CARBON NANOTUBE COMPOSITES –
MECHANICAL, ELECTRICAL, AND OPTICAL
PROPERTIES

Dissertation
zur
Erlangung des Doktorgrades (Dr. rer. nat.)
der
Mathematisch-Naturwissenschaftlichen Fakultät
der
Rheinischen Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität Bonn

vorgelegt von
Maciej Olek
aus
Poznan (Polen)

Bonn 2006

Angefertigt mit Genehmigung der Mathematisch-Naturwissenschaftlichen Fakultät
der Rheinischen Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität Bonn

1. Referent: Prof. Dr. Michael Giersig
2. Referent: Prof. Dr. Josef Hormes
Tag der Promotion: 08.02.2007
Diese Dissertation ist auf dem Hochschulschriftenserver der ULB Bonn
http://hss.ulb.uni-bonn.de/diss_online elektronisch publiziert
Erscheinungsjahr: 2007

To my wife Bernadeta and son Adam

The important thing in science is not so much to obtain new
facts as to discover new ways of thinking about them.
Sir William Bragg

ABSTRACT

In the frame of this thesis novel concepts for the functionalization of nanotubes and
fabrication of optimized, homogeneous MWNT/polymer heterostructures are presented.
The effects of various dispersion states and morphologies of carbon nanotubes on mechanical, rheological, and electrical properties of the CNT-based nanocomposites were investigated. Additionally, a new approach for the fabrication of CNT/quantum-dots heterostructures for potential photoelectric and optical applications is shown.
The tensile strength and elastic modulus of polymeric systems are shown to be significantly improved (even by more than 1500 %) after introducing the MWNT-filler by using
the layer-by-layer assembly technique. However, nanoindentation experiments reveal that
the presence of MWNTs within the polymeric host material do not have any impact on the
hardness of such composites. Furthermore, shear oscillatory tests show that the viscosity of
MWNT/polymer composites increases together with the concentration of the nanotubes in
polymer. The rheological percolation threshold is shown to be as low as 0.5 wt% of
MWNTs.
Investigations of electrical properties of MWNT/polymer heterostructures show a significant increase of electrical conductivity with the increase of the MWNTs’ content. The
conductivity of the sample with only 8 wt% MWNTs load is as high as 10-2 S/cm which is
four orders of magnitude higher than that of the neat polymer. The electrical percolation
threshold is reached at 1.48 wt%.
Investigation of MWNT/quantum dots heterostructures reveal a complete quenching of
the PL-bands, presumably through an electron transfer between QDs and MWNTs. The
deposition of a silica shell (with thicknesses >20nm) around the CNTs preserves the fluorescence properties by insulating the QD from the surface of the CNT.
It is shown that carbon nanotubes as components of various nanocomposites have a
significant effect on the mechanical, electrical, and optical properties of these hybrid materials. The results of this thesis indicate the potential of utilizing CNT-based nanocomposites towards mechanical, electrical, sensing, optical, and actuating applications.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

One goal of today’s technology is the miniaturization of the electronic, actuating, sensing, and optical devices and their components; hence, nanotechnology attracts much attention from the worlds of the science and industry. Nanotechnology offers new design, characterization, production, and application of systems, devices and materials at the nanometer scale. A nanocomposite is defined as a material of more than one solid phase, where at
least one dimension falls into the nanometer scale. The fabrication of nanocomposites
opens up an attractive route to obtain novel, optimized, and miniaturized compounds that
can meet a broad range of applications. In this context, the exceptional properties of
nanoparticles have made them a focus of widespread research in nanocomposite technology. Since composites consist of several different components, superior physical and
chemical characteristics of novel materials can be achieved. Therefore, the development of
nanoparticle modified composites is presently one of the most explored areas in materials
science and engineering [1].

Nowadays polymers play a very important role in numerous fields of everyday life due
to their advantages over conventional materials (e.g. wood, clay, metals) such as lightness,
resistance to corrosion, ease of processing, and low cost production. Besides, polymers are
easy to handle and have many degrees of freedom for controlling their properties. Further
improvement of their performance, including composite fabrication, still remains under
intensive investigation. The altering and enhancement of the polymer’s properties can occur through doping with various nano-fillers such as metals, semiconductors, organic and
inorganic particles and fibres, as well as carbon structures and ceramics [2-5]. Such additives are used in polymers for a variety of reasons, for example: improved processing, density control, optical effects, thermal conductivity, control of the thermal expansion, electrical properties that enable charge dissipation or electromagnetic interference shielding,
1
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magnetic properties, flame resistance, and improved mechanical properties, such as hardness, elasticity, and tear resistance [6-8].

Unique properties of carbon nanotubes (CNT) such as extremely high strength, lightweight, elasticity, high thermal and air stability, high electric and thermal conductivity, and
high aspect ratio offer crucial advantages over other nano-fillers. The potential utility of
carbon nanotubes in a variety of technologically important applications such as molecular
wires and electronics, sensors, high strength materials, and field emission has been well
established. Recently, much attention has been paid to the use of carbon nanotubes in conjugated polymer nanocomposite materials to harness their exceptional properties [9,10].
CNT-based composites have attracted great interest due to an increasing technological demand for multifunctional materials with improved mechanical, electrical, and optical performance, complex shapes, and patterns manufactured in an easy way at low costs. However, several fundamental processing challenges must be overcome to enable applicable
composites with carbon nanotubes. The main problems with CNTs are connected to their
production, purification, processability, manipulation and solubility. Because of these difficulties, to date, the potential of using nanotubes as polymer composite has not been fully
realized. There are only few nanotube-based commercial products on the market at present,
which are in fact CNT/polymer composites with improved electrical conductivity [Hyperion Catalysis International]. This still requires intensive studies in order to compromise
expectations with technological achievements in CNT composites. Since 1994, when
Ajayan et al. [11] have firstly introduced multiwall carbon nanotubes (MWNTs) as filler
materials in a polymer matrix, numerous projects have been focused on the fabrication,
improvement, modeling, and characterization of such heterostructures [12-14].

The main objective of this study was to produce and investigate MWNT-based nanocomposites as candidates for next generation of high-strength, lightweight, and conductive
plastics. However, the effective utilization of CNTs in composite applications strongly depends on the ability to disperse them homogeneously throughout the matrix[10,12,13].
The surface of CNTs has to be modified in order to overcome their poor solubility. In this
context, several problems and issues concerning functionalizations and dispersion of
MWNTs in solvents and polymers were addressed and discussed here. Various covalent
and non-covalent approaches for efficient functionalization such as polymer wrapping, surfactant adsorption, oxidation, and silica coating are shown.
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A uniform distribution of nanotubes within a polymer matrix and strong adhesion between
structural components are necessary conditions for the effective improvement of the properties of the composites [13,15,16]. On this basis, we present in this work novel concepts
for the fabrication of optimized, homogeneous CNT/polymer heterostructures, and show
that the remarkable properties of carbon nanotubes can efficiently be transferred to the local matrix.

In order to fully understand the impact of carbon nanotubes on the performance of
polymeric materials various characterization, tests have to be performed. Thus, the second
part of the thesis is focused on the examination of the structural and physical properties of
MWNT/polymer composites.
The effects of various dispersion states and morphologies of carbon nanotubes on mechanical, rheological, and electrical properties of the MWNT-based nanocomposites were
investigated. Nanoindentation, tensile tests, and rheology were employed in order to evaluate the hardness, Young’s modulus, tensile strength, and viscoelastic response of diverse
heterostructures composed of the MWNTs and polymers, respectively.

Technological applications in many cases require reinforced polymers that are able to
dissipate charge and reduce dangerous spark discharge, as well as to act as an electromagnetic interference shielding unit. In this context the use of metallic carbon nanotubes as
fillers in dielectric hosts opens up possibilities for the fabrication of a new class of reinforced, lightweight, conductive materials. Electrical properties of CNT/polymer heterostructures were investigated in this study by means of dielectric spectroscopy.

The formation of CNT/nanoparticle heterostructures is both of fundamental and technological interest. Combining unique properties of CNTs and nanoparticles, a new class of
nanocomposites can be made meeting a broad range of advanced applications [17-19].
The last part of this thesis shows a novel approach for the fabrication of nanocomposites
composed of carbon nanotubes and semiconducting nanocrystals. The structural and optical properties of such heterostructures were investigated.

CHAPTER II
BASIC CONSIDERATION

2.1 Carbon nanotubes
The carbon nanotubes (CNT) were discovered in 1976 when Endo [20] synthesized
vapour-grown carbon fibres, however at the time, it was not given any thought and focus.
It was only after Iijima’s work in 1991 [21] that global scientific attention was turned to
these interesting carbon structures and intense studies on the properties [10,12,22], structure [23-25], and applications [10,13,26] of these unique materials have been carried
out.
CNTs are considered to be a rolled-up graphene sheet that forms long concentric cylinders.
Bonding in CNTs is essentially sp2 ; the circular curvature causes
of plane, the

bonds to be slightly out

orbital is more delocalized outside the tube [13]. The properties of nano-

tubes depend on the structure, morphology, diameter, and length of the tubes. The structure
of carbon nanotubes is described in terms of the tube chirality, which is defined by the
chiral vector Ch and the chiral angle

(Figure 2.1). The chiral vector indicates the way, in

which graphene is rolled-up to form a nanotube. The chiral vector is described as [10]:
Ch

na1

(2.1)

ma 2

where the integers (n, m) indicate the number of steps along the zigzag carbon bonds of the
hexagonal lattice, a1 and a 2 are unit vectors (Figure 2.1). The chirality of the carbon
nanotubes has a huge impact on their properties, especially electronic ones.
There are two main kinds of CNTs:
Singlewall carbon nanotubes (SWNTs) are hollow single cylinders of a graphene
sheet, which are defined by their diameter and their chirality [12,13]. The diameter of SWNTs varies from 0.5 to 5 nm. Depending on the chirality SWNTs may either be metallic or semiconducting.
5
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Multiwall carbon nanotubes (MWNTs) are a group of concentric SWNTs
(Figure 2.2) often capped at both ends, with diameters in the range from several
nanometers up to 200 nm [10,13]. These concentric nanotubes are held together
by van der Waals bonding. MWNTs form complex systems with different wall
numbers, structures, and properties and additional features such as: tips, internal
closures within the central part of the tube, forming a so called “bamboo” structure
(Figure 2.2), and even an angle Y-junction formation of MWNTs.

Figure 2.1 By rolling a graphene sheet in different directions typical nanotubes can be obtained:
zigzag (n, 0), armchair (m, m), and chiral (n, m), where n>m>0[10]. Integers (n, m) are the numbers of steps along which the zigzag carbon bonds of the hexagonal lattice, a1 and a2 are unit vectors, Ch is the chiral vector, and is the chiral angle (equation (2.1)).

Due to their properties CNTs have become very promising fillers for the fabrication of
new advanced composite systems. It is commonly understood that carbon nanotubes cannot be utilized without any supporting medium, such as a matrix, to form structural components. Therefore, significant developments have been the subject of numerous studies in
processing CNTs and CNT/polymer composite films or fibers [15,27-32]. The effective
utilization of CNTs in composite applications depends strongly on the ability to disperse
them homogeneously throughout the matrix. Chemical modifications have become an important issue due to the poor solubility of the CNTs in almost any solvent. Therefore, various functionalization strategies of the surface of the carbon nanotubes have been developed
[10,16,33,34]. Chemical modification of CNTs ensures good dispersion of nanotubes in a
medium, and enhances the interfacial bonding between filler and matrix, which is crucial
to achieve a load transfer across the CNT/matrix interface. This is a necessary condition
for the improvement of the mechanical properties of such composites and better stability of
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the systems. Various studies include amorphous [35], semicrystalline [36], thermoplastic[26,37,38], water-soluble [39-41] and conjugated [29] polymers; resins [28,42];
ceramics [43,44], and metal matrices [45,46] as a supporting material for CNTs were
shown. As a result of the presence of CNTs in composite, improvements of the properties
of the matrix material such as: enhanced mechanical performance [27,30,39], high electrical conductivity [47-50], better thermal conductivity [51,52], and anisotropic optical
properties [53,54], were shown.

A

B

10nm

50nm

Figure 2.2 High resolution transmission electron microscope images of MWNTs used in this
study: A) multiwall carbon nanotube (“hollow”) and B) “bamboo” type of MWNT (www.nanolab.com).

2.1.2 Manufacturing methods
At present carbon nanotubes are manufactured by different methods in laboratories and
industry. The production of CNTs with a high order of purity, large amount, low costs, and
uniformity are still one of the biggest issues in the carbon nanotube society. The most
common techniques are (Table 2.1):
Chemical vapor deposition (CVD): This technique involves the decomposition of
hydrocarbon gases on the substrate in the presence of metal catalyst particles (Fe,
Ni, Co). The synthesis of CNTs is often thermally or plasma-enhanced. MWNTs
are mainly obtained by this method, with high purity but with limited control of the
structure and diameter. Long nanotubes with diameters ranging from 0.6 - 4 nm
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(SWNTs) and 10 - 200 nm (MWNTs) can be produced. The CVD technique is
suitable for a large-scale industrial production of nanotubes. If plasma is generated
by the application of a strong electric field during the growth process (plasma enhanced CVD), then the nanotube growth will follow the direction of the electric
field [55] forming vertically aligned carbon nanotubes (e.g. perpendicular to the
substrate).
High pressure conversion of carbon monoxide (HiPCO): This method is considered
as an improved CVD process which bases on the gas-phase growth of singlewall
carbon nanotubes with carbon monoxide as a carbon source at high temperature
and pressure. This technique is suitable for the production of large quantities of
SWNTs with high purity [56].
Arc discharge method: This bases on an electric arc discharge generated between
two graphite electrodes under an inert gas atmosphere (argon, helium). This
method requires very high temperatures (>5000 oC) and produces a mixture of different components (including fullerenes, amorphous carbon, and some graphite
sheets) [57,58]. The carbon nanotubes need to be separated from the soot and the
catalytic metals present in the crude product. Depending on the variation of the parameters (e.g. temperature, pressure, different gases and catalytic metals) employed
in this technique, it is possible to selectively grow SWNTs or MWNTs. CNTs produced this way are normally tangled with poor control over the length and diameter. CNTs are short with diameters ranging from 1.2 - 1.4 nm (SWNTs) and
1 - 3 nm (MWNTs).
Laser ablation: A graphite target is vaporized by laser irradiation under flowing inert gas atmosphere at high temperature [59,60]. Nanotubes produced in this way
are very pure but the process is not effective for a large scale synthesis. Only bundles of individual SWNTs of 5 - 10 m in length and 1 - 2 nm in diameter are being fabricated in this way.
All of these methods are still under development; there are numerous variations of

these techniques operating under different conditions, with different set-ups, and process
parameters. Every technique provides diverse advantages and disadvantages over the quality and kinds of synthesized CNTs. An overview of these techniques is given in Table 2.1.
Nowadays, the main issue concerns the large-scale and low-cost production of nanotubes
for industrial applications.
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Table 2.1 An overview on the most common CNTs synthesis techniques and their advantages and
disadvantages.

