NH4F as low as 2.5 mol. % suppress hydrogen-ordered
phases82,83 such as ice II and expand the stability region of ice
I-type phases.27 A lack of sharp Bragg peaks associated with the sec-
ondary phase confirms the absence of crystalline-crystalline phase
transitions in the H2O/NH4F by-phase. The small densification in
each compression curve between 0.2 and 0.4 GPa is attributed to a
tiny amount of trapped air being squeezed out. No changes in the
x-ray diffractogram are seen when recovering the sample at 0.4 GPa
instead of 0.2 GPa.

The change in slope in the piston-displacement curve enables
a determination of onset pressures for the pressure-induced trans-
formation using the tangent intersection method [see tangents in
Fig. 1(a)]. PIA sets in at 0.98 GPa at 77 K, then shifts to lower
pressure at higher temperature. A comparison of the onset pressures
of PIA in CHs is collected and summarized in Fig. 2. Compared to
all other onset pressures for sI and sII clathrates in the literature,
our specific CH begins to amorphize at a tremendously lower pres-
sure (see Fig. 2). Other sI CHs undergo PIA at significantly higher
pressure: sI methane hydrates amorphize at 3.2 GPa (100 K),39–41

while ethane hydrates undergo PIA at 4.0 GPa, and Xe hydrates at
pressures above at least 4 GPa (95 K).37 That is, the combination of
NH4F in the host and alcohol as a guest reduces the onset pressures
by about 70%–75% to 25%–30% of previously reported pressures.
Up until now, sII-THF CHs have been shown to exhibit the lowest
onset pressure of all CHs, namely 1.2 GPa at 77 K.32,33,43,48 Here, the
sI clathrate amorphizes at even lower pressure.

In terms of temperature, PIA is observed here on the sI CH
up to at least 140 K, higher than reported before for all CHs with
hydrophobic guests. The highest temperature at which the PIA of
CH has been observed in past studies is 130–135 K. In this range,

THF,33,35,43,47,49,50 1,3-dioxolane,33,34,42 and cyclobutanone33,42 CH
undergo PIA at 0.9–1.1 GPa.

Figure 1(b) also shows that compression at different tempera-
tures does not lead to an identical amorphous state. All pressurized
samples show halo-like broadening near the typical sI reflex posi-
tions at 26.0○, 27.1○, 28.1○, 30.2○, 31.1○, and 32.0○. Yet, a variation
in broadness linked to the degree of amorphicity, as given by the
Debye–Scherrer relation,84 is evident. Pressurization at tempera-
tures of up to 140 K leads to an increase in peak broadness, which is
related to an increase in amorphicity. At 150 K, these peaks become
more narrow and more structured again. This hints at a mechanis-
tic change in the pressure-induced transformation: While up to at
least 140 K, PIA takes place at a higher and higher rate, at 150 K and
above, amorphization slows down again, resulting in a less complete
amorphization, i.e., lower amorphicity.

This development of peak broadness is quantified by the full
width at half maximum (FWHM) of the strongest peak at 28.1○,
as visualized in Fig. 3. Most remarkably, the amorphized sI CH is
recoverable upon decompression at 77 K if previously compressed
at 77–140 K. This renders it the only CH that can be recovered
in its amorphous state without the requirement of the additional
high-pressure annealing procedure presented by Suzuki44 and Bauer
et al.45 To the best of our knowledge, it has even been impossible
previously to recover amorphized sI clathrates.

FIG. 3. Full Width at Half Maximum (FWHM) of the sI (halo) peak at 28.1○ in the
x-ray diffractograms of pressure-transformed ethanol +methanol CH as a function
of the temperature of compression. High-pressure (1.6 GPa) quench-recovered
CH, which has been decompressed at 77 K, is in red. The crossing of a crys-
tallization temperature at 1.6 GPa Tx,1.6GPa is sketched in a purple dashed line.
Low-pressure (0.02 GPa) quench-recovered CH, which has been decompressed
at the temperature of compression and then quenched to 77 K, is in blue. Only the
data point in teal is prior to any compression and marks the minimal FWHM at full
crystallinity in a turquoise dashed line. The difference in the full width at half maxi-
mum between the high- and low-pressure quench recovered pressure-transformed
CHs, ΔFWHM, is markedly exemplary.
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B. Recoverability: The downstroke transition
The amorphized CH even resists crystallization when decom-

pressed at higher temperatures, up to at least 120 K. To demonstrate
this, we have carried out decompression at 120, 130, 140, and 150 K
with quenching to 77 K at 0.02 GPa. Figure 4(a) compares the
volumetric curves for decompression at 77 K and at a higher tem-
perature. The volume follows the same curve, no matter whether
decompression is performed at 77 or 120 K. That is, the pressure-
amorphized clathrate can be recovered both at 77 and 120 K at
ambient pressure without crystallization. Starting at 130 K, decom-
pression clearly leads to a state of lower density compared to decom-
pression at 77 K. Evidently, partial crystallization is induced by a
decrease in density when decompressing at 130 K. The difference
in piston-displacement at 0.02 GPa [dexpansion,decompression, orange in
Fig. 4(a)] reflects the volume change induced by the partial amor-
phous to crystalline transition upon decompression. The height of
the step upon compression [dstep,compression, purple in Fig. 4(a)], on
the other hand, indicates the volume change associated with the
transition from fully crystalline to amorphous. The ratio of the
two volumetric changes allows for defining and quantifying the
reversibility of the amorphization upon decompression.

For amorphization at 140 K, the largest fraction crystallizes
on the downstroke at 140 K. For 150 K, the volume difference
at 0.02 GPa vanishes, which implies that already on the upstroke
transition, distorted crystals are produced rather than amorphized

CH. Both for decompression at 77 and 150 K, the downstroke
features a curved nature, especially below 0.2 GPa. We surmise that
in this range, the densified, deformed crystals slowly start to progress
back toward undeformed sI CH crystals. Yet, some degree of distor-
tion is still retained down to ambient pressure, which is at the origin
of the volume difference between the upstroke and downstroke tran-
sitions. This proves a mechanistic difference in the pressure-induced
transformation at 150 K compared to 140 K and below. As PIA is
no longer taking place during compression, no crystallization of an
amorphized CH can occur. The finding of dexpansion,decompression ≈ 0
should, in this case, not be confused with the recoverability of the
amorphized CH; the amorphized clathrate just does not form in the
upstroke.

The x-ray diffractograms of the samples decompressed at high-
temperatures are shown in Fig. 4(b). They display varying degrees
of amorphization. The amorphicity, as gauged by the width of the
peak at 28.1○, is graphed in Fig. 3. Up to 120 K, the degree of
amorphicity is the same for low- and high-temperature decompres-
sion. For decompression temperatures of 130–150 K, the degree of
amorphicity goes down, i.e., back-transformation to sI CH crystals
sets in upon decompression. The highest degree of amorphicity is
reached when compressing at 140 K and decompressing at 77 K.
Evidently, temperature increases aid PIA but also promote reversion
to crystalline CH. Meanwhile, the absence of sharp Bragg peaks
associated with the H2O/NH4F by-phase shows that decompression

FIG. 4. (a) Dilatometric curves during isothermal decompression from 1.6 to 0.02 GPa of pressure-transformed ethanol + methanol sI CH at 77–150 K. Marks in black and
blue refer to the recorded x-ray diffractogram, following recovery at 77 K, in (b). Dilatometric curves during compression from Fig. 1(a) are hinted weakly in black dotted
lines. dstep,compression and dexpansion,decompression used for the determination of the reversibility quotient, QR, are sketched as exemplary. (b) X-ray diffractograms of the crystalline
ethanol + methanol sI CH at 77 K, prior to any pressurization (blue), and decompressed pressure-transformed ethanol + methanol sI CH at temperatures 77–150 K
(from 1.6 to 0.02 GPa), following recovery at 77 K. Vertical colored lines mark typical reflex positions of sI CH (light red), ice I-type H2O/NH4F (light blue), and indium
remnants (light green). The dotted line (red/light red) shows the strongest, characteristic sI reflex, which is used for FWHM determination. All diffractograms were recorded at
77 K, <1 mbar.
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FIG. 5. (a) Difference in the full width at half maximum after high- and low-pressure quench recovery, ΔFWHM, determined from ex situ x-ray diffractograms. The value of 0
is marked by the pink dashed line. (b) Reversibility quotient, QR, as defined from volumetric data [see Fig. 4(a) and Eq. (1) ]. Full reversibility and absolute irreversibility are
marked as blue and pink dashed lines, respectively.