Method

CVD

Arc Discharge

Laser Ablation

HiPCO

Basics

Decomposition of
hydrocarbon
gases in the presence of metal
catalyst particles

Electric arc discharge generated
between two
graphite electrodes under an
innert atmosphere
(argon, helium)

Graphite target is
vaporized by laser
irradiation under
flowing innert
atmosphere and
high temperature

long, 0.6 - 4 nm
diameter
long, 10-200 nm
diameter
up to 100 %
high purity, large
scale production,
simple
limited control
over the structures, defects

short, 1.2 - 1.4 nm
diameter
short, 1-3 nm
diameter
up to 90%
easy, defect-free
nanotubes, no
catalyst
short, tangled
nanotubes, random structures

long, 1-2 nm diameter
not applicable but
possible
up to 65 %
high purity, defect
free SWNTs

Gas-phase growth
of singlewall carbon nanotubes
with carbon monoxide as a carbon
source at high
temperature and
pressure
~0.7 nm diameter,
various lengths
not applicable

SWNT
MWNT
Yield
Advantages
Disadvantages

expensive, low
scale production

up to 70 %
large scale, high
purity
defects

2.1.3 Properties of CNTs
Carbon nanotubes have gained in interest as nanoscale materials due to their exceptional, outstanding properties such as: extremely high Young’s modulus and ultimate
strength, high electric and thermal conductivity. Moreover, CNTs provide a remarkable
model of a 1D system. More details on the properties of carbon nanotubes are presented
below.
2.1.3.1 Mechanical properties
The structural properties of CNTs with strong

bonds between the carbon atoms give

nanotubes a very high Young’s modulus and tensile strength. The strength of the carboncarbon bonds in-plane, along the cylinder axis, retains the structure exceptionally strong
resistance to any failure. CNTs also have very good elasto-mechanical properties. The twodimensional (2D) arrangement of the carbon atoms in a graphene sheet permits a large outof-plane distortion. Both experimental and theoretical investigations show extraordinary
mechanical properties of individual MWNTs with Young’s modulus being over 1 TPa and
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a tensile strength of 10 - 200 GPa [61-63], which is several hundred times more than that
of steel, while they are only one-sixth as heavy. The elastic response of a nanotube to deformation is also remarkable: CNTs can sustain up to 15 % tensile strain before fracture.
Nanotubes are shown to be very flexible, with the reversible bending up to angles of 110º
for both SWNT and MWNT [64]. Due to the extremely high strength of CNTs, they can
bend without breaking. All of these properties open up broad possibilities for the use of
CNTs as lightweight, highly elastic, and very strong composite fillers [30,43,47,56,65].
2.1.3.2 Electrical properties
Carbon nanotubes possess unique electrical properties. The diameter being in the
nanometer range gives rise to quantum effects. The differences in the conducting properties are caused by the molecular structure. CNTs can either be conducting or semiconducting, depending on their chirality [62]. They are metallic if the integers of equation (2.1)
are: n=m (armchair structure) and n-m=3i (where i is an integer). All other structures are
predicted to be semiconducting [13]. The geometry of the nanotubes determines band
structures and thus the energy band gap. The energy band gap of semiconducting CNTs
highly depends on the nanotube diameter and is given by [66]:
E gap

where

0

2 0 aC
d

C

(2.2)

denotes the C-C tight binding overlap energy (2.45 eV), aC-C the nearest neighbor

C-C distance (~1.42 Å), and d is the diameter of a nanotube.
Multiwall carbon nanotubes are expected to behave like quantum wires due to the confinement effects on the tube circumferences. The conductance for carbon nanotubes is
given by [10]:
G=G0M=(2e2/h)M

(2.3)

where G0=(2e2/h)=(12.9k )-1 is the quantum unit of the conductance, e is electron charge,
h is Planck's constant, M is an apparent number of conducting channels including electronelectron coupling and intertube coupling effects in addition to intrinsic channels.
In general, MWNTs are quite often found to be one-dimensional conductors with a high
electrical conductivity (even >103 S/cm) [49]. The metallic properties of the MWNTs are
due to their multiple-shell structure consisting of tubes with various electrical properties,
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where additional electronic coupling between shells takes place. Moreover, MWNTs are
predicted to have ballistic electron transport at room temperature (it refers to conduction
where Ohm’s law does not apply; the resistance is not dependent on the CNT’s length)
[67-69].
The electrical current that could be passed through a multiwall nanotube corresponds to a
current density in excess of 107 A/cm2. If nanotubes were classical resistors, the power dissipated by such a current would heat the nanotube so much that it would vaporize. The fact
that this does not happen suggests that the electrons in nanotubes are strongly decoupled
from the lattice [70].
2.1.3.3 Chemical properties
Functionalization of the carbon nanotubes (chemical or physical modification of the
surface of CNTs, e.g. by the attachment of certain molecules or functional groups) is a very
important issue in order to overcome their poor solubility in solvents (see 2.2.1). Functionalized CNTs are very attractive for chemical and biological applications because of their
strong sensitivity to chemical or environmental interactions. This leads to a broad range of
applications, e.g. as sensors. Covalent and non-covalent functionalization, doping, decoration with organic as well as inorganic species of the surface of CNTs lead to direct changes
of the properties of carbon nanotubes (optical, electrical, and mechanical) [71-75].
2.1.3.4 Other properties
Besides the outstanding mechanical and electrical properties, CNTs exhibit interesting
thermal and optical properties. Defect-free nanotubes, especially SWNTs, offer a direct
band gap and a well defined band and sub-band structure, which is ideal for optical and
optoelectronic applications. The experimental measurements of the optical absorption of a
bundle of single-walled carbon nanotubes show that there are several groups of absorption
peaks and each group is closely related to the nanotube geometry [22,71,76]. Typically,
the optical absorption spectra of the SWNTs reveal peaks that correspond to the transition
between the density of states (DOS), which strongly depends on the structure of nanotubes,
e.g. chirality and the diameter.
CNTs are thermally stable up to 2800 °C in vacuum; their thermal conductivity in the
axial direction is about twice as high as of present commercial synthetic diamond
(6000 W/mK) but has very small values in the radial direction [77,78]. CNTs with high
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aspect ratio and small tip radius of curvature are found to be excellent field emitters (electron emission). It was shown that relatively low voltages are needed for effective field
emission with a high field amplification factor, this offers an advantage over other metallic
emitters which need a high voltage for emission [79].

2.2 CNT-based composites
The outstanding properties of the carbon nanotubes make them promising filling material for the fabrication of new advanced composite systems for a broad range of applications. Efficient chemical functionalization of CNTs, homogeneous dispersions in solvents
and supporting media, and good interconnectivity with matrix still remain very important
issues that must be considered in order to achieve heterostructures with enhanced or even
new properties. There are numerous methods and approaches for functionalization and further efficient dispersion of the carbon nanotubes in different media. More details on the
chemical modification of CNTs, the fabrication of various CNT-based composites, and
their possible applications are presented below.

2.2.1 Functionalization and dispersion of carbon nanotubes
CNTs in all their forms are difficult to disperse and dissolve in any organic and aqueous medium. Due to the strong attractive long-ranged van der Waals interaction, nanotubes
tend to aggregate and form bundles or ropes, usually with highly entangled network structures. This attraction is fundamental for many body particles and well known for colloids
dispersed in polymers [80]. When suspended in a polymer, an attractive force between
fillers also arises due to the entropic effects [81]. Polymer chains in the region of the colloidal filler suffer an entropic penalty since roughly half of their configurations are precluded. Therefore, there is a depletion of the polymer in this region, resulting in an osmotic
pressure forcing the filler particles to come together [10,16,72,82].
Homogenous dispersion of CNTs within a supporting medium is crucial for the fabrication of composites with improved properties, well defined and uniform structures. This
issue stimulates intensive studies on the exfoliation of carbon nanotubes. Dispersion
broadly falls into two main categories: mechanical/physical and chemical methods. The
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mechanical techniques involve physically separating the tubes from each other. The
chemical methods often use surfactant or chemical treatment of the tube surface. However,
certain types of aggressive chemical treatment can lead to the key nanotube properties being compromised.
In general, the functionalization of CNTs requires chemical modifications of their surface supported by the mechanical agitation methods such as ultrasonication and shear mixing [23,37,69,83]. Several functionalization strategies have been reported recently. They
are mainly based on the covalent (“grafting-to” and “grafting-from”) [84-86], and noncovalent (polymer wrapping [33,87,88],

stacking interaction [89], adsorption of sur-

factants [34]) coupling of surfactants and functionalities to CNTs, and are described as
follows:
Covalent functionalization: Covalent methods refer to a treatment that involves
bond breaking across the surface of the CNTs (e.g. by oxidation) which disrupts
the delocalized -electron systems and fracture of -bonds and hence leads to incorporation of other species across the CNTs’ surface. Introducing defects to the
CNT’s shell significantly alters the optical, mechanical and electrical properties of
the nanotubes and leads to an inferior performance of the composites [90]. The
advantage is that this kind of modification may improve the efficiency of the bonding between nanotubes and the host material (cross-linking). Therefore, the interfacial stress transfer between the matrix and CNTs may be enhanced leading to better
mechanical performance.
Non-covalent functionalization: This modification of the carbon nanotubes is of
great advantage because no disruption of the sp2 graphene structure occurs and the
CNT properties are preserved. Its disadvantage concerns weak forces between
wrapped/coupled molecules that may lower the load transfer in the composite.
The chemical modification of the CNTs’ surface improves solubility/separation of the
nanotubes in a given solvent. A proper functionalization ensures homogenous and stable
dispersion throughout the solvent and in the composite host material. Moreover, functionalities on the surface of CNTs may lead to enhanced interactions between filler and matrix
due to the presence of the interfacial bonds between components.
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2.2.2 CNT/ Polymer composites
Nowadays polymers play a very important role in numerous fields of everyday life due
to their advantages over conventional materials (e.g. metals) such as lightness, resistance to
corrosion, low-cost production, and ease of processing. Further improvement of their performance is still being intensely investigated. Altering and enhancement of the polymers’
properties occur, for example, through doping with various fillers such as metals, semiconductors, organic and inorganic particles and fibers, as well as carbon structures and ceramics; thereby enabling polymers to be used as a structural unit [2-5].
Fillers are used in polymers for a variety of reasons: improved processing, density control, optical effects, thermal conductivity, control of thermal expansion, electrical properties, magnetic properties, flame resistance, and improved mechanical properties, such as
hardness, elasticity, and tear resistance. Polymer composites can be used in many different
forms in various areas ranging from structural units in the construction industry to the
composites of the aerospace applications [10,13].
The extraordinary properties of carbon nanotubes make them very promising and favorable as fillers for fabrication of a new class of polymeric heterostructures. Polymer matrices have been widely exploited as a medium for CNTs. Research projects are focused on
the development of CNT-based polymer materials that utilize the carbon nanotubes characteristics and properties, such as [26]:
The high strength and stiffness of the CNTs are used for developing superior
polymer composites for structural applications which are lighter, stronger, and
tougher than any polymer-based material [25,47,65,83,91]. The exemplary results
of the mechanical properties of CNT/polymer composites are summarized in
Table 2.2.
Effort is being made to exploit the electrical conductivity of the CNTs to develop
new materials e.g. electromagnetic interference (EMI) shielding, conductive polymers, or antistatic coatings [92-95].
The efficient thermal conduction of the CNT improves the high temperature characteristics of the polymer matrix, by dissipating the heat through the CNTs that
prevents the degradation of the surrounding polymer [96].
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The alignment of CNTs in composites provides enhanced anisotropic characteristics of materials due to the anisotropic properties of 1D structure of the CNTs. The
alignment of CNTs improves also the mechanical properties of composites
[97,98].

Table 2.2 Mechanical properties of various CNT/polymer composites evaluated from tensile tests.
Ep, Tp, Ec, Tc indicate elastic modulus and tensile strength of the polymer and composite, respectively. PMMA - poly(methyl methacrylate) PS - polystyrene, HDPE - high density polyethylene,
PP - polypropylene, PVA - polyvinyl alcohol, PA6 - polyamide 6, PA12 - polyamide 12, PBO Poly(p-phenylene benzobisoxazole), PEI polyethyleneimine.
CNT
type

Polymer

Preparation
method

Ep
Tp
[GPa] [MPa]

Ec
[GPa]

CNT
Tc
[MPa] content

MWNT

PS

solution
processing

1.19

12.8

1.69

16

1 wt%

1.42

1.25

[99]

MWNT

PS

solution
processing

1.53

19.5

3.4

30.6

5 wt%

2.22

1.57

[48]

MWNT

HDPE

solution
processing

0.98

20

1.35

25

1 wt%

1.38

1.25

[100]

MWNT

PVA

solution
processing

1.9

81

7.4

348

0.6 vol%

3.9

4.29

[101]

MWNT

PMMA

melt
processed

2.7

64

3.7

80

10 wt%

1.37

1.25

[102]

MWNT

PA6

melt
processed

2.6

-

4.2

-

12 wt%

1.61

-

[103]

MWNT

Nylon

melt
processed

0.4

28

1.24

58

2 wt%

3.13

2.07

[104]

MWNT

PA12

melt
processed fibers

0.8

-

1.6

-

10 wt%

2

-

[105]

Ec/Ep

Tc/ Tp

Ref.

MWNT

Polyimide
thermoset
triple A PI resin/hardener

2.84

115

3.9

95

14.3 wt%

1.37

0.83

[106]

MWNT

Epon
thermoset
828/T-403 resin/hardener

2.15

64.6

2.16

63.9

1 wt%

1.01

0.99

[107]

in situ polymerization

0.9

35.9

2.4

51.4

1.5 wt%

2.66

1.46

[108]

MWNT Nylon 610
SWNT

PVA

solution
processing

2.4

74

4.3

107

0.8 wt%

1.81

1.45

[109]

SWNT

PP

melt
processed

0.85

30.8

0.93

33.7

0.75 wt%

1.09

1.09

[110]

SWNT

PP

melt
processed fibers

6.3

709

9.8

1032

1 wt%

1.55

1.45

[111]

SWNT

PA6

in situ polymerization

0.44

40.9

1.2

75.1

1.5 wt%

2.73

1.83

[112]

SWNT

PBO

in situ polymerization

138

2600

167

4200

10 wt%

1.21

1.61

[25]

SWNT

PEI

LBL assembly

-

9

-

220

~50 wt%

-

24.4

[113]
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There are several important requirements for an effective improvement of CNT-based

composites’ properties, such as: a large aspect ratio of a filler, good exfoliation and dispersion of nanotubes, and good nanotube-nanotube and nanotube-polymer interfacial bonding.
Numerous studies have shown already, that an effective performance of the carbon nanotubes in composites for a variety of applications strongly depends on the ability to disperse
the CNTs homogenously throughout the matrix [24,100,114]. Good interfacial bonding
and interactions between nanotubes and polymers are also necessary conditions for improving mechanical properties of the composites. Due to the nanoscale size of the CNTs
the active CNT/matrix interface is significantly higher than that of other conventional fillers.
Various approaches for the fabrication of CNT/polymer composites were shown including different functionalization and dispersion methods of nanotubes [26]. The most
important are:
Solution processing of composites: The most common method based on the mixing
of the CNTs and a polymer in a suitable solvent before evaporating the solvent to
form a composite film. The dispersion of components in a solvent, mixing, and
evaporation are often supported by mechanical agitation (e.g. ultrasonication, magnetic stirring, shear mixing) [26,48,99].
Melt processing of bulk composites: This method concerns polymers that are insoluble in any solvent, like thermoplastic polymers [26,37,38]. It involves the
melting of the polymers to form viscous liquids to which the CNTs can be added
and mixed.
Melt processing of composite fibers: CNTs are added to the melts of the polymers.
The formation of CNT/polymer fibers from their melts occurs through e.g. the
melt-spinning process [115].
Composites based on thermosets: A thermoset polymer is one that does not melt
when heated such as epoxy resins. The composite is formed from a monomer (usually liquid) and CNTs, the mixture which is cured with crosslinking/catalyzing
agents [51,73].
Layer-by-layer assembly (LBL): CNTs and polyelectrolytes are used to form a
highly homogeneous composite, with a good dispersion, good interpenetration, and
a high concentration of CNTs. This method involves alternating adsorptions of a
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monolayer of components which are attracted to each other by electrostatic interactions resulting in a uniform growth of the films [113].
In-situ polymerization: The polymer macromolecules are directly grafted onto the
walls of carbon nanotubes. This technique is often used for insoluble and thermally
unstable polymers which cannot be melt processed. Polymerization occurs directly
on the surface of CNTs [10,13].
In general, all of these different techniques give various results in terms of the efficiency of the nanotubes’ dispersion, interfacial interaction between components, properties
of the composites, and possible applications.

2.2.3 CNT/nanocrystals nanocomposites
The formation of CNT/nanoparticle heterostructures is of both fundamental and technological interest. Combining the unique properties of CNTs and nanoparticles (NPs) a
new class of the nanocomposites can be made meeting a broad range of advanced applications [17-19].
Recently, it was shown, that the physical properties of CNTs can be significantly affected, not only by the chemical surface modifications, but also by the attachment of inorganic, organic, and biological objects [116-119]. The decoration of the surface of the
CNT with a variety of elements creates new ways for the invention of novel onedimensional (1D) hybrid materials. Different strategies were presented for the decoration
of CNTs with various compounds including metals Ag, Pd, Pt, Si, Fe, Au, Ni, Co [120122] and semiconductor nanocrystals (NCs) [90,123-132]. Enhanced or even new properties of these CNT heterostructures were reported; this opens up new potential for applications including electronic and optic devices [90,119,127], sensors [133,134], and solar
cells [119,135].
Colloidal semiconductor nanocrystals are of great interest due to the size-dependent
photoluminescence tunable across the visible spectrum [136-139]. The band gap of these
materials increases with decreasing particle size, the electronic structure exhibits typical
quantum confinement effects. It is possible to manipulate nature, and thus the optical properties of the quantum dots (QDs) by surface modification such as: attachment of various
organic capping groups or covering the nanoparticles with inorganic semiconductor shells,
where the band gap of the core lies energetically within the band gap of the shell material.
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These core-shell NCs have been shown to be in general highly resistant to chemical degradation or photo-oxidation [140]. Due to these remarkable properties of semiconducting
nanocrystals various studies have focused on the fabrication of the CNTs/quantum dots’
complexes. Different semiconductor nanoparticles were attached to the surface of carbon
nanotubes utilizing various methods: CdSe [141,142], CdSe-ZnS [90,129], CdS [130]
have been covalently bound to the surface of CNTs; CdTe [119] and CdSe-ZnS [143]
have been attached by electrostatic attraction; ZnO and ZnS [128,144] have been used as
a template for direct thermal growth of nanocrystals; an in-situ chemical-solution synthesis
of crystalline CdTe [125], CdSe [124], ZnS [126,132], and CdS [131]on CNTs also
was shown.