at either temperature between 77 and at least 150 K does not induce
the crystallization of the by-phase.

The reversibility of the amorphization, i.e., lack of crystallinity,
is once again analyzed based on x-ray diffraction data in Fig. 5.
While in Fig. 3, the absolute FWHM is plotted both for the down-
stroke transition at 77 K (high-pressure quench recovery) and the
downstroke transition at a higher temperature (low-pressure quench
recovery at 0.02 GPa), Fig. 5(a) focuses on the difference between the
two, ΔFWHM. This difference in amorphicity is zero up to 120 K,
proving full recoverability up to this temperature. Up to 140 K,
ΔFWHM then increases, which is a result of higher amorphicity after
the upstroke at 140 K but back-crystallization in the downstroke
at 140 K. Reversibility is clearly lost at 140 K. From 140 to 150 K,
ΔFWHM drops significantly, which is linked to the lower degree
of amorphization after the upstroke at 150 K/1.6 GPa. Instead of
PIA, pressure-induced crystal deformation and densification occur
at 150 K. All in all, x-ray diffractograms prove the loss in crystallinity
for the upstroke up to 140 K and the recoverability of the amorphous
CH up to 120 K.

The crystallization of amorphized CHs upon decompression
is not only reflected in the ex situ x-ray diffractograms but also in
the in situ dilatometric curves in Fig. 4(a). As indicated earlier, the
step height for the upstroke transition and the piston-displacement
difference between two downstroke curves can be employed to
quantify reversibility [both are exemplarily marked in Fig. 4(a)]. We
define the reversibility quotient, QR, on the basis of expansion upon
decompression and the compaction step upon compression as

QR =
dexpansion, decompression

dstep, compression
. (1)

QR in Fig. 5(b), defined from dilatometry data, shows a remark-
able resemblance to ΔFWHM in Fig. 5(a), defined from x-ray

diffractograms. This agreement between the ex situ x-ray diffraction
and in situ dilatometric methods demonstrates that amorphiza-
tion/crystallization can be identified equally from volumetric and
crystallographic data. Both methods indicate the remarkable sta-
bility of the amorphous H2O/NH4F-alcohol CHs at 77 K. In other
words, the combination of the use of NH4F in the host lattice and the
use of hydrophilic alcoholic guests allows for unprecedented desta-
bilization of the crystalline host network, so that PIA takes place at
surprisingly low pressures. Furthermore, amorphized clathrates of
this composition are highly resistant against crystallization—much
more resistant than other amorphized clathrates studied in the
past. The densifying transformation is already fully reversible upon
decompression at 140 K in terms of dilatometric curves, and no
new crystalline Bragg peaks linked to the secondary phase appear.
This demonstrates that the PIA of the ice I-like secondary phase is
negligible compared to the PIA of the CH.

C. Molecular dynamics simulations
In order to rationalize such findings, we have also carried out

MD simulations with and without NH4F and with polar alcohol
guests or non-polar hydrocarbon guests of similar size. These four
systems were simulated at 77 K under increasing pressure. Switch-
ing between alcohol and hydrocarbon guests of comparable size
provides insight into the effect of the polar vs non-polar char-
acter of the guest. More specifically, we employed one ethanol
molecule in each large cage (T) and one molecule of methanol
in each small cage (D) for the polar guests and propane and
ethane in T and D, respectively, for non-polar guests. Using H2O-
only and partial NH4F-substitution in the host structure offers an
evaluation of the effect of NH4F. The mixing ratio of NH4F closely
resembles the experimental one. By combining these variations, an
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interplay between NH4F-substitution and alcoholic guests is singled
out. Monitoring the cell constant under increasing pressure in the
unit cell shows the effect the different components have on the
collapse of the crystalline clathrate in Fig. 6(a). This analysis closely
resembles experimental dilatometry. In the simulations, pressure
is increased step-by-step, whereas in experiments, we continuously
increase pressure. All curves first show an equilibration of the cell

FIG. 6. (a) Simulated cell constant of sI unit cells of four different combina-
tions, differing in guest molecule (in square brackets) and/or host composition
upon pressure increase at 77 K. Each data point is symmetrically averaged
over 1001 neighboring data points. Pressure is applied stepwise (1 atm, 0.1,
0.5, 1.0, 1.5, and 2.0 GPa) and marked by gray dashed lines. Estimated
trend lines act as a guide to the eye and highlight significant changes in
slope. (b) Schematic representation of the chemical potential μG based on
the Hammond postulate applied to the pressure-induced mechanical collapse
(comparable to PIA) of pure-H2O and NH4F-containing CHs with alcoholic
guests.

constant to the new pressure conditions, after which the pressure
oscillates about the target value. The associated time evolution of
the applied pressure as a function of simulation time is provided in
Fig. SM1 of the supplementary material.

Even though neither amorphization nor an amorphous struc-
ture alone can be properly described in such a small system, the
collapse of the crystalline structure in this unit cell is comparable
to an amorphization. The pressure it takes to cause a collapse of
the crystalline cages, therefore, mirrors the onset pressures of the
PIA of different CHs. Just like in the experiment, CHs with alco-
holic guests collapse at significantly lower pressures compared to the
same systems with hydrocarbon guests. In fact, regardless of host
composition, alkane-filled CHs show a near-linear decrease in cell
constant [cf. Fig. 6(a), black and orange line], without any change
in slope to indicate a sudden collapse. Evidently, the repulsive force
between guest and host stabilizes the cages from within. By contrast,
alcohol-filled CHs not only show a stronger decrease in size but also
exhibit a change in slope and an abrupt decrease in the cell constant
as the crystalline cages collapse [cf. Fig. 6(a), blue and red lines].
Most importantly, these findings reflect what the experimental data
have shown in this study. An alcohol-filled NH4F-substituted CH
loses its crystalline structure at significantly lower pressures than
CH with a H2O-only host structure and non-polar guests. Further-
more, even before collapse is reached, alcohol-filled CHs show a
lower cell constant than alkane-filled CHs. This is likely linked to
alcohol’s ability to form hydrogen bonds with the host structure,
NH4F-containing24,25,85 or not.16,86–88 Shin et al.25 have suggested
that these (transient) hydrogen bonds between alcoholic guests and
the host structure could reduce the cage size in NH4F-containing
CHs, methanol most of all.

While non-polar hydrocarbon guests repulse the cage from
within, polar alcoholic guests pull in the host structure. In fact, this
ability to form hydrogen bonds with the host structure is the rea-
son for the instability of pure-H2O CHs with alcoholic guests.86–88

As guest–host bonds are formed, the host’s hydrogen-bond network
is destabilized and partially breaks. By contrast, NH4F-containing
CHs withstand the destabilization of the host-network despite strong
interactions with the alcoholic guest.24,25

The effect of NH4F on the collapse of alcohol containing CHs
is evident in Fig. 6(a). The pure-H2O CH with alcoholic guests
experiences sudden densification as 1.5 GPa is reached. The
addition of NH4F to the systems induces a collapse at 0.9 GPa.
Apart from affecting the pressure of collapse, NH4F does not sig-
nificantly influence the lattice parameters.89 That is, NH4F in the
host lowers the pressure of collapse. In experiments, crystalline
alcohol CHs are very hard to make and have remained elusive
for a very long time. This is because polar guests make the
crystalline CH highly unstable, to the point of thermodynamic
impossibility.86–88 Clearly, the addition of NH4F to the alcohol-
containing CH has proven to enhance thermodynamic stability.24,25