2.2.4 Potential applications of CNTs and their composites
Carbon nanotubes are being wildly considered for the use as energy storage materials
(fuel cells), advanced aerospace composites, co-axial cable, field emitting devices, transistors, EMI shielding in electronic devices, nanoprobes and sensors, composite materials, to
name a few. The potential applications of carbon nanotubes and their composites are listed
below:
Field emitters: Carbon nanotubes have been shown to have excellent emission
characteristics: emission has been observed at fields lower than 1 V/ m, and high
current densities of over 1 A/cm2 have been obtained [79,145].
Energy storage: The advantages of considering CNTs to store energy are their cylindrical and hollow geometry, nanometer scale diameter, and perfect surface
specificity. Energy carriers such as hydrogen can be stored in an adsorbed form on
CNTs, which are capable of absorbing and releasing large quantities of this element easily and reliably [146].
Sensors: Strong dependence of the properties of CNTs on surface modification,
mechanical deformation, doping, coating, etc. make them a very attractive material
for chemical, biological, and physical sensors. Small changes in the environment of
the CNT can cause drastic changes to its electrical properties [147-150].
High strength composites: The outstanding properties of CNTs have enabled the
development of composite systems with improved mechanical performance
[27,30,99,113].
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Conducting polymer composites: A high aspect ratio of CNTs allows for lower
percolation than other fillers [47,151,152].
Heat dissipation coatings: Extraordinary thermal properties make CNTs a promising filler for heat dissipating materials [35,96].
EMI shielding materials: CNTs act as an absorber/scatterer of radar and microwave
radiation [23,153].
Aligned CNT systems for data storage, optical transmitters, detector sensory systems etc. [15,35,53].

2.3 Theoretical background
Different theoretical models have been used to explain experimental results and to predict new applications of composite materials. Besides others, the effective medium theory
(EMT) and the modeling of the electrical and rheological percolation threshold are of the
focus of the work presented here.
The EMT is essential for the evaluation of the electromagnetic properties of composites composed of an insulating matrix and conducting inclusions e.g. carbon nanotubes.
The effective dielectric constant of such composites can be determined this way. The
analysis of the propagation of electromagnetic waves in different media can be performed.
Systems composed of two materials, in particular, polymeric matrix and its filler may
experience the percolation transition, which refers to the critical concentration of the filler
at which the rheological or electrical properties of the composite are significantly changed.
In this study, rheological and electrical percolation thresholds of CNT-based nanocomposites are described and further experimentally characterized. More details on EMT and
rheological and electrical percolation threshold are given below.

2.3.1 Effective medium theory
The effective medium theory can be used to calculate the effective properties of composites with located symmetric inclusions. EMT can be applied to a wide variety of problems in the general area of condensed matter. It is used to analyze the propagation of electromagnetic waves in heterogeneous media. In the case of the composite systems consist-
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ing of a random distribution of fillers, the properties of the composite can be evaluated
from equations describing the dielectric response [154].
Composites containing conducting fibers are advantageous over conventional powder
or particle-filled composites, because they allow for high values of dielectric constant at
low concentration of the filler to be obtained [155]. This opens up promising applications
of fiber-filled systems as antistatic materials, electromagnetic shields, and radar absorbers
[156]. The EMT considers a model that describes dielectric properties of composites with
a concentration of the filling fibers below or near the electrical percolation threshold. In the
vicinity of the percolation threshold the complex dielectric constant may reach high values
at low frequencies [50,157].
The Maxwell-Garnett (MG) and the Bruggeman effective medium theories are the
most widely used methods for calculating the dielectric properties of the composites
[154,158,159]. In the MG method, the complex dielectric function *( )= ’( )-i ’’( ) of
the bulk material can be evaluated from the expression for the effective (e.g. measured)
dielectric function

eff

which is related to the dielectric function of the polymer

dielectric function of a spherical filler
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where f is a volume fraction of the filler in the composite given by f=(4 /3)na3, which defines the volume or filling fraction of the spheres (with radius a and density n) . This model
is generally used in the case of particles of a randomly distributed filler in the continuous
medium and sufficiently far from each other to avoid direct interactions. The MG approach
for fiber-like fillers (however with a low aspect ratio) was found to be a good approximation for large distances between fibers, where the interaction between them can be neglected [156]. The Bruggeman model is generally calculated for the composite composed
of two kinds of spherical particles (1 and 2) being randomly distributed in the sample:
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Since the MG and Bruggeman models describe the dielectric function of the materials
composed of particles in a continuous medium and particle-particle mixture, respectively,
new theoretical approaches were necessary for the evaluation of the properties of the composites with carbon nanotubes as fillers, where longitudinal conductive inclusions with
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high aspect ratio are considered. Therefore, more theoretical studies based on the MG and
Bruggeman models have been carried out recently to calculate the dielectric function of the
composite consisting of stick-like fillers with a high aspect ratio that represents the metallic nanotubes in a polymer medium.
Lagarkov et al. [160] presented the calculation of the permittivity spectra of a composite material comprising of conducting elongated stick-like inclusions with large aspect
ratios (where the length and the radius of conductive filler can be defined) dispersed inside
a dielectric matrix. Grimes at al. showed results on the complex permittivity of multiwall
carbon nanotubes/polystyrene composite[161,162]. The experimental data were fitted to
the theoretical predictions of EMT of Lagarkov et al. The results of experimental and calculated spectra correspond relatively well to each other.
Alvarez et al. studied the nature of the electric field screening of the metallic singlewall carbon nanotubes ropes [158]. Different factors contributing to the longitudinal dielectric response of the system were considered such as: intratube and intertube Coulomb
interaction, the presence of a glassy graphite environment and the influence of a weak relaxation effects produced by impurities or defects.
Garcia-Vidal et al. presented an effective medium approach to analyze the optical
properties of aligned CNTs in composites [156]. It considers electromagnetic interactions
between fillers as a function of the volume fraction. This type of model was used to analyze spectroscopic properties of nanostructured materials. The numerical results were consistent with experimental data obtained.
Kempa et al. demonstrated theoretically and experimentally that the dielectric function
of the composites can be significantly enhanced through a careful choice of the insulated
metallic nanostructures, like silica coated multiwall carbon nanotubes [163]. Carbon
nanotubes were found to markedly improve the dielectric properties of the polymer matrix
at low loading level. The experimental results conformed to the theoretical dielectric function of composites based on elongated carbon nanotubes incorporated in a polymeric matrix. For the composites with a broad range distribution of filler length, the dielectric constant is given by:
x

( )

m
0

f ( x)
x

2

2
p

i

dx

(2.6)
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where

m

is matrix dielectric constant, plasma frequency of the metal

p

4 ne 2 / m , n

and m are electron density and mass, respectively; the damping constant, f(x) distribution
function of the nanotube lengths (with a different resonant frequency for a given length).
Assuming that the distribution is uniform, e.g. f(x)=p/(xmax-xmin) equation (2.6) is given by:
( )

p
( xMAX

xMIN )

ln(

xMAX
xMIN

2
2

i
i

)

(2.7)

where xmax and xmin are the maximum and minimum values of lengths x in the size distribution, p is a filler concentration.
Various studies have shown that the complex permittivity of the CNT/polymer systems
reaches high values in the vicinity of the percolation threshold. Even small weight percentage additions of the nanotubes to the polymer were found to increase the magnitude of the
permittivity spectra [50,160,161,163-166].

2.3.2 Percolation theory
The percolation theory may be used to describe the structure and properties’ transitions
in the filled polymers. The structure and properties changes of such composites can usually
be referred to the concentration of the filler at which the interconnected clusters of the filling material reach a well defined threshold. For concentrations above this threshold it can
be seen to be an infinite cluster (formed by filler) that connects two sides of an arbitrarily
large sample. This work is focused on the percolation theory in terms of transition of the
rheological and electrical properties of the CNT/polymer composites.
Systems composed of an insulating material and a conductive filler experience an insulator-conductor transition at the electrical percolation threshold. The electrical percolation
threshold is the minimal volume fraction of fillers so that a continuing conductive network
exists in the composite. Above this volume fraction, the electrical resistivity of the composite is relatively low. Below the electrical percolation threshold, the compound essentially behaves as an insulator. There are different models and theories that define an insulator-conductor transition and a corresponding percolation threshold of the conductive filler
concentration with regard to the DC and AC conductivity [165,167,168].

23
The liquid-solid transition of melt polymer composites is described by the rheological
percolation threshold. The viscoeleastic properties significantly change while increasing
the concentrations of the filler within the host material.
It has been shown, that the rheological percolation threshold may significantly differ
from the electrical one; as a result many studies were focused on these phenomena. Fundamentally, polymer chain immobility and the distance between neighboring nanotubes
determine the rheological and electrical percolation threshold, respectively [168-172].
The rheological and electrical percolation thresholds of CNT-based polymeric composites and differences between them are described below.
2.3.2.1 Electrical percolation threshold of CNT/polymer composites
The compositions of different materials have, in the past, been of great significance
and attract a great deal of interest in the physics. Various properties can be attained by the
formation of hybrid systems. The presence of conductive fillers like CNTs within an insulating matrix material alters the electric properties of the composite [49,94]. The composite becomes conductive above a critical value – percolation threshold that defines the insulator-conductor transition. The electrical percolation threshold depends on many factors
including the size and shape of the filler, matrix properties, preparation method, filler
properties, dispersion of the filler within matrix, interaction between compounds etc. A
high aspect ratio and a good dispersion of CNTs in a matrix enable percolation at a very
low weight fraction of nanotubes.
While the effective medium theory refers to the composites’ dielectric properties below or in the vicinity of the electrical percolation threshold, where the system remains insulating; the electrical percolation theories concern systems with filler concentrations
above the electrical percolation threshold. In the classical electrical percolation theory, the
relationship between the composite direct current (DC) conductivity

DC

and the concentra-

tion (p) above the percolation threshold (pc) can be described by a scaling law
[94,165,167]:
DC

where

0

0

(p

pC )t

for p > pc

(2.8)

is a constant parameter and t the critical exponent that is dependent on the dimen-

sion of the lattice. According to the percolation theory, a theoretical value of t 2.0 for a
percolation network in three dimensions was estimated [165,167]. Value of the critical
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exponent t obtained by fitting a power law relation to the experimental data was shown to
lay in the range of 1.1 - 3.1 [49,94,165,167].
In the percolation theory

should approach the conductivity of the filler (CNTs) by

0

itself. However, there is the contact resistance between CNTs or their clusters in the system, which decreases the effective conductivity of the CNTs. Moreover, in CNT/polymer
composites, conducting nanotubes are separated by insulating polymers that act as a potential barrier, so that it is likely that the electrical conductivity is limited by hopping and/or
tunneling of the charge carriers between conductive nanotubes. However, the tunneling
and hopping is temperature-dependent. This behavior is described by the fluctuation induced tunneling model which takes into the account tunneling through potential barriers
due to the local temperatures fluctuations [94,167]:
DC

0

exp[ T1 /(T T0 )]

(2.9)

where T1 represents the energy required for an electron to cross the insulator gap between
conductive clusters and T0 is the temperature above which the thermal activated conduction
over the barrier begins to occur.
The dielectric properties of the composites are also characterized by means of the dynamic dielectric spectroscopy. For the frequency dependent AC conductivity * and the
real part of the permittivity ’ power law equations are given by [165]:
*( )

s

(2.10)

'( )

u

(2.11)

where s and u denote scaling exponents (in range of 0 - 1), which in vicinity of the percolation threshold are related to each other: s + u=1.
The relation between the frequency dependent AC complex conductivity * of a composite system and the filler concentration above the percolation threshold is given by
power law equation:
( )

0

(p

pC )t

where p is the concentration of conducting filler for p>pc,

(2.12)
0

is a constant parameter, t is

critical exponent. This relation is valid for low frequency AC conductivity (
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approaches the DC conductivity value. Below critical frequency
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In this study frequency dependent dielectric spectroscopy was used in order to characterize electrical properties of the CNT/polymer composites. The experimental data were
fitted to the power law equations presented above (equations (2.10), (2.11), and (2.12)).
From the fitting curves the electrical percolation threshold and critical exponents were obtained.
Numerous studies were conducted on the evaluation of the electrical percolation
threshold of CNT/polymer systems. Depending on the functionalization, exfoliation and
dispersion of CNTs, composite processing, properties of components etc., different values
of pc were obtained ranging from 0.005 up to 4 wt% [49-51,151,152,165,167,173,174]
(Table 4.4).
2.3.2.2 Rheological percolation threshold of CNT/polymer composites
Transition from viscoeleastic properties exhibiting liquid-like characteristics to
pseudo-solid-like behavior can be expressed by the rheological percolation threshold. To
determine the rheological percolation threshold of CNTs/polymer composites, the relations
between rheological quantities and the concentration of the filler in a medium are drawn
into two modified power law equations [92,169,171,172]:

G'

where,

(m mc )a

(2.13)

(m mc )t

(2.14)

is the complex viscosity, G’ the elastic (storage) modulus, m CNTs’ loading, mc

the rheological percolation threshold, a and t are the critical exponents, that are dependent
on the oscillatory shear frequency. The percolation theory predicts a=t 2 in three dimensions; however as it is explained in the next paragraph, the rheological percolation threshold does not relate to the geometrical percolation threshold (where the physical contact between particles is assumed). Thus, this fitting parameter may significantly vary from the
expected theoretical value.
In percolated systems one can observe a drastic change of the storage modulus and viscosity at a fixed shear frequency for a given concentration of the filler. This indicates that the
CNT/polymer composite reaches a rheological percolation threshold at which the nanotubes block the motion of the polymer molecules.
The rheological percolation threshold has also been shown to be temperature dependent, which is in contrast to the assumption that the liquid-solid transition originates only
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from the network formation of the filler [169]. This reveals, that rheology reflects a combined network of the polymer chains and nanotubes, not only the interconnection between
CNTs. The entangled nanotube-polymer network dominates the rheological properties of
the composites [92].
The experimental data from the rheological investigation of the CNT/polymer composites obtained in this study has been fitted to the power law equations (2.13) and (2.14). The
rheological percolation threshold and critical exponents have been calculated.
2.3.2.3 Differences between rheological and electrical percolation thresholds
There are essential differences between electrical and rheological percolation thresholds, which are basically related to the nanotube-nanotube distances and polymer-nanotube
interactions. It is assumed that for the nanocomposite to reach the electrical percolation
threshold and therefore be electrically conductive, direct connection and overlapping of the
CNTs is not necessary – nanotubes do not need to physically touch each other. Nanotubes
can just be close enough to allow for a hopping/tunneling electron effect; these mechanisms require the CNT-CNT distance to be less than 5 nm [172]. However, CNTs are often functionalized with different surfactants, polymers, and bio-species; in composite system CNTs are also coated with a layer of an insulating polymer. All of this reduces the
quality and quantity of electrical contacts between the nanotubes, and also diminishes the
tunneling effect; but it does not affect the rheological percolation. It must be noted that in
the batch of synthesized carbon nanotubes, there are always CNTs with various electrical
properties including semiconductors and nanotubes with surface defects (e.g. caused by
functionalization). Such CNTs do not contribute significantly to the electrical conductivity.
As a result, a higher volume fraction of the CNTs’ filler is needed to achieve electrical percolation threshold in comparison to the rheological percolation [92,170,172]. The
rheological percolation refers to the system of interconnected polymer chains and carbon
nanotubes. Therefore the distance between nanotubes must be smaller than the average radius of gyration of polymer chains. The average radius of gyration of polymer chains in the
melt state is estimated to be more than 10 nm [172]. To form the rheological percolating
system, nanotubes can be linked by random coils of polymer chains, which consequently
impede the polymer chains’ mobility. Thus, the CNT-CNT distance required for the
rheological percolation threshold is longer than that for the electrical percolation threshold
(Figure 2.3). Therefore, a lower volume fraction of nanotubes can restrict polymer motion
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in contrast to the higher volume fraction, which is required to form a conductive network
throughout the matrix [168,169].
In general, the values of the rheological and electrical percolation thresholds of CNTbased nanocomposites are sensitive to:
the electrical and mechanical properties of CNTs,
polymer type (radius of gyration, molecular weight, properties),
interfacial properties between matrix and filler,
aspect ratio of CNTs,
homogenous dispersion of CNTs within polymer matrix,
efficient exfoliation of bundles of nanotubes (functionalization),
filler orientation (it reduces tube-tube interactions).

Increasing CNTs Concentration
Amorphous
Polymer

CNT
Rheological
Percolation
Threshold

Electrical
Percolation
Threshold

Figure 2.3 Schematic of CNTs/polymer nanocomposite with isotropic orientation of nanotubes. At
low concentration of CNTs (left), the rheological and electrical properties of the composite are
comparable to those of the host matrix. Rheological percolation threshold takes place when the distance between nanotubes is comparable to the average radius of gyration of the polymer (center).
Electrical percolation threshold (right) is observed when nanotubes are sufficiently close to each
other to form a percolating conductive path [172].

CHAPTER III
SAMPLE PREPARATION AND
INVESTIGATION METHODS

3.1 Materials and samples
Multiwall carbon nanotubes were obtained from NanoLab Inc., synthesized by chemical-vapor deposition in a tube furnace with flowing acetylene gas as the carbon source.
Alumina nanoparticles, coated with iron catalyst, were used as seeds for the CNT growth.
Multiwall carbon nanotubes with “hollow” and “bamboo” morphologies (Figure 2.2) with
a diameter in the range of 15 - 45 nm, lengths between 1 – 20 m, and purities of 95 %,
were used in this study. The chemicals that have been used in the functionalization processes and composite fabrications are described in the text below.

3.1.1 Functionalization and dispersion of MWNTs
Various methods of functionalization of multiwall carbon nanotubes were used in order to achieve a good level of exfoliation of the bundles and agglomerations of CNTs.
Since chemical modification of CNTs is crucial for obtaining uniform dispersions and a
high stability of nanotubes in organic or aqueous solvents, both covalent and non-covalent
functionalizations of the surface of MWNTs were introduced.
3.1.1.1 Adsorption of surfactant
Nanosperse AQ (NaAQ) aqueous dispersant obtained from NanoLab Inc. was utilized
as an agent for the functionalization of carbon nanotubes (www.nano-lab.com). NaAQ is a
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specially formulated surfactant for creating dispersions of multiwall carbon nanotubes in
aqueous solvents (MWNT-NaAQ).
NaAQ was used to disperse the MWNTs in pure water (Milli-Q, resistivity 18.2 M );
typically: 0.01 g MWNTs and 0.02 g NaAQ in 20 ml of water. The mixture was treated for
0.5 – 3 h in an ultrasonic bath (200 W). To eliminate non-dispersed agglomerations of
MWNTs, the sample was centrifuged three times (1157g, 20 min.) and the supernatant was
taken. To remove excess surfactant from the solution, the samples were again centrifuged
at 4629g for 2 h; the sediment was then taken and re-dispersed in 20 ml of water by treatment in an ultrasonic bath (200 W, 60 min.). The process was repeated three times. Such
non-covalent functionalization results in the presence of a negative charge on the surface
of carbon nanotubes, which makes the suspensions stable for months [175].
3.1.1.2 Polymer wrapping
MWNTs were non-covalently functionalized by a polymer wrapping method with
poly(allylamine hydrochloride) (PAH) [176,177]. PAH is a positively charged polyelectrolyte (PE) (Figure 3.1).
CNTs (50 mg) were dispersed in a 0.5 wt% PAH (Sigma-Aldrich, Mw=70 000) salt
solution (0.5 M NaCl, 500 ml) and sonicated for 5 - 10 h. Excess polymer was removed by
centrifugation (18514g, 90 min.) and the sediment was washed with water (40 ml added to
50 ml plastic tubes); this process was repeated five times. A final residual black solid was
re-dispersed in water (500 ml) by ultrasonication (200 W, 120 min.), forming a stable, homogenous suspension of nanotubes. The polymer chain is non-covalently adsorbed around
carbon nanotubes due to van der Waals interactions, mechanical wrapping and anchoring.
The charged amine functionalities on the MWNTs surface ensure good separation and stability due to the electrostatic interactions (repulsions) in aqueous solution.

+

[NH3]
-

n

Figure 3.1 Schematic presentation of poly(allylamine hydrochloride)

PAH-modified CNTs (MWNT-PAH) were further coated with another oppositely
charged polyelectrolyte (polyanion) such as: poly(styrenesulfonate) sodium salt (PSS,
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Sigma-Aldrich, Mw=70 000) or polyacrylic acid (PAA, Sigma-Aldrich, Mw=450 000).
Subsequently, different polycations (e.g. PAH, Poly(diallydimethyl-ammonium chloride)
(PDDA, Sigma-Aldrich, Mw=100 000), or polyethyleneimine (PEI, Sigma-Aldrich,
Mw=70 000)) were deposited again, forming a multi-layered structure of polymers on the
surface of the CNTs.
In addition, it was possible to transfer PAH modified carbon nanotubes to organic solvents. First, a 100 ml aqueous suspension of CNTs was precipitated by centrifugation
(18514g, 90 min.) and re-dispersed in 100 ml of ethanol (EtOH) three times. In the final
centrifugation step (18514g, 90 min.), the sediment of PAH functionalized carbon nanotubes was transferred into an organic solvent (e.g. chloroform, hexane) and re-dispersed by
a short treatment in an ultrasonic bath (200 W, 30 min.). Due to the branched nature of
PAH, the presence of this polymer on the surface of CNTs allows the preparation of homogenous and stable dispersions. CNT-PAH suspensions in chloroform remain stable for
weeks.
The same protocol was employed for the wrapping of CNTs with PDDA (SigmaAldrich, Mw=100 000) and PSS (Sigma-Aldrich, Mw=70 000) polyelectrolytes (MWNTPDDA, MWNT-PSS). The key advantage of this method is that the bonding symmetry of
CNTs can be preserved and no defects are introduced to the structure.
3.1.1.3 Oxidation with acids
Carbon nanotubes (100 mg) were oxidized with a mixture of sulfuric and nitric acids
(1:3 v/v, 200 ml), (H2SO4: Sigma-Aldrich, >95 %; HNO3: Sigma-Aldrich, >70 %).
MWNTs were suspended in this solution followed by sonication (ultrasonic bath, 200 W)
for 4 h, and left aside for 20 h. Excess concentrated acid was removed by centrifugation
(18514g, 60 min.), and the resulting black solid sediment was washed thoroughly with pure
water (40 ml of water added to 50 ml plastic tubes); this process was repeated five times.
Finally, the nanotubes were re-dispersed in 500 ml of water by a short treatment in ultrasonic bath (200 W, 30 min.). Carboxylic, keto, aldehyde, and alcoholic groups are formed
this way on the sides and caps of the carbon nanotubes. Oxidation disrupts the

bonding

symmetry of the sp2 hybridize carbon atoms and therefore leads to numerous side defects
along the entire length of CNTs. Oxidized CNTs (carboxylic groups are dominant, therefore the CNT-COOH abbreviation is used to refer to oxidized nanotubes) remain stable in
aqueous solvent for months [175].
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3.1.1.4 Modification of oxidized side-walls
The oxidized CNTs can be further modified by covalent functionalization with various
chemical groups. In this study, oxidized MWNTs (200 mg) were stirred in 100 ml of thionyl chloride (SOCl2, Sigma-Aldrich, >99 %) at 70 °C for 24 h in order to convert surfacebound carboxylic acid groups into acyl chloride groups. After centrifugation (18514g,
60 min.), the remaining solid was rinsed with 100 ml of anhydrous tetrahydrofuran (THF,
Carl-Roth, >99.9 %) and dried under vacuum at room temperature. A mixture of the resulting MWNTs and 3 g of octadecylamine (ODA, Sigma-Aldrich, >99 %) was then stirred
under N2 atmosphere at 80 °C (above melting point of ODA) for 96 h. After cooling to
room temperature, the excess of ODA was removed by intensive washings with 100 ml of
ethanol by subsequent centrifugation (six times, 18514g, 60 min.) and re-dispersion. A dry
black solid of such functionalized MWNTs (MWNT-ODA) was dispersed in 200 ml of
chloroform by sonication in an ultrasonic bath (200 W, 120 min.), resulting in a stable suspension [176]. This functionalization is shown schematically in Figure 3.2.

H2SO4
HNO3
1/3 v/v

COCl

COOH
SOCl2
COOH
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70 C, 24h

COCl
COCl

CONH(CH2)17CH3
H
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CONH(CH2)17CH3

Figure 3.2 Schematic of covalent functionalization of the oxidized CNTs with ODA.

3.1.1.5 Silica coating of MWNTs
The surface of multiwall carbon nanotubes was modified by uniform coating with silicon dioxide shell. The coating steps were as follows: A MWNT-PAH water dispersion (see
3.1.1.2) was transferred to a silica sol (mixture of tetraethoxysilane (TEOS, SigmaAldrich), H2O, and EtOH with mass ratio 2:1:4) in a 5:1 volume ratio (400 ml : 80 ml).
The mixture was sonicated (2 h, 200 W) and then left aside overnight at room temperature.
After 12 h, the mixture was centrifuged (18514g, 30 min.), the supernatant removed and
the carbon nanotubes washed with 450 ml of ethanol and centrifuged again. The sediment
was re-dispersed in a solution of ammonia in ethanol (4.2 vol.% ammonia (28 wt% aque-

33
ous solution) in ethanol, 450 ml of EtOH). Immediately after this, 5 ml of TEOS solution
(10 vol.% in ethanol) was added under stirring. The reaction mixture was stirred for another 8 h and sonicated (200 W) from time to time (every 20 - 30 min.). Finally, the CNTs
were washed with 400 ml of ethanol and again re-dispersed in an ultrasonic bath (200 W,
15 min.) [176,177].
Silica coated MWNTs (MWNT@SiO2) form stable suspensions in EtOH and water. In
order to modify the surface properties of the silica shell, an ethanolic solution of silica
coated CNTs was mixed and stirred with 3-aminopropyl trimethoxysilane (3APTMS,
Sigma-Aldrich, 97 %) or phenyltrimethoxysilane (PhTMS, Sigma-Aldrich, 97 %) (typically, to 20 ml of MWNT@SiO2 solution 0.1 ml of 3AMPTMS or PhTMS). The unreacted components were removed by rinsing in 20 ml of chloroform.

3.1.2 Composite preparation
Functionalized carbon nanotubes were incorporated into polymers utilizing different
approaches including layer-by-layer assembly and solution processing. Since various experimental setups used in this study require different samples (in size and shape, assembled
on different substrates or free-standing films, solution dispersions or solid materials), the
CNTs/polymer composites were suitably processed and prepared to meet all necessary experimental conditions and requirements of applied investigation methods. A general description of the preparation techniques that have been used in this study is presented below
and summarized in Table 3.1.
3.1.2.1 Layer-by-layer assembly
The LBL composites were formed on solid substrates by sequential deposition of oppositely charged polyelectrolytes and functionalized MWNTs [175,178]. Adsorptions of
the materials on glass slides or silicon wafer substrates were carried out at room temperature in open beakers containing aqueous dispersions of components. Substrates were
cleaned in EtOH, supported by ultrasonic bath (200 W, 30 min.). The samples were prepared either manually by cyclic immersion in polyelectrolytes and MWNTs solutions or by
automated processing using an automatic dipping machine (Dipping Robot DR3, Kirstein
GmbH, Germany). After every layer deposition, samples were rinsed thoroughly with water. In a typical experiment, a deposition time of 10 min. was used for the polyelectrolytes,
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20 - 30 min. for carbon nanotubes and 3 min. for rinsing in water. 25 ml beakers were used
with 20 ml of solutions.

Table 3.1 Summary of the different composites prepared in this study and corresponding experimental methods employed to characterize their properties. TT – tensile test, NI – nanoindentation,
RH – rheometry, DS – dielectric spectroscopy, MC – structural characterization with atomic force
or electron microscopes, OS – optical spectroscopy, EL – ellipsometry.

Characterization Methods
Sample

Description
TT

NI

RH

DS

MC

OS

EL

LBL assembly:
MWNT-PAH/PSS

film on silicon wafer

X

X

X

MWNT-COOH/PAH

film on silicon wafer

X

X

X

MWNT-NaAQ/PEI

free-standing film

X

X

X

X

MWNT-COOH/PEI

free-standing film

X

X

X

X

PEI/PAA

free-standing film

X

X

X

X

PEI/PSS

film on silicon wafer

X

X

PSS/PAH

film on silicon wafer

X

X

MWNT/PMMA

spin-coated on silicon
wafer

X

X

MWNT@SiO2/PMMA

spin-coated on silicon
wafer

X

X

MWNT@SiO2/PMMA-f

free-standing film

Solution processed
composites:

MWNT-COOH/PEI
MWNT-COOH/PDDA

viscous fluid
pressed disc-shaped
pellets

X
X
X

X
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In this work diverse morphologies and combinations of polyelectrolytes and modified
multiwall carbon nanotubes were used. Typically, composites were fabricated with the following structures: [(PE+/MWNT-)5(PE+/PE-)]n and [(PE-/MWNT+)5(PE-/PE+)]n, where PE+
and PE- are polycations and polyanions, respectively; MWNT+ and MWNT- are functionalized nanotubes with negative and positive functionalities on the surface, respectively; n is
an integer that indicates a number of cycles. Different structures containing 100 bi-layers
and more (n 20) were fabricated (the term bi-layer does not imply real structural properties of the produced films, but refers to the CNT/PE layers) [175].
LBL composites were additionally cross-linked in order to introduce bonds between
and within polyelectrolyte chains and CNTs. The composites were cross-linked in two
ways: by heating and chemical reactions. After deposition of every five cycles
(PE/MWNT)5, the films were heated up to 120 °C for 30 min. The films were also crosslinked chemically with glutaraldehyde (GA, OCHCH2CH2CH2CHO, Sigma-Aldrich)
0.5 wt% solution in H2O for 2 h. After this treatment the film was rinsed three times in
pure water in order to remove un-reacted glutaraldehyde.
In order to obtain free-standing films, the LBL composites were peeled off from the
substrate by chemical delamination. The samples were immersed into 1 % aqueous hydrofluoric acid (HF, Sigma-Aldrich, 48 wt%) for 1 - 2 min., and then washed in acetone and
pure water; this resulted in a separation of the multilayer composites from glass. Dry freestanding films remained stable and could be cut to a desired size or shape.
LBL CNT/polymer composites were investigated in terms of their mechanical properties. Additionally, the polymer compositions were fabricated and used as reference samples. Different procedures and structures were engaged to prepare suitable samples for a
given experimental setup (Table 3.1):
MWNT-PAH/PSS: The sequence of [(PSS/MWNT-PAH)5(PSS/PAH)]n was employed
to produce this LBL composite. Solutions were prepared as follows: 0.5 wt% PSS
(Mw=70 000) and PAH (Mw=70 000) salt solutions (0.5 M NaCl) were at pH=6.5;
MWNT-PAH water solutions were at pH=6.5. Samples were deposited on silicon wafers
(1 x 2 cm2). Typically, 200 - 300 deposition cycles were used, resulting in thicknesses of
the samples greater than 3 m.
MWNT-COOH/PAH: The compositions of [(PAH/MWNT-COOH)5(PAH/PSS)]n were
fabricated on the silicon wafer substrate (1 x 2 cm2). 0.5 wt% PSS (Mw=70 000) and PAH
(Mw=70 000) salt solutions (0.5 M NaCl) were at pH=6.5; MWNT-COOH water solution
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was at pH=6.5. Thicknesses of the samples greater than 3 m were obtained after 250 - 300
deposition cycles.
MWNT-NaAQ/PEI: LBL composites have been prepared on glass substrates
(2.5 x 5 cm2) with a layer sequence of [(PEI/MWNT-NaAQ)5(PEI/PAA)]n. The 1 wt% PEI
(Mw=70 000) solution was at pH=8.5; 1 wt% PAA (Mw=450 000) solution was at pH=6;
and MWNT-NaAQ solution was at pH=6.5. After the deposition of around 100 - 150 numbers of bi-layers (n=20-30), the films were peeled off from the substrate in order to achieve
free-standing composites. Two different morphologies of the multiwall carbon nanotubes
were used: “hollow” and “bamboo” (Figure 2.2). The final thicknesses of free-standing
films were estimated to be in the range of 1.5 - 2 µm.
MWNT-COOH/PEI: LBL assembly of polyelectrolytes and oxidized multiwall carbon
nanotubes with the sequence of [(PEI/MWNT-COOH)5(PEI/PAA)]n were produced on
glass substrates (2.5 x 5 cm2). 1 wt% PEI (Mw=70 000) solution was at pH=8.5; 1 wt%
PAA (Mw=450 000) solution was at pH=6; and MWNT-COOH solution was at pH=6.5.
After deposition of 100 - 150 bi-layers of PAH/MWNT-COOH, the composites were delaminated from the substrate following the previously described procedure. Composites
with thicknesses of 1.5 – 2 µm were obtained this way.
PEI/PAA: LBL assembly of PEI and PAA polyelectrolytes. 1 wt% PEI (Mw=70 000)
solutions were at pH=8.5; 1 wt% PAA (Mw=450 000) solution was at pH=6. Films of
[PEI/PAA]n with 150 - 200 bi-layers were produced on the glass substrate (2.5 x 5 cm2).
The composite was peeled off from the substrate in order to achieve a free standing film.
PEI/PSS and PSS/PAH: Layer-by-Layer compositions of polymers [PEI/PSS]n and
[PSS/PAH]n, respectively. 0.5 wt% PEI (Mw=70 000) salt solution (0.5 M NaCl) was at
pH=8.5; 0.5 wt% PSS (Mw=70 000) and PAH (Mw=70 000) salt solutions (0.5 M NaCl)
were at pH=6.5. Films were prepared on silicon wafers (1 x 2 cm2) with thicknesses greater
than 3 m.
3.1.2.2 Solution processing
Carbon nanotube dispersions were mixed together with the polymers in suitable solvents. To form a composite, the solvents were then evaporated from the mixture. The formation of a homogeneous mixture was supported by intensive ultrasonic agitation and mixing. Following MWNT-based composites were obtained utilizing this method (Table 3.1):
MWNT/PMMA: An appropriate amount of poly(methyl methacrylate) (PMMA, CarlRoth, Mw=320 000) was added to well dispersed MWNT-ODA in chloroform in order to
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achieve a desired weight concentration of CNT with respect to PMMA. The final mixture
was then thoroughly mixed and sonicated (200 W) until a stable, black-colored chloroform
solution of MWNT/PMMA composite was formed. The MWNT/PMMA samples were
prepared with 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 wt% of MWNT.
MWNT@SiO2/PMMA: To a chloroform solution of the MWNT@SiO2 poly(methyl
methacrylate) (PMMA, Carl-Roth, Mw=320 000) was added. This mixture was further
homogenized in an ultrasonic bath (200 W) and mixed until a uniform blend was obtained.
Different MWNT@SiO2/PMMA composites were prepared with 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 wt% of
CNTs in a polymer matrix.
Chloroform dispersions of both MWNT/PMMA and MWNT@SiO2/PMMA composites
were spin-coated on silicon wafers. The thickness of the films was controlled by altering
the concentration of composites in the solution, or by the speed of spinning. In general,
thin films with a thickness greater than 3