This stabilization in terms of the chemical potential μG is indi-
cated by the red arrow at the left in Fig. 6(b), which sketches
the reaction coordinate for PIA of alcohol CH both with and
without NH4F. In spite of this higher thermodynamic stability,
our simulations show an earlier pressure-induced collapse for the
NH4F-containing CH with alcoholic guests, feigning lower sta-
bility. This lower stability against pressure increases is kinetic
in origin and can be reconciled based on the Hammond–Leffler
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postulate.90 In Fig. 6(b), the barrier against amorphization is much
lower for the CH containing NH4F, reflecting the lower pressure of
collapse in Fig. 6(a). A lower and earlier barrier necessitates a more
exergonic transition, according to the Hammond–Leffler principle.
That is, in the presence of NH4F, the amorphized clathrate is more
strongly stabilized than in its absence. This is indicated by the longer
red arrow for the amorphized CH in Fig. 6(b). The pure-H2O alco-
hol containing CH experiences a less early transition state because
of its less exergonic nature. That is, there is an anti-correlation
between exergodicity and barrier height, and hence also kinetics.
The larger stabilization of the amorphous clathrate containing NH4F
is plausible considering that there is an additional contribution to
the exergonic transition that originates from the mixing entropy in
the presence of NH4F. This mixing entropy is absent for the alcohol
clathrates without NH4F. According to Hammond’s postulate, a
steeper fall in μG is linked to a lower barrier and a higher transfor-
mation rate. This causes the transition to shift to lower pressures in
the presence of NH4F, in spite of the increased stability of crystalline
CHs.

IV. CONCLUSIONS
We have investigated ethanol + methanol clathrate hydrates

of cubic structure I, which contain NH4F in the host lattice. Our
main focus is on their stability against pressure-transformations in
cryo-conditions. We reveal that the CH undergoes pressure-induced
amorphization (PIA) like many other CHs, but it does so at incredi-
bly low pressure: at 77 K, PIA sets in at 0.98 GPa. Other sI clathrates,
e.g., methane hydrates, experience this transition typically between
2 and 4 GPa. Even sII CHs, which amorphize at significantly lower
pressures, such as sII THF CHs, need at least 1.2 GPa.48 These low
PIA onset pressures persist at 130 K, where PIA sets in at 0.78 GPa,
as opposed to 0.9 GPa for sII THF CHs.34,35 However, even beyond,
while PIA has never been reported for any CHs above 135 K,33 this
ethanol +methanol CH amorphizes at 0.72 GPa at 140 K.

All samples amorphized at different temperatures are recov-
erable at 77 K, in contrast to many other amorphized CHs. This
is a unique feature of the alcohol-ammonium fluoride CH studied
here. No other amorphized sI CH could be recovered to ambient
pressure so far, to the best of our knowledge. While many pressure-
amorphized CHs cannot be recovered to ambient pressure at
all, some amorphized sII CHs require an elaborate high-pressure
annealing procedure.44,45 The clathrate investigated here is unique
since it can be recovered without any elaborate procedures but by
simple decompression. X-ray diffraction of the recovered amor-
phous CH reveals a variation in the degree of amorphization. With
increasing temperature, a higher degree of amorphicity is reached.
Likely, the lack of kinetic energy at low temperatures hinders a
transformation to a state of higher amorphization. A comparison to
pure H2O can be drawn, which, after low temperature compression,
still holds crystalline remnants after PIA.53–55 Only annealing to
elevated temperatures allows a transformation to its fully amorphous
form.57,91 Similarly, for the CHs of this study, similar states might be
reached upon compression at elevated temperature, with a compara-
ble effect to temperature-annealing at higher pressure. Remarkably,
PIA is fully irreversible up to temperatures of at least 120 K for the
alcohol-NH4F CH. As for reversibility, recovery at 77 K has proven
to show no changes in the sample, which is confirmed both from