m were formed at speeds ranging from

1200 - 2500 rpm in 25 s, followed by drying in an oven (100 °C, 3 min.). Furthermore, the
samples were left in an oven at 70 °C for a few days (7 – 9 days) to ensure a full solvent
evaporation [176].
MWNT@SiO2/PMMA-f: A 1 wt% sample of MWNT@SiO2/PMMA was cast into a
petri dish that was wrapped with aluminum foil. The sample was then dried (oven, 70 °C,
3 days) and the composite with a thickness of around 1 mm was peeled off from the aluminum foil, resulting in a uniform free-standing film.
MWNT-COOH/PEI: Composites composed of MWNT-COOH and high molecular
weight liquid cationic polyethylenimine (H(NHCH2CH2)nNH2, PEI, Sigma-Aldrich,
Mw=25 000, water-free) were fabricated. An aqueous dispersion of nanotubes was mixed
with a suitable amount of the PEI (in order to achieve the desired concentration of nanotubes with respect to polymer). The samples were mixed and ultrasonicated (200 W,
60 min.) until uniform and stable dispersions were obtained. The solvent was removed
from the composite by subsequent evaporation in low pressure atmosphere (10 mbar), at
room temperature. After removal of the residual water from the sample, a viscous black
fluid was formed. In general, MWNT-COOH/PEI composites with concentrations ranging
from 0.5 to 8 wt% were produced.
MWNT-COOH/PDDA: Oxidized carbon nanotubes were dispersed in water and an appropriate amount of PDDA (Sigma-Aldrich, Mw=350 000) was added in order to achieve
the desired weight concentrations of the MWNTs in the polymer matrix. The composites
were thoroughly mixed mechanically and sonicated (200 W) until uniform and stable dis-
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persions were obtained. The samples were then left for two weeks in an oven at 100 °C in
order to efficiently evaporate water from the composite. Dry samples were grinded using
an agate mortar and pestle, the powder product was again left in the oven for two days at
100 °C. The composites were then formed to disc-shaped pellets with diameter of 10 mm
utilizing the SPECAC hot-press system at room temperature and a pressure of 2 kPa.
Composite tablets with different nanotube concentrations ranging from 0.5 to 10 wt% were
fabricated.
3.1.2.3 CNT/NPs heterostructures
Semiconductor nanocrystals (NCs) were covalently attached to the functionalized
MWNTs and MWNT@SiO2 [179]. In a typical experiment, 15 µL of 8 µM solution of
QDs was added to 2 ml dispersion of PAH functionalized MWNTs. The reaction mixture
was briefly sonicated (200 W, 10 min.) and then stirred for 15 min. [177]. Excess particles were removed by subsequent centrifugation (1157g, 15 min) and re-dispersion of
sediment in 5 ml of chloroform. Due to the presence of the amine functionalities on the
surface of CNTs, various colloidal nanoparticles have been attached covalently to
MWNTs. An analogous approach was used for the connection of QDs to silica coated multiwall carbon nanotubes. The quantum dots were covalently attached to the amine groups
of 3APTMS functionalized silica coated MWNTs (see 3.1.1.5). As a result, the uniform
coating of QDs on an electrically insulated (SiO2) surface of MWNTs took place [177].
The monodisperse CdSe cores used in this study were synthesized by Joel van Embden
[180]. The over-coating of these cores with both CdS and ZnS was undertaken using an
adaptation of the SILAR technique (successive ion layer adsorption and reaction).

3.2 Experimental techniques
The structural, mechanical, electrical, and optical properties of the MWNT-based
composites were characterized utilizing various experimental techniques including tensile
tests, nanoindentation, rheology, dielectric spectroscopy, electron/atomic microscopes, optical spectroscopy, and ellipsometry. The general description of the experimental setups
used in this study, as well as conditions and parameters of each experiment are the purpose
of the following section.
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3.2.1 Tensile tests
The mechanical properties of MWNT composites were measured using a servocontrolled electromechanical testing device (100R Test Resources, Shakopee, MN, USA).
In this test the sample is pulled until fracture. The load is applied in the axial direction (inplane) of the samples. The composites with size of 2.0 x 4.0 cm2 were stretched at a constant load speed of 0.2 mm/min until the specimen cracked. Load F and strain

were re-

corded by a computer connected to the control unit of the tensile apparatus. From the
stress-strain curve the tensile strength of the samples was estimated and the elastic
modulus calculated. At least three independent samples of particular composite were investigated.

3.2.2 Nanoindentation
Nanoindentation experiments were carried out using an atomic force microscope
(AFM) (NanoScope IV Digital Instruments) with a conjugated TriboScope Nanomechanical Test Instrument from Hysitron Inc. In this test, hardness and elastic modulus were calculated. A typical indentation test was conducted with diamond conical or Berkovich indenters, using a triangular load profile with an indentation force ranging from 25 to
1500 N and a loading/unloading rate of 40 N/s. In general, indents with a contact depth
ranging from 80 to 500 nm were performed. To minimize the effect of the material’s creep
at the maximum load a hold time of 20 s was introduced. Prior to the indentation, a tip was
used for surface scanning to find reasonably smooth areas of the tested materials. The indentation depth was maintained to be less than 15 % of the film’s thickness in order to
avoid or at least minimize substrate contributions to the measured nanomechanical properties. The average roughness (Ra) of the samples was estimated to be in the range of
2

25 nm, which is low enough to avoid major influence of the roughness on the evalua-

tion of the hardness H and the effective elastic modulus Er. At least five indents were performed for each maximum applied load throughout the whole area of the sample. The results obtained under the same maximum load were averaged; mean and standard deviations
of the measured quantities for all samples were calculated [176].
The tip calibration procedure has to be employed to determine the geometry of the indenter tip. For this purpose a series of indentations at different contact depths were performed in a sample with a known elastic modulus. In this study, the tip calibration was car-
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ried out on poly(methyl methacrylate) with well defined mechanical properties (elastic
modulus of 3.6 GPa) [176,181].

3.2.3 Rheometry
Rheological measurements were carried out in an oscillatory shear mode utilizing the
RheoStress RS600 rheometer (Haake) with a temperature controller (Phoenix RS600). The
cone and plate geometry (Ti, 35 mm diameter, 2º cone angle) was used with a 0.105 mm
gap. All experiments were performed at a constant temperature of 25 °C. Dynamic oscillatory experiments were carried out under controlled stress (CS) and controlled strain (CD)
modes. In CD experiments, a frequency sweep was performed at constant strain, in CS
tests constant stress was used. Frequency sweeps between 0.1 - 100 Hz were performed at
low strain (0.1 - 2 %) or stress (10 - 500 Pa), which were shown to be in the linear elastic
range of the tested samples. To verify the linear viscoelastic regime for every sample, dynamic strain sweeps were performed at a constant frequency. In a linear viscoelastic region
the elastic (storage) G’ and loss G’’ moduli were independent of the strain amplitude

0.

The results were reproducible after every frequency sweep, indicating that there is no chain
degradation. Samples were left for 15 min. prior to the measurements in order to reach the
temperature equilibrium. The complex viscosity *, storage modulus G’, and loss modulus
G’’ were calculated and recorded as a function of the oscillation frequency.

3.2.4 Dielectric spectroscopy
AC dielectric spectroscopy was performed with a dielectric spectrometer BDS-80
(Novocontrol) equipped with a Hewlett Packard 4291B probe head operating in the frequency range of 106 to 1.8·109 Hz. Samples with a diameter of 10 mm and thicknesses
ranging from 1 - 4 mm were placed in the holder between two parallel gold-plated electrodes (10 mm in diameter). All experiments were carried out at a constant temperature of
25 °C – the sample holder was placed in a cryostat that enables the control of the temperatures with an accuracy of 0.1 °C. Prior to each test, a 30 min. time interval was applied in
order to achieve temperature equilibrium. Novocontrol WinDETA software was used for
the evaluation of the electrical properties of the samples. Complex permittivity and conductivity were calculated and plotted as a function of the frequency.
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3.2.5 Structural characterization (TEM, SEM, AFM)
Structural properties of multiwall carbon nanotubes, their heterostructures, and composites were characterized by means of atomic force and electron microscopes.
Atomic force microscope (AFM) investigations were performed, in air, by using a
Nanoscope IV system (Veeco/Digital Instruments, Santa Barbara, California, USA), operating in the tapping mode.
Scanning electron microscope (SEM) images were taken with a LEO Supra 55, operating at an acceleration voltage of up to 20 kV (spatial resolution: 1.7 nm at 1 kV, 1nm at
15 kV).
High-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM) was carried out on a Leo
922A with an acceleration voltage of 200 kV and lattice imaging with 2.9 Å point or 1.9 Å
line resolutions. An attached Oxford X-ray system of TEM was used for Energy Dispersive
X-ray Analysis (EDX) with 136 eV energy resolution.

3.2.6 Ellipsometry
Ellipsometry measurements were taken using an M-44 ellipsometer (J.A. Woollam Co,
Lincoln, NE, USA) set up in a rotating analyzer configuration with a detector array of 44
wavelengths between 428 - 726 nm. The measurements were performed using light of an
Xe arc lamp (with systems of optical and electronic filters). The incident angle onto the
sample is kept fixed at 75°. The WVASE program supplied by J.A. Woollam Co was employed to determine the thickness of the films with a resolution of a few angstrom. Calibration was performed on the standard silicon wafer with a well defined layer of silicon dioxide. Ellipsometry was used to determine the thickness of the particular layers of the LBL
structures.

3.2.7 -potential
Electrophoretic mobility of functionalized multiwall carbon nanotubes were measured
using a Malvern Zetasizer 4 operating with a 633 nm He-Ne laser. The mobility
verted into a -potential using the Smoluchowski relation [182]:

is con-
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(3.1)

where

and

are the viscosity and the dielectric constant of the solvent, respectively.

-potential measurements are taken on MWNTs dispersions after further dilution. A standard 1x1 cm2 cuvette was used in these measurements. -potentials of functionalized
MWNTs with PDDA, PAH, COOH, NaAQ, and PSS were determined.

3.2.8 Optical spectroscopy
UV-vis absorption measurements in the range of 300 - 800 nm were carried out with a
Varian Cary 5000 spectrometer. Dispersions of MNWT/NP heterostructures were investigated in a quartz cuvette. Also, the progress of LBL composite assembled on glass substrates was monitored by UV-vis spectrometry. UV-vis readings were taken after every 5
bilayers of MWNT/PE. The dependence of the adsorption increment on the number of layers was observed at 550 nm.
Photoluminescence (PL) measurements were carried out by a Horiba Jobin Yvon
FluoroMax-3 spectrometer. PL spectra of solutions of quantum dots and their heterostructures with carbon nanotubes were obtained at a suitable excitation wavelength (with energies above the absorption edge of particular particles). Samples were placed in quartz cuvettes (1 cm width).

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Structural properties of the samples
Prior to the experimental determination of the mechanical, electrical, and optical properties of MWNT-based composites, the structure and morphology of samples have been
characterized by means of atomic force and electron microscopy. Additionally, UV-vis
spectroscopy, ellipsometry, and -potential measurements have been employed in order to
achieve a better understanding and control over the fabrication of the composites.

4.1.1 Silica coated MWNTs
The novel method for silica coating of carbon nanotubes presented in this study results
in the formation of a uniform and thick layer of SiO2 on every individual MWNT. A schematic presentation of silica coating is given in Figure 4.1. The key advantage of this technique is its efficiency and simplicity. TEM investigations confirm that every single nanotube in a sample is homogenously coated with a layer of silicon dioxide (Figures 4.2 and
4.3). The method allows coatings in a broad thickness range of SiO2 between 20 nm and
over 100 nm. This can be easily controlled by subsequent addition of TEOS solution to the
CNT@SiO2 (see 3.1.1.5). SEM characterizations also confirm that every single nanotube
has a silica shell (Figure 4.4). The picture demonstrates many MWNT@SiO2 with an average diameter of 100 nm (pristine non-coated MWNTs are 5 - 35 nm in diameter). Finally,
energy dispersive X-ray analysis (EDX) proves that the obtained heterostructures are composed of carbon, silicon, and oxygen (Figure 4.5). EDX mapping images are selectively
contrasted with the characteristic X-ray radiation emitted by carbon (C), oxygen (O), and
silicon (Si), respectively.
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The functionalization of silica coated nanotubes with 3AMPTMS or PhTMS occurs

through a silanization reaction on the surface of silicon dioxide and results in stable dispersions of MWNT@SiO2 in hydrophobic organic solutions (e.g. chloroform).

PAH
polymer
wrapping

SiO2

MWNT
SiO2

[NH3]+Cl

-

[NH3]+ Cl

-

SiO2 growth

[NH3]+ Cl¯

[NH3]+ Cl¯

80nm

Figure 4.1 Schematic presentation of silica coating of multiwall carbon nanotubes. The TEM image on the right hand side presents a MWNT coated with silicon dioxide (the image is overcontrasted in order to expose the core-shell structure).

SiO2

MWNT

70nm
Figure 4.2 TEM images of the silica coated MWNT (“bamboo”). Right image is over-contrasted in
order to expose the core-shell (MWNT-SiO2) structure.
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500nm
Figure 4.3 TEM image of several MWNT@SiO2. The uniform coverage of each individual MWNT
with silica shell can be seen.

500nm
Figure 4.4 SEM image of silica coated MWNTs deposited on a substrate. It can be seen that every
carbon nanotube in a sample has a silica shell.
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Figure 4.5 EDX mapping of one MWNT@SiO2. The EDX images are contrasted with carbon (C),
oxygen (O), and silicon (Si), respectively.

4.1.2 LBL structures
The LBL assemblies with carbon nanotubes were obtained according to the method
described in chapter (3.1.2.1). In order to perform the cyclic adsorption of the oppositely
charged components, a proper selection of the polyelectrolytes and modified nanotubes is
necessary. The charge of functionalized MWNTs was determined utilizing -potential
measurements. The values of -potentials at pH=6.5 (pH that was established for all
MWNTs aqueous solutions) for particular functionalized CNTs were: MWNT-COOH:
52 mV, MWNT-PAH: +45 mV, MWNT-PDDA: +42 mV, MWNT-PSS: -38 mV, and
MWNT-NaAQ: -49 mV. The results confirm efficient surface modification of the CNTs
with polyelectrolytes (by polymer wrapping) and indicate the charge of functionalized
nanotubes.
The surface charge and linear charge density of the weak polyelectrolytes (e.g. PAA,
PEI, PAH) depend strongly on the pH of the solution; therefore, the pH of the polymer dispersions was adjusted with 0.1 M HCl or 0.1 M NaOH according to the references
[113,183]. Strong polyelectrolytes (e.g. PSS, PDDA) dissociate completely, independently on a wide range of pH. The addition of NaCl into the aqueous dispersions of the PEs
changes the ionic strength and leads to the coiling and entangling of chains (e.g. due to
charge screening) that may result in a high interpenetration of the assembled multilayers
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[184]. In this context 0.5 M NaCl solutions were used for the preparation of all polyelectrolyte dispersions in this study.
Chemical cross-linking of LBL assemblies with GA results in covalent links (formation of imines) between amino groups of carbon nanotubes and polyelectrolytes. Modification of the LBL films by heating leads to the formation of amide bonds between functionalities of polyelectrolytes and nanotubes (between amine and carboxylic groups) enhancing
the interfacial interactions between these components [175,178].
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Figure 4.6 UV-vis absorbance spectra of the MWNT-NaAQ/PEI LBL composite. The spectra
were taken for a total number of MWNT/PE bi-layers as indicated in the graph (A). (B) shows the
dependence of the absorbance at 550 nm of growing films on a number of absorbed MWNT layers.
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The growth of MWNT/PE multilayer films was examined using UV-vis absorption

spectroscopy. Figure 4.6 (A) shows typical spectra of the LBL composites after every five
deposition cycles (MWNT/PE)5. The absorption edge of the glass substrate is at 280 nm.
The spectra of MWNT/polymer composites are featureless in the employed wavelength
region; a modest monotonic increase of absorption occurs with decreasing wavelength,
which is characteristic behavior related to the MWNTs in the UV-vis-NIR region [185].
Figure 4.6 (B) shows the dependence of the absorption (at wavelength of 550 nm) on the
number of LBL cycles. The linear increase confirms a reproducible growth of MWNT layers from cycle to cycle, as every assembling step results in the deposition of essentially the
same amount of nanotubes in the composite. This trend was also confirmed by ellipsometric measurements of multilayer films prepared on silicon wafers. The results again show a
linear growth of composites with basically similar thicknesses of every MWNT/PEI bilayer. Specifically, for films made of MWNT-COOH/PEI, the average thickness of each
bi-layer was measured to be d=13±2 nm; for MWNT-NaAQ/PEI films, d=14±2 nm.
AFM studies on the LBL assemblies of PE and CNTs deposited on silicon wafers reveal the presence of well-dispersed and exfoliated carbon nanotubes. Figure 4.7 (A) shows
randomly orientated carbon nanotubes, uniformly covering the entire surface of the sample. Subsequent treatments of films with PE and MWNT layers makes the films rougher,
with interweaved CNTs covered with the polymer (Figure 4.7 (B)). As a consequence, a
porous film, containing voids between layers and bundles of nanotubes was formed. The
image after three assembling steps (Figure 4.7 (B)) confirms the film growth due to the adsorption of the carbon nanotubes in every deposition cycle. The carbon nanotubes appeared
to be interweaved with each other and with the polyelectrolyte chains, forming a reasonably homogeneous structure. These observations are supported by SEM investigation.
Figure 4.8 shows the top-layer of MWNTs after 100 deposition cycles. The picture displays a large amount of nanotubes covering the entire film. The individual carbon nanotubes are interpenetrated, and homogenously dispersed within the polyelectrolyte, without
any sign of phase segregation. Nanotubes are uniformly distributed across the matrix; there
is no clear indication of the preferred orientation of nanotubes or island formation. It is
evident that, as the number of the absorption cycles was increased, an increased layering of
the film was observed.
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A

B

1 m
Figure 4.7 Tapping mode AFM images of the LBL of a MWNT-NaAQ/PEI composite prepared on
a silicon wafer after various numbers of deposition cycles. One bi-layer of MWNT-NaAQ/PEI (A)
and three bi-layers of MWNT-NaAQ/PEI (B).

1 µm
Figure 4.8 SEM image of a MWNT-PAH/PSS composite after 100 deposition cycles.
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Tensile tests were carried out on free-standing LBL composites. Therefore, films were

peeled off from the substrate (see 3.1.2.1). As a result compact, black films were achieved.
Figure 4.9 shows an LBL composite deposited on a glass substrate (A) and a free-standing
composite film after delamination from the substrate (B).

B
A

Figure 4.9 Digital camera pictures of MWNT-COOH/PEI composite fabricated on a glass substrate
(A), and its free-standing film after delamination (B).

TEM examinations show the morphology of the multilayer assemblies in cross section.
The composites are compact and fairly homogenous throughout the whole sample
(Figure 4.10). There are some darker inclusions and also a small amount of air pockets,
which basically can be attributed to the deformations created during the preparation of the
cross-sectional sample of the LBL film. The inset in Figure 4.10 shows a magnified part of
the film. Individual multiwall carbon nanotubes can be seen clearly. The MWNTs are
mainly oriented parallel to the substrate, which reflects the layered structure of the films.
The sides of the free-standing film are different in roughness. As expected, the one that
was attached to the substrate is smoother.
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300 nm

Figure 4.10 TEM image of cross section of the free-standing MWNT-COOH/PEI composite. The
inset represents a five times magnified part of the film.

4.1.3 Solution processed composites
Solution mixed composites of MWNTs and polymers (PMMA, PDDA and PEI) (see
3.1.2.2) were found to be relatively homogeneous without any obvious phase segregation
of the components. The mixtures were black and uniform in color, stable for weeks, indicating efficient dispersions of CNTs in polymeric matrices. The solution mixtures of the
compounds remain stable until complete evaporation of the solvents. Only composites of
MWNT@SiO2/PMMA at 5 wt% of nanotubes revealed some phase segregation while

52

Results and discussion

evaporating the solvent from the mixture. This is due to the moderate solubility of silica
coated CNTs in chloroform; at higher concentrations particles tend to aggregate during the
evaporation process.
In order to confirm the homogeneity of the composites, samples were investigated by
means of SEM. Various CNT-polymer mixtures were spin coated on the silicon wafers and
subsequently dried in an oven. The SEM investigation confirmed good exfoliation and a
homogeneous distribution of multiwall carbon nanotubes within a polymer matrix.
Figures 4.11 and 4.12 show exemplary images of 3 wt% of CNT@SiO2 in PMMA and
3 wt % of MWNT-ODA in PMMA, respectively. Individual carbon nanotubes are interwoven with each other, forming the interconnected network within the host material. In
general, nanotubes are fairly uniformly dispersed across the matrix. There are no obvious
indications of any phase segregation between the CNTs and the polymer. It is confirmed
that functionalization methods employed in this study result in good exfoliation of bundles
of both, MWNTs and MWNT@SiO2.

1 µm
Figure 4.11 SEM image of the silica coated carbon nanotubes in PMMA (3 wt%) deposited on a
silicon wafer, showing relatively uniform distribution of the filler throughout the polymer.
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4 µm
Figure 4.12 SEM image of MWNT-ODA incorporated into the PMMA (3 wt%) matrix by the solution mixing technique and deposited on silicon wafer. A relatively good dispersion of nanotubes
can be observed without any obvious phase segregation.

4.1.4 CNT/NPs
The novel and versatile technique for the attachment of nanocrystals to CNTs is introduced in this study (see 3.1.2.3). A schematic presentation of the functionalization of carbon nanotubes and the coupling of nanocrystals to the amine functionalities is shown in
Figure 4.13. Different nanocrystals were covalently bonded to PAH-modified MWNTs in a
uniform and controllable manner, independent of their size, charge, or surface properties
(e.g. hydrophilic or hydrophobic). The direct evidence for the conjugation of NCs to functionalized carbon nanotubes was given by the transmission electron microscopy.
Figure 4.14 shows TEM images of diverse nanoparticles conjugated to the surface of
MWNTs. CNTs are homogeneously coated with nanocrystals and no obvious clustering of
the attached species was observed. The density of the nanoparticles can easily be controlled by changing the concentrations of the mixed dispersions of nanotubes and
nanocrystals. The coupling of NCs to CNTs may be performed either in hydrophilic (e.g.
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aqueous) or hydrophobic (organic) solvents. This is of major advantage, since both aqueous syntheses and organometallic approaches for the fabrication of different nanoparticles
offer various benefits.
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Figure 4.13 Schematic presentation of the functionalization of MWNTs with PAH and the coupling of nanoparticles to the amine group functionalities.

Figure 4.15 presents heterostructures of MWNTs and MWNT@SiO2 decorated with
diverse semiconducting nanoparticles: ZnO, CdSe, and CdSe-CdS. Again, TEM pictures
provide evidence for the formation of the homogeneous hybrid systems composed of nanotubes and particles. Individual quantum dots are uniformly coupled to the surface of functionalized MWNTs and MWNT@SiO2.
Figure 4.16 displays several CNTs decorated with CdSe-ZnS core-shell semiconducting nanocrystals. This image clearly indicates that every individual nanotube within the
sample is decorated with nanoparticles.
The technique presented here offers a lot of advantages. In a simple way different NCs
can be homogenously bonded to the carbon nanotubes, therefore heterostructures of various compositions and morphologies can be achieved [179]. The formation of the
CNT/NCs composites may take place in many commonly used solvents, since the PAHfunctionalized MWNTs are stable in aqueous and some organic solvents like chloroform,
toluene, and hexane.
.

55

A

100 nm

B

50 nm

C

40 nm

Figure 4.14 TEM images of the MWNTs decorated with: Fe2O3 – reaction performed in H2O (A),
Au in water (B), and FePt in toluene (C).
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Figure 4.15 TEM images of the MWNT and MWNT@SiO2 coated with: ZnO reaction performed
in EtOH (A) and (B); CdSe in chloroform (C) and (D); CdSe-CdS core-shell QDs in chloroform
(E) and (F).
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50 nm
Figure 4.16 TEM image of the multiwall carbon nanotubes decorated with CdSe-ZnS core-shell
semiconducting nanocrystals.

The step-by-step process presented here gives the flexibility to tailor the QDs prior to
conjugation. This is advantageous over the other reported methods for the formation of
CNT/QDs heterostructures. In example, the in-situ chemical synthesis of QDs directly on
the surface of carbon nanotubes, usually leads to the formation of inhomogeneous crystalline structures with large poly-dispersity in shape and size [123,132,186]. Furthermore,
the utilization of oxidized CNTs (which is commonly used by different groups) leads to
non-uniform coverage of the surface as particles tend to be attached at the ends of carbon
nanotubes and defect sides, where the concentration of carboxylic groups is the largest
[90,141,142]. The TEM images of Figures 4.14 and 4.16 confirm that the QD nanoparticles are homogeneous in size and shape, with coatings along the entire lengths of the
MWNTs. Notably, there are scarcely any unbound QDs with a few of the QDs making hetero-junctions between individual carbon nanotubes. Besides, different procedures for the
formation of CNT/QDs nanocomposites involve complex reactions and functionalizations,
making these strategies more complicated and time consuming [90,129,142,187]. The
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new strategy introduced here allows for straight coupling of QDs to CNTs in a simple and
quick way.

4.2 Tensile strength of LBL composites
Due to their exceptional mechanical properties multiwall carbon nanotubes have been
employed as reinforcing fillers for high-strength polymeric composites. In this context,
various polymers have been used as matrix materials, and different preparation techniques
were employed. In general, the tensile moduli and ultimate strengths of CNT-based composites are reported to increase compared to neat polymer, however below the level of expectation (Table 2.2). The assessment of the data accumulated in numerous studies on carbon nanotube composites revealed that effective reinforcement of these materials strongly
depends on several factors such as: a high aspect ratio of the CNTs, good dispersion of the
nanotubes in a matrix, good interfacial bonding, interactions and mechanical anchoring
between CNTs and polymer molecules. These fairly simple design guidelines for carbon
nanotube composites may permit substantial advances in the composites’ mechanical properties [31,91,188,189].
The layer-by-layer deposition technique reduces the phase segregation and makes
composites highly homogeneous (see 4.1.2), with particles and polymers well dispersed
and interpenetrated [190-192]. Recently, it was demonstrated that it can be very successfully applied to the preparation of single wall nanotube (SWNT) composites [113,114].
The LBL assembly technique allows the fabrication of heterostructures with high nanotube
contents, even up to 50 wt% [113], which is substantially higher than in any typical nanotube composite (Table 2.2). Even when the concentration of nanotubes in LBL systems is
high, the uniform distribution of the filler in the polymer matrix is retained. This is a simple way to produce fundamentally and practically interesting multilayer structures with
unique mechanical properties and precise control over film composition and thickness.
More importantly, this technique offers a possibility of multifunctional composites in
which the strength will be only one of the factors determining its applications.
There are two main motivations for using MWNTs instead of SWNTs in the fabrication of reinforced composites: (1) MWNTs are more resistant to chemical modification and
mechanical agitation than SWNTs due to their multiwalled structure. In many cases, even
extensive surface modification of MWNTs does not significantly harm the aromatic bonds
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inside the multiwall “onion” structure which may preserve their mechanical properties; (2)
MWNTs are substantially less expensive than SWNTs, which can accelerate the practical
utilization of these composites. 1 g of a high purity sample of SWNTs costs 200 - 1000 $,
while 1 g of MWNTs may be purchased for 1.5 $ (October 2006). The synthesis of
MWNTs is simple and cheap, which allows the fabrication of large quantities at a low cost.
Nowadays, the amount of 250 kg of MWNTs can be purchased, while it is still difficult to
buy 1 kg of SWNTs due to the synthesis difficulties [193].
While the LBL assembly technique offers vast advantages, it became very attractive to
utilize this method for fabricating the multilayered structures composed of multiwall carbon nanotubes and polyelectrolytes and investigate their mechanical properties. In this
study the tensile tests were performed on LBL assemblies of MWNT-NaAQ/PEI, MWNTCOOH/PEI, and PEI/PAA. MWNT-NaAQ/PEI films were prepared using two different
types of multiwall carbon nanotubes: “bamboo” and “hollow” (Figure 2.2). CNT/polymer
composites prepared in a solution mixing process have not been investigated in this work,
since numerous studies have already been focused on the characterization of tensile properties of such composites (Table 2.2). The main goal of this work is to present novel composites with significantly improved mechanical performance; elastic modulus and tensile
strength of various composites have been determined.
The elastic modulus E and tensile strength

T

were evaluated from the recorded stress-

strain curves. The Young’s modulus was obtained by analysis of the elastic part of the
stress-strain curve and calculated from [194]:

E

where

and

F / A0
l / l0

(4.1)

indicate stress and strain in the elastic region of the stress-strain curve, re-

spectively. F is the force applied to the sample, A0 is the original cross-sectional area, l is
the length change of the specimen, while l0 is the original length of the sample. The ultimate tensile strength was calculated using the equation:

T

FMAX
A

(4.2)

where FMAX is the maximum load prior to break and A is the cross-section area of the sample.
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30 m

m

0.5 m

Figure 4.17 SEM images of the rapture region of a MWNT-NaAQ/PEI free-standing film after the
stretching test.

In order to understand the mechanisms of the tensile fracture of LBL composites made
from MWNTs, SEM studies of ruptured areas of the free-standing films were carried out.
Figure 4.17 shows SEM pictures of such a rupture region with individual nanotubes or
their bundles pulled out or still bridging the break region, mostly aligned perpendicularly
to the break face. Recent structural studies [48,113] of the rupture regions showed that
carbon nanotubes can even break under a stretching force due to the structural defects
which make them drastically weaker. There are many reasons for fractional defects existing on the nanotubes walls such as impurity, chemical oxidation, and synthesis imperfections [99,195]. While oxidized carbon nanotubes were used in many studies, non-
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covalently functionalized MWNTs are of main interest in this work. SEM examinations of
rupture areas show that many MWNTs have rather been just pulled out of the matrix, indicating that the used dispersant does not reduce the strength of MWNTs. In comparison,
oxidized MWNTs (“hollow”) were also used to produce the LBL films; as expected a drastic decrease of the tensile strength was observed. It is worthy noting that the images of
pulled-out MWNT strands also suggest a solution to the efficient reinforcement problem
(Figure 4.17). The interfacial stress transfer remains the key issue for the efficient enhancement of the mechanical performance of the composites. The external load applied to
the composite should be transferred to the nanotubes; therefore, only strong interconnections between CNTs and polymers may lead to the great mechanical improvement of heterostructures. This is the clue to fully utilize the outstanding mechanical performance of
CNTs in a composite system.
The stress-strain curves of investigated films are given in Figure 4.18. Plots show a
clear fracture point in the elastic part of the stress-strain curve, without any plateau area
that would indicate a plastic deformation. Two distinct elastic regions can be resolved in
every graph and have been marked in Figure 4.18 (A). These regions are related to the
complex behaviour of the composite under external stress applied to the sample. Initially
(region I) randomly orientated and curvy MWNTs tend to align along the stretching direction under the load. Consequently, the composite becomes more compact and MWNTs become more interwoven and knotted. Region II reflects the tensile properties of compact
and packed composite with aligned and taut nanotubes; the slope becomes much steeper
than in region I, resulting in a higher value of the elastic modulus.
The tensile modulus (obtained from region II), ultimate strength, and elongation up to
the breaking point are: 5.5 ± 0.8 GPa, 160 ± 35 MPa, 0.03 - 0.07 % for the “bamboo”; and
2.7 ± 0.7 GPa, 110 ± 30 MPa, 0.03 - 0.06 %, for the “hollow” nanotubes, respectively.
Young‘s modulus and tensile strength of the PEI/PAA composite were estimated to be:
0.26 ± 0.03 GPa and 8.5 ± 3.0 MPa, respectively [113]. These results show that the presence of carbon nanotubes is crucial for achieving improved mechanical properties of
polymer-based multilayer stacks. The tensile strength of the neat polymers increased
roughly from 8.5 to 160 MPa (around 20 times); the elastic modulus increased from
0.26 GPa to 4.0 GPa (16 times), when “bamboo” MWNTs were incorporated into the host
material.
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Figure 4.18 Exemplary stress-strain curves of LBL assemblies: (A) MWNT-NaAQ/PEI with
“bamboo” nanotubes; (B) MWNT-NaAQ/PEI with “hollow” nanotubes; (C) MWNT-COOH/PEI
(“hollow”)

The mechanical properties of the LBL structures with MWNTs have been found to exceed the tensile strength of some MWNT composites made by mixing, extruding, or polymerization (Table 2.2). The absolute increase of the elastic modulus and tensile strength
of those composites has been shown to change by a factor in the range of 1.09 – 4.29
(Ec/Ep and

Tc

Tp),

indicating relatively modest reinforcement of the polymeric systems

with CNTs. Only LBL assemblies demonstrate a great increase of the ultimate strength
from 9 to 160 MPa (around 20 times stronger polymeric system after CNT addition).
These results indicate the remarkable effect of carbon nanotubes on the tensile properties
of LBL composites. The LBL technique can be efficiently applied for the fabrication of
strong, homogeneous composites with carbon nanotubes as filler. This is achieved by
strong interfacial bonding between MWNTs and polyelectrolytes, mediated by electrostatic
attraction, van der Waals adhesion, mechanical interlocking, and chemical bonding. The
multilayer films with “bamboo” MWNT are substantially mechanically stronger than com-
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posites with “hollow” nanotubes. The “bamboo” morphology provides structural anchors,
which enhance the mechanical bonds between MWNTs and the polymer. “Hollow” nanotubes have smooth walls, which reduce the friction forces with the matrix; these nanotubes
can be pulled out of the matrix more easily, resulting in the reduction of the film strength.
As mentioned above, LBL multilayer films with oxidized “hollow” MWNTs have also
been investigated. The stretching results show, as expected, a drastic decrease in the
strength of the composites (Figure 4.18 (C)). Young’s modulus, tensile strength, and elongation at break are: 1.1 ± 0.3 GPa, 40 ± 15 MPa, and 0.03 – 0.05 %, respectively. This confirms that composites with oxidized nanotubes are far weaker than films with noncovalently functionalized MWNTs. Oxidation and any further covalent functionalization of
carbon nanotubes apparently reduces the mechanical performance of nanotubes due to the
disruption of the aromatic bonds of the CNTs. Oxidation also cuts carbon nanotubes, thus
reducing the mechanical bonds between shorter nanotubes.