in situ dilatometry and ex situ x-ray diffraction. At 150 K, a mecha-
nistic change is observed. While there is still a step-like densification
of the sI CH, the x-ray diffractograms indicate broader peaks and a
lower degree of amorphicity than at 140 K. Both decompressions at
77 and 150 K yield the same x-ray pattern featuring broadened Bragg
peaks. That is, densified and deformed crystals are obtained rather
than amorphized CH. By contrast, the CH after amorphization at
140 K reverts back to the crystalline CH when decompressed at 140 K
but remains amorphized when decompressed at 77 K. The highest
degree of amorphicity is reached when compressing at 140 K and
decompressing at 77 K. True PIA is evident from the dilatometric
experiments both for the CHs studied here and “simple” tetrahy-
drofuran (THF) CHs. In terms of x-ray diffractograms, amorphized
THF CHs feature broader halos44,45 compared to the ones here.
The smaller FWHM in the amorphized H2O/NH4F-alcohol CH’s
diffractogram indicates some remnants of order. This likely derives
from the alcohol’s polarity and capability to form hydrogen bonds
with the host structure.16,86–88 Alcohol has been shown to hydro-
gen bond especially strongly with F− and NH4

+ in the host structure
of modified CHs.24,25,85 These strong hydrogen bonds likely persist
even through PIA and maintain some long range order within the
amorphous matrix.

MD simulations of sI CHs differing in terms of guest and
host composition help uncover the effect either factor has on the
system’s stability. Unsurprisingly, alcoholic guests, with their polar
character, promote the pressure-induced collapse, while non-polar
hydrocarbon guests stabilize the cages from within to withstand
collapse over a wider pressure range. The Hammond–Leffler pos-
tulate is utilized to help describe the effect of NH4F on alcohol-filled
CHs: The addition induces stabilization both in the crystalline and
collapsed states, in comparison to a pure-H2O CH. This stabilization
is higher in the case of the amorphized CH (due to the additional
contribution of mixing entropy), which causes an earlier and lower
transition state and a steeper drop in chemical potential during
the pressure-induced collapse of NH4F-containing CHs with alco-
holic guests. This is reflected by the lower pressure needed for
collapse in the simulation. This way, NH4F aids pressure-induced
amorphization, regardless of structure or the presence of a guest.
Even for a guest-free H2O/NH4F solid solution of ice-I-type struc-
ture, PIA sets in earlier at 0.98 GPa,27 as opposed to 1.2 GPa for
pure-H2O ice I.27

Either way, this ethanol + methanol sI H2O/NH4F is the first
from this family of unusual CHs to be studied under pressure. The
results mentioned earlier are also quite unique when compared with
other sI CHs. In future work, CHs with more traditional, non-polar
guests, but an NH4F-containing framework, should be focused on.
A few candidates come to mind, such as a sII THF NH4F-containing
CH or a sI methane NH4F-containing CH.30 Following our findings
here, their PIA would be expected to be at a slightly lower pres-
sure than their NH4F-free counterpart. In addition, experiments on
alcohol CHs free of NH4F would be desirable. Yet, methanol
hydrates are considered unstable and, therefore, regarded by many
as impossible to synthesize.86–88 A number of claims of successful
methanol CH syntheses by vapor co-deposition92–94 have been
reported. However, others point out the lack of evidence for
crystallinity in these alleged methanol CHs.16,25 sI ethanol hydrates
have been synthesized by vapor-deposition95 but have not yet been
pressurized. This pure-H2O CH represents the missing link between
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pure-H2O CH with traditionally non-polar guests and the ethanol
+methanol NH4F-containing CH from this study.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The supplementary material includes a visualization of the time
evolution of the applied pressure as a function of the simulation time
of each simulated system in Fig. SM1.
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