On the basis of the investigated structural and mechanical properties of LBL
MWNT/polymer films, one can see that the tensile strength increase is much greater than
that of nanotube composites made by solution mixing, melt-mixing, and the in-situ polymerization of monomers in the presence of nanotubes (Table 2.2). Additionally, it has been
shown that the morphology of MWNTs can also result in a big difference of their mechanical performance. The replacement of standard, “hollow” MWNTs with “bamboo”type MWNTs results in a significant improvement of composites’ ultimate strength. The
“knots” on the “bamboo”–like MWNTs stem afford a tighter matrix connectivity with the
polymer, thus reducing the pull-out of the nanotubes from the polymer.

4.3 Nanoindentation experiments
On the basis of the mechanical performance of the CNT-based composites obtained in
tensile tests, it has become interesting to study the properties of various polymeric heterostructures with MWNT fillers by means of nanoindentation. The nanoindentation technique has been proven as a useful tool for the determination of the mechanical properties
of thin films, coatings, and composites, including polymers [181,196-200]. Depth-sensing
indentation allows a displacement of the indenter to be measured as a function of an ap-
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plied, controlled load. The resulting load vs. displacement curves, together with the indenter geometry, are used to evaluate the elastic modulus and hardness of tested samples.
Nanoindentation experiments have been carried out on different MWNT- and
MWNT@SiO2-based polymer composites with different morphologies, polymers and
nanotubes compositions, and fabricated utilizing diverse processes (Table 3.1) [201]. The
obtained values of hardness H and elastic modulus Er have been plotted as a function of the
contact depth.

4.3.1 Data analysis and discussion on instrument calibration
The hardness and elastic modulus of the composites were evaluated from the recorded
unloading slope of the depth-displacement curve, based on the method of Oliver and Pharr
[202]. A general relation between the penetration depth h and the load P is given by:
P=D (h - hf)m

(4.3)

where D contains all the geometric constants, sample elastic modulus, Poisson's ratio, the
indenter elastic modulus, and the indenter Poisson's ratio, hf is the final unloading depth,
and m is the power law exponent that is related to the geometry of the indenter (e.g. for
flat-ended cylindrical punch m=1, cone m=2, paraboloid of revolution m=1.5, approximation of paraboloid of revolution is taken when considering Berkovich tip [202]). Hardness
and reduced modulus are defined as:

H

Fmax
AC

Er

1
2

(4.4)

(4.5)

S

AC

where H is the local hardness, Ac is the contact area between indenter and sample, S is the
contact stiffness, defined as a slope of the unloading curve fitted to the power law equation
(4.3), Er is the reduced Young’s modulus (effective elastic modulus) that combines the
properties of the indenter and the tested sample, and is given by:
1
Er

2

(1

S
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)

2

(1

i

Ei

)

(4.6)
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where

i

and

s

are the Poisson’s ratios for the indenter and the sample, respectively, and

Ei and Es are the respective elastic moduli. Since we used a diamond tip with high elastic
modulus Ei=1170 GPa and low Poisson’s ratio i=0.07, the second term in equation (4.6)
can be neglected. The Poisson’s ratio of most polymers lies in the range of 0.25 – 0.45,
therefore, the elastic modulus of the structures investigated here is numerically equal to the
80 – 95 % of the calculated reduced (effective) modulus from the indentation experiments
(equation (4.6)). Since the accurate values of Poisson’s ratio of polymers and their compositions with CNTs are not known, the values of reduced modulus have been used in this
study to quantitatively describe the mechanical properties of the samples. In this work the
term “reduced modulus” is alternately used with the terms: “elastic modulus” or “Young’s
modulus” – meaning the same quantity of Er obtained in the nanoindentation test and calculated from equation (4.5).

Since the contact area is a function of the contact depth, a tip calibration procedure has
to be employed to determine the geometry of the indenter tip. For this purpose a series of
indentations at different contact depths were made in a sample with a known elastic
modulus. The dependence of the contact area as a function of contact depth was plotted
afterwards, and the area function was found using the following polynomial expression:

AC

C O hC2

C1hC

1

1

1

C 2 hc2

C 3 hC4

C 3 hC8

...

(4.7)

where Cn (n=0,1,2…) are the fitting coefficients, and hc is the contact depth, being determined from:
hc

hmax

FMAX
S

(4.8)

where hmax is the maximum displacement at maximum load, is a function of the particular
tip geometry (e.g. for flat-ended cylindrical punch =1, cone =2( -2)/ , paraboloid of
revolution =0.75, the approximation of a paraboloid of revolution is taken when considering the Berkovich tip [202]).
The tip calibration was carried out on PMMA with well defined mechanical properties
(see 3.2.2), instead of the commonly used hard standard materials like fused quartz. Klapperich et al. called into question the validity of using hard standard materials for tip calibrations, when soft materials are investigated [198]. Briscoe et al. remarked that a calibra-
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tion against a hard surface may produce an error and does not represent the contact situation with softer surfaces [200]. Moreover, contact depths obtained in this study were in
the range of several hundred nanometers. This range cannot be obtained from a calibration
performed on hard materials. The geometries of the used tips (Berkovich and conical) were
estimated in the calibration procedure. The contact area as a function of contact depth was
estimated from equation (4.7). Prior to each experiment, a series of depth-dependent indents in a standard sample were carried out, to ensure that the tips’ shape did not change.
No significant changes in the calibrated tip area had been noticed.
The diamond tips have been used to perform in-situ visualization of the samples‘surface before the indent in order to find reasonably smooth areas. The imprints after
indent were also imaged using the same diamond tip. Figure 4.19 shows typical imprints
after indentation performed in PMMA using a conical (A) and a Berkovich (B) tip.

A

B

Figure 4.19 Typical imprints after indentation experiments using conical (A) and Berkovich (B)
diamond tips. Images were obtained using the same indent tips. These images were performed on
PMMA sample, with a maximum applied load of 400 N.

There are many factors that have a great influence on the recorded data-points, and
consequently calculated physical quantities in the nanoindentation test. The nanoindentation results are affected by: machine compliance, roughness of the sample, calibration procedure, time-dependent behavior of the specimen (thermal drift, creep), sample inhomogeneity, and contact area changes [203]. Therefore, the computed values of H and Er are
error-laden and may not reflect the absolute values. However, since all experiments were
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conducted under the same experimental conditions, the relative comparison of results of
different samples can be performed. Mechanical responses to the deformation of various
composites have been evaluated in this work.

4.3.2 Nanoindentation of polymeric films
Prior to the experiments performed on CNT-based composites, a series of indents were
carried out on polymeric materials such as PMMA and PS. This was necessary in order to
adapt the finest experimental conditions including area tip calibration, hold time, and
load/unload rate. The results from nanoindentation tests on the polymers were consistent
for PMMA and PS in terms of the general behavior of the H and Er as a function of contact
depth, hold time, and load/unload rate. Due to this consistency and for reasons of clarity,
only data from studies on PMMA is presented here. Nanoindentation on PMMA revealed a
high reproducibility of results and a small data deviation.
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Figure 4.20 Load-displacement curves of several indents performed in PMMA at different applied
loads (ranging from 100 to 1300 µN). The graphs depict the typical load, hold, and unload segments of the nanoindentation experiments.

Typical load-displacement curves of the indents are shown in Figure 4.20. The image
represents data obtained for a PMMA sample at different applied maximum loads ranging
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from 100 to 1200 µN. The absence of steps and discontinuities on the curves indicates that
neither cracks nor fractures occurred during the indentation [204]. The hold time segment
at the peak load is used to minimize the creep effect, that might influence the shape of the
unload curve, and as a result, would affect the calculated values of the Young’s modulus
and hardness [205].
Reduced modulus and hardness as a function of the indentation contact depth for
PMMA are shown in Figures 4.21 (A) and (B), respectively. The data represent nanomechanical properties of PMMA obtained from different indenter tip geometries (Berkovich
and conical), with a load/unload rate equal to 40 N and 20 s hold time. Several indents
were performed under the same maximum force and the collected data was then averaged.
The error bars in the graphs represent the standard deviation of calculated mean values of
the hardness and elastic modulus. The indents were performed at a maximum load ranging
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Figure 4.21 Reduced modulus (A) and hardness (B) as a function of the contact depth. Indents were
performed in PMMA using both, Berkovich and conical tips at load/unload rate of 40 N/s and 20 s
hold time.

Figure 4.21 (A) reveals that the elastic modulus is relatively constant and that there is
no clear relationship between Er and the contact depth of the indentation. This behavior
corresponds to previously reported results by Klapperich et al. [198]. Figure 4.21 (B)
shows, in the initial stage, the decreasing trend of the hardness with increasing contact
depth for both indenter tips. For contact depths greater than 350 nm, the curves smoothly
come into the plateau region. This relationship between H and the contact depth is inconsistent with the study on different polymers (including PMMA) of Klapperich et al., who
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showed that the hardness increased with increasing contact depth. The surface roughness,
time dependent plastic deformation (e.g. creep) and nano-structural differences in the morphology of the PMMA films may give rise to such disagreement in the depth-dependent
behavior of the hardness. It is possible that at particular depths, diverse samples may relax
differently or exhibit dissimilar chain slip, resulting in different values and behaviors of H
and even Er.
Both, Berkovich and conical tips are commonly used to investigate soft materials such
as polymers [203]. As shown in Figure 4.21, the hardness and Young’s modulus display a
similar trend for conical and Berkovich tips. All of the tests on the polymers were performed utilizing those two indenter geometries. It was found that results were fairly consistent, and only modest differences in values were recorded. In this context, for reasons of
clarity the following plots present data from the tests carried out using the Berkovich tip
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Figure 4.22 Reduced modulus (A) and hardness (B) as a function of the load/unload rate. Indents
were made using a Berkovich tip in PMMA with a maximum load of 500 N and 20 s hold time.

The nanomechanical response of the PMMA was also tested under different
load/unload rates varying in the range from 5 to 100 N/s. All indents were conducted at a
maximum load equal to 500 N, with 20 s hold time. Again, several indentations were performed and data for the same peak load were averaged and the deviation of H and Er calculated. Figure 4.22 illustrates the behavior of the reduced modulus (A) and hardness (B) as a
function of load/unload rate. The hardness is not significantly affected by the load/unload
rate. On the other hand the Er initially increases with increasing load/unload rate. At rates
greater than 30 N/s, the elastic modulus does not show any dependency on the indentation

70

Results and discussion

velocity. These investigations show that at low load/unload rates, the mechanical response
may slightly differ from that obtained for higher rates. Such behavior can be explained by
plastic deformation of the material. Under low load/unload rates the indenter‘s volume
may be accommodated by plastic flow of the material that piles up around the tip, so plastic deformation is more prominent in this case.
As mentioned before, in all experiments the hold time of 20 s at maximum load was
employed, which reduces the creep effect. As a consequence, the material has sufficient
time to minimize the mechanical disequilibrium (the delayed response of the material to
the applied stress or strain) before the unloading step begins [198,200]. The creep effect
especially relates to visco-elastic materials like polymers, with time-dependent properties.
The time-dependent creep within the specimen occurs under indentation load and manifests itself as a change (increase) of the indentation depth under a constant load
(Figure 4.20 shows the changes of the displacement at constant maximum load). The creep
has a great influence on the load/unload slope [205]. The level of this influence depends
not only on the hold time but also on the displacement rate. If the load rate is large, the
creep is higher than for indentation with a lower load rate, because viscoelastic material
can not keep up with the “fast” indenter, giving a rise to the material’s flow during the in-
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Figure 4.23 Reduced modulus (A) and hardness (B) as a function of hold time. Indents were performed using a Berkovich tip in PMMA with a peak load of 500 N, at 40 N/s load/unload rate.

A significant influence of the hold period on the calculated values of H and Er was observed. Indents with peak loads of 500 N at 40 N/s load/unload rate were carried out for
different hold time periods. Figure 4.23 illustrates decreasing values of the hardness and
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reduced modulus while increasing the hold time, until a plateau is reached at around 18 20 s (some modest decrease in hardness still exist). On this basis a hold time of 20 s can be
used to diminish the creep effect in nanoindentation tests of the polymeric materials.
To standardize the experimental conditions for all specimens in this study, the hold
time and the load/unload rate of indentations were set to 20 s and 40 N/s, respectively.

4.3.3 Nanoindentation of CNT-based composites
Figures 4.24 and 4.25 show the nanomechanical properties of MWNT/PMMA composites. The tests were performed under fixed experimental conditions (see 4.3.2), using a
Berkovich tip. The homogeneity of our samples is confirmed by the relatively small standard deviation of data points. The reduced modulus and hardness are shown as a function
of the contact depth for different MWNT content. The nanoindentation studies reveal that
the properties of the MNWT composites are comparable to those of thin films of PMMA.
Moreover, H and Er as a function of contact depth, exhibit exactly the same behavior as
was shown for neat PMMA. The hardness shows a decreasing trend with increasing contact depth. There are no significant changes in H values with increasing concentration of
carbon nanotubes in the polymer. Er of thin films presents independent behavior on indentation contact depth with values close to that obtained for neat PMMA.
Li et al. [204], Dutta et al. [206], and Penumadu et al. [207], investigated CNT-based
composites with different morphologies and content of nanotubes (up to 5 wt%). They reported a modest but quantifiable increase of the hardness and elastic modulus while increasing the content of nanotubes, which is in contrast to our observations. The differences,
in contrast to this study, can arise from the different matrix materials and preparation procedures used in their studies. In reports of Ref. [204,206,207] singlewall carbon nanotubes were introduced into epoxy resins. The presence of nanotubes can influence the polymerization process of the epoxy resulting in different molecular weights and crosslinking of matrix. On this basis, the mechanical response of the investigated samples can
be mainly affected by the structural changes of the host material. It has been shown that
comparisons of the elastic modulus and hardness are more appropriate for samples with a
similar chemistry, molecular weight, and processing history [198,203,208]. In this context, the results of Ref. [204,206,207] can be error-laden due to the differences in the
structure of particular composites with various CNT concentrations. Therefore, in this
study, to avoid such uncertainty, MWNTs were incorporated into the PMMA with a well
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defined molecular weight; additionally, every sample was prepared using the same procedure.
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Figure 4.24 Reduced modulus of MWNT/PMMA composites with different CNT concentrations,
as a function of the contact depth. A Berkovich tip was used at a load/unload rate of 40 N/s and
20 s hold time.
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Figure 4.25 Hardness of MWNT/PMMA composites with different CNT concentrations, as a function of the contact depth. A Berkovich tip was used at a load/unload rate of 40 N/s and 20 s hold
time.
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Figures 4.26 and 4.27 show data from nanoindentation experiments conducted on various LBL structures under the same fixed conditions. Reduced modulus and hardness as a
function of the contact depth are presented.
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Figure 4.26 Reduced modulus as a function of contact depth. Data obtained for different LBL heterostructures using a Berkovich tip at a load/unload rate of 40 N/s and 20 s hold time.
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Figure 4.27 Hardness as a function of contact depth. Data obtained for different LBL heterostructures using a Berkovich tip at a load/unload rate of 40 N/s and 20 s hold time.
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As expected, the behavior of H and Er as a function of the contact depth is consistent with
previous observations (Figure 4.21). Briefly: the elastic modulus is relatively independent
of the contact depth, and hardness initially reveals a decreasing a trend for small loads and
then smoothly attains a plateau (at a contact depth of around 250 nm).
The reduced modulus of PSS/PAH and MWNT-COOH/PAH films (3.8 ± 0.2 GPa and
4.12 ± 0.13 GPa, respectively) is shown to be around 10 times greater than that obtained
for PEI/PSS or MWNT-PAH/PSS composites (0.44 ± 0.02 GPa and 0.37 ± 0.04 GPa, respectively). The same situation refers to the hardness: H=0.09 ± 0.01 GPa of PSS/PAH;
H=0.11 ± 0.03 GPa of MWNT-COOH/PAH; H=0.007 ± 0.002 GPa of PEI/PSS; and
H=0.007 ± 0.003 GPa of MWNT-PAH/PSS. Such a variation of results corresponding to
different LBL structures reveals a significant influence of the sample’s structure (e.g. different polymers) on the mechanical properties.
The investigated materials were composed of diverse polymers and nanotubes, different deposition cycles and multilayer combinations were also utilized. It is known that LBL
assemblies form very intricate systems. Thus, it is barely possible to compare the mechanical performance of different LBL assemblies due to their structural complexity. Nevertheless, it can be observed that the presence of MWNT fillers within the LBL polymeric structure does not lead to important changes in the mechanical properties (in terms of through
thickness - perpendicular to the surface properties) of the composites that would differ significantly from the properties of the polymeric LBL systems. Even a high concentration
(~50 wt%) and a homogenous distribution of CNTs within a polymer matrix, as well as
strong adhesion between the structural components, are insufficient to ensure a significant
improvement of H and Er. It is suggested, that the flexibility of carbon nanotubes and their
curvy morphology reduce the reinforcement action. The carbon nanotubes can easily be
displaced or deflected by the indenter. As a result, the indenter may essentially only “feel”
the resistance of the surrounding matrix. Therefore, the mechanical response of the composite is close to that of the local polymer matrix.
These results are consistent with the study of Pavoor et al. [209]. It was shown that
LBL composites of MWNT/PAH exhibit inferior mechanical performance in comparison
to LBL films consisting of polyelectrolytes (PAH/PAA) only. Heterostructures were significantly softer than the corresponding polymeric matrices. Lu et al. [210] have investigated SWNT-based LBL composites. They showed an increase of the elastic modulus (by
a factor of 2.5) of MWNT/PAA/PDDA composites in comparison to a LBL film composed
of only polyelectrolytes (PAA/PDDA). But again, the validity of such a quantitative com-
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parison may be questioned since different deposition cycles and compositions of polymers
and nanotubes were used. It is shown in Figures 4.26 and 4.27 that the mechanical responses of LBL composites can significantly differ for various LBL assemblies, not only
due to the presence of CNT filler in the host material, but mainly because of the differences in the structure of the LBL films (various polymers, functionalized nanotubes, morphologies etc.).
In this paragraph, the hardness and elastic modulus of the different MWNT/polymer
composites have been shown. In general, any significant improvement of the mechanical
properties (from indentation tests) of the polymeric matrix with CNT filler was observed in
comparison to the neat polymer. This is in contrast to the stretching experiments (see 4.2)
that have displayed a significant increase of the tensile strength and the tensile elastic
modulus of the MWNT-based heterostructures. CNTs have extraordinary axial mechanical
properties that play an important role in the reinforcement of the tensile properties of the
materials; but due to their curvy morphology and flexibility, CNTs have a modest impact
on the hardness and Young’s modulus (through thickness) of the polymeric matrices.
To verify our supposition, silica reinforced multiwall carbon nanotubes have been used
to fabricate nanocomposites with PMMA. As shown in Figures 4.28 and 4.29, the
MWNT@SiO2/PMMA heterostructures exhibit much higher values of hardness and elastic
modulus than neat PMMA (the error bars are not shown for reasons of clarity). Both these
quantities increase with an increasing concentration of the MWNT@SiO2 in the host material. The results demonstrate the great influence of the silica shell of MWNTs on the mechanical response of the composites. This indicates that silica coating of MWNTs changes
their bending properties; such nanotubes are more rigid and thus more resistant to the diamond tip during nanoindentation experiments.
The average standard deviations of the data points of the Young’s modulus
(Figure 4.28) are: 0.27, 1.06, 1.14, and 1.56 GPa for 1, 2, 3, and 4 wt% of the silica coated
MWNT in PMMA, respectively. The average standard deviations of the hardness
(Figure 4.29) are: 0.006, 0.02, 0.03, and 0.02 GPa for 1, 2, 3 and 4 wt% of MWNT@SiO2
in the polymer, respectively. These relatively large data errors (comparing to the
MWNT/PMMA films) are caused by roughness and the presence of inhomogeneities in the
composites. The fabrication method of MWNT@SiO2/PMMA systems does not ensure a
uniform distribution of silica coated CNTs within the film, especially at higher concentrations, due to the poor solubility of CNT@SiO2 in chloroform. Thus, agglomerations of
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nanotubes and possible phase segregation can be observed in nanocomposites with higher
CNTs content.
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Figure 4.28 Reduced modulus as a function of contact depth. Data obtained for heterostructures of
MWNT@SiO2/PMMA with different nanotubes’ concentrations using a Berkovich tip at a
load/unload rate of 40 N/s and 20 s hold time. Standard deviations of the data points are not
shown for clarity and are presented in the text. The solid lines are just to guide the eye.
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Figure 4.29 Hardness as a function of contact depth. Data obtained for MWNT@SiO2/PMMA heterostructures with different nanotube concentrations using a Berkovich tip at a load/unload rate of
40 N/s and 20 s hold time. Standard deviations of the data points are not shown for reasons of
clarity and are presented in the text.
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MWNT@SiO2/PMMA composites with 5 wt% nanotubes’ load have also been investigated. The reduced modulus for this specimen varies from 5 to 20 GPa and the hardness
from 0.08 to 0.22 GPa resulting in unreasonable data deviation. As a consequence, these
results are not considered in Figures 4.28 and 4.29. Large systematic errors are also produced by the fairly substantial roughness of the MWNT@SiO2/PMMA films’ surfaces.
The influence of the roughness on the H and Er is more emphatic at low applied loads
[203]. It was observed that roughness increases with increasing the MWNT@SiO 2 concentration in the composite: Ra was found ranging from 10 nm even up to 100 nm for
composites with 1 wt% and 5 wt% of MWNT@SiO2, respectively. It is assumed that the
effect of the surface roughness is neglected when Ra is less than 1/10 of the maximum
penetration depth. This eliminates the results of a 5 wt% sample, because indents depths in
the range of 100 – 500 nm do not satisfy this assumption. The significant influence of the
roughness on the nanoindentation results has been a subject of several studies [203,211].
The differences in the mechanical response of the different samples are depicted in
Figure 4.30, where load-displacement curves of PMMA, MWNT/PMMA (3 wt%), and
MWNT@SiO2/PMMA (3 wt%) are shown.
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Figure 4.30 Load-displacement curves of different samples. Hardness and reduced modulus were
calculated from those plots, resulting in: PMMA H=0.09 GPa and Er=4 GPa; MWNT/PMMA
H=0.09 GPa and Er=4.1 GPa; MWNT@SiO2/PMMA H=0.13 GPa and Er=8 GPa.
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PMMA and MWNT/PMMA structures exhibit a softer nature than a composite of

MWNT@SiO2/PMMA: at the same maximum indentation load (300 N) the indenter performs deeper penetration, resulting in displacements of 210 nm; for MWNT@SiO2/PMMA
the indenter reaches a depth of 160 nm, which indicates a greater hardness of this sample.
Corresponding values of hardness and reduced modulus confirm those observations:
H=0.09 GPa and Er=4 GPa, for PMMA, H=0.09 GPa and Er=4.1 GPa for MWNT/PMMA
composite, H=0.13 GPa and Er=8 GPa for MWNT@SiO2/PMMA. The absence of steps
and discontinuities on the curves indicates that no cracks and fractures occurred in the
specimen during the indentation.
LBL composites with silica coated multiwall carbon nanotubes were also fabricated in
order to investigate their properties, but due to the large roughness (Ra > 100 nm) of these
hybrid materials it was impossible to obtain reasonable results in nanoindentation tests.

Nanoindentation experiments carried out on the different composition of polymers and
carbon nanotubes reveal that the presence of MWNTs within the polymeric matrices does
not significantly affect the mechanical response of the composites. In general, hardness and
elastic modulus have been found to reflect the mechanical properties of the surrounding
matrix, emphasizing a modest influence of nanotube filler on the mechanical performance
of the heterostructures (even at high concentrations of CNTs in LBL assemblies). This is
explained by the flexibility of MWNTs and their curvy morphology. This supposition was
confirmed while MWNT@SiO2 were employed as a reinforcement filler. The average
Young’s modulus for the 4 wt% samples was found to be approximately three times as
high as that for PMMA. For the same CNT concentration, the average hardness increases
about two times in comparison to the neat polymer. A silica shell changes the bending performance of the CNTs and hence the indentation properties of composites.
Silica coating of MWNTs opens up possibilities for the production of new, advanced,
reinforced materials for a variety of applications.
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4.4 Rheology
Rheological investigations of CNT-based composites, as a complement of tensile and
nanoindentation tests, give a better understanding of the impact of the carbon nanotube
fillers on the mechanical properties of polymeric composites. Dynamic oscillatory rheometry was employed to characterize viscoelastic properties and the rheological percolation
threshold of these heterostructures. There are many studies focused on rheometric experiments of CNT/polymer structures [28,38,92,168,169,171,172,210,212-217]. In general, it
was found that the viscosity increases with an increasing concentration of carbon nanotubes in the composites. Moreover, liquid-like to solid-like transitions have been observed,
which indicate the formation of a percolating network of the filler. Table 4.1 shows values
of rheological percolation thresholds obtained in various studies. It is known that the percolation threshold varies significantly with particles size and shape [218]. Fillers with a
large aspect ratio form percolating networks at lower weight fractions. This favors carbon
nanotubes (as fiber with large aspect ratio) as ideal candidates for the fabrication of composites with improved properties or even with new performance.

Table 4.1 The rheological percolation threshold of different CNT-based polymer composites obtained in various studies. PMMA - poly(methyl methacrylate), PET - poly(ethylene terephthalate),
UMWPE - ultrahigh molecular weight polyethylene, PC - polycarbonate, PP - polypropylene,
HDPE - high density polyethylene, PEO - poly(ethylene oxide).
Composite

Preparation Method

Rheological Percolation
Threshold

Ref.

SWNT/PMMA

Solution mixing

0.12 wt%

[172]

MWNT/PET

Solution mixing

0.6 wt%

[92]

SWNT/UMWPE

Solution mixing

0.6 wt%

[170]

MWNT/PC

Melt mixing

0.5 wt%

[212]

MWNT/PP

Melt mixing

2 wt%

[217]

MWNT/PC

Melt extrusion

2 wt%

[168]

MWNT/PC

Melt extrusion

0.5 wt % at 280 °C ,
5 wt% at 170 °C

[169]

SWNT/HDPE

Melt extrusion

1.5 wt %

[38]

SWNT/PEO

Solution mixing

0.09 wt%

[171]
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The complex viscosity ( *), storage (elastic) modulus (G’), and loss modulus (G’’)

were obtained in dynamic oscillatory experiments. In a controlled strain tests, the strain is
assigned with an amplitude 0, and an angular velocity
0

where

as:

sin( t )

(4.9)

is linked to the frequency of the oscillation ( =2 f). The resulting stress is then

calculated as:
0

where

0

sin( t

)

is the stress amplitude, and

(4.10)
is the phase angle. The complex modulus G* is de-

fined:
(4.11)

G* G ' iG ''

with the elastic (storage) modulus given by: G’=G*cos =(
G’’=G*sin =(

0

0)·sin

0)·cos

, and the loss modulus

. The complex viscosity * is evaluated from:

*

where ’=G’’/ =[ 0/(

0

' i ''

0

G*
i

)]·sin is the real part and ’’=G’/ =[ 0/(

(4.12)

0

)]·cos is the

imaginary part of the complex viscosity.

The rheological properties of MWNT/PEI composites (in melts) were investigated in
this study. The complex viscosity as a function of the shear frequency is shown in
Figure 4.31. Apparently, MWNTs have a crucial effect on the rheological behavior of the
composites, even at low loadings. The complex viscosity increases with increasing CNT
content in the entire frequency range, but is more pronounced at low frequencies. At high
frequencies the impact of the carbon nanotubes on the rheological properties is definitely
weaker, which suggests that the nanotubes do not significantly influence the short-range
dynamics of the polymer chains. Generally, CNTs do affect polymer chain relaxation but
with little effect on the local motion at short ranges [172]. The changes in the complex
viscosity of MWNT/PEI composites are caused by similar changes in storage and loss
modulus. The values of both G’ and G’’ at any particular frequency systematically increase
with increasing carbon nanotube loads in the polymer matrices (Figures 4.32 and 4.33).
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But again, these changes are more pronounced at low frequencies. In general, G’ was
found to be more sensitive to the structural changes than G’’.
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Figure 4.31 Complex viscosity ( *) of MWNT/PEI composites versus frequency.
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Figure 4.32 Storage modulus (G’) of MWNT/PEI composites versus shear frequency.
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Figure 4.33 Loss modulus (G’’) of MWNT/PEI composites versus frequency.

The neat PEI polymer (in a melt) behaves like a Newtonian liquid with the viscoelastic properties exhibiting liquid-like characteristics, described by the following functions: G’

2

, G’’

1

, and *

0

[168,169]. Similar behavior is observed for the low

concentrations of nanotubes (e.g. 0.5 wt %), which is depicted in Figures 4.31, 4.32, and
4.33. Incorporation of MWNTs into the polymer results not only in an increase of the values of G’, G’’, and * in the entire frequency range, but also leads to the structural transition in the composite material. The samples with higher nanotube loads exhibit a solid-like
behavior, where *, G’, and G’’ satisfy the following relations: *
G’’
G’

0

-1

, G’

. Table 4.2 depicts the fitting exponents of the power law equations of *

, and G’’

0

, and
,

for composites with a different weight fractions of MWNTs. The

dependence of these fitting parameters on the concentration of carbon nanotubes indicates
the structural changes in MWNT/polymer composites.
As mentioned above, the behavior of composites with low CNT loads corresponds to
the behavior of a neat polymer (with liquid-like characteristics): the viscosity is nearly independent of the shear rate ( =0.06 for m=0.5 wt%) (Figure 4.31), G’ and G’’ exhibit practically linear dependence on the frequency ( =1.1 and =0.93) (Figures 4.32 and 4.33). For
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higher concentrations of MWNTs, * shows a shear thinning behavior, where the complex
viscosity decreases with increasing the shear frequency ( =0.85 for m=8 wt%). The evident changes are also observed in the behavior of storage and loss moduli. While increasing MWNT loads, G’ and G’’ show weaker dependence on the frequency, until they become nearly independent on the shear rate at high nanotube concentrations. Again, these
changes are more exposed in the low frequency region, due to the critical effect of nanotubes on a long-range polymer relaxation. Such changes in the behavior of the viscosity,
storage and loss moduli are related to the structural transition of composites with MWNT
inclusions, from liquid- to solid-like systems.
These results indicate that a large scale polymer relaxation in the composites is efficiently restrained by the presence of the carbon nanotubes. At low concentrations, MWNTs
act as isolated objects and the viscosity and modulus are dominated by the matrix. Near
and above the percolation threshold, the MWNTs form a percolated network which gives
rise to a solid-like behavior of the samples – the filler determines the visco-elastic properties of the composites.
Figure 4.34 displays fitting exponents

and

as a function of the weight fraction of

MWNTs. The transition point (rheological percolation threshold) can be estimated to lie in
the concentration range between 0.5 to 2 wt%. Especially

(G’) as a function of wt% of

MWNTs demonstrates a sharp decrease at around 0.5-1 wt% MWNTs, which indicates the
percolation threshold.

Table 4.2 Rheological parameters for composites with different wt% of MWNTs obtained by fitting the power law dependence to curves of Figures 4.31, 4.32, and 4.33; respectively.

wt% of MWNTs in PEI
0 % 0.5 %

1%

1.5%

2%

2.5%

3%

4%

5%

8%

* power law dependence
) value of
( *

0.02

0.06

0.20

0.32

0.41

0.47

0.59

0.73

0.74

0.85

G’ power law dependence
(G’
) value of

1.74

1.1

0.74

0.44

0.44

0.4

0.26

0.19

0.18

0.12

G’’ power law dependence
(G’’
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The rheological percolation threshold can also be roughly estimated from Figures 4.31
and 4.32. Considering the low frequency region only, drastic changes in the behavior of
complex viscosity are observed between samples with 0.5 and 1 wt% of CNT loads. The
same relates to G’.
However, to be more accurate, the power law equations (2.13) and (2.14) were used to
determine the value of the rheological percolation threshold. The functions were fitted to
the experimental data points of G’ at 0.1 Hz and 1 Hz, and * at 0.1 Hz for m>mc (concentrations above percolation threshold). Figures 4.35 and 4.36 show the storage modulus and
complex viscosity as a function of MWNT content at 1 Hz, respectively. The inset plots of
Figures 4.35 and 4.36 present the log-log dependence of the * and G’, as a function of the
reduced mass fraction (m-mc), respectively.
The scaling parameters were found by incrementally varying mc until the best linear fit
to the data points was obtained (with the best achieved, optimal value of correlation coefficient R). The red lines represent the best fitting of the power law equations to the G’ and
* versus MWNT concentrations at 1Hz. The overall fitting results are presented in
Table 4.3. The rheological percolation threshold (mc) was found to be at the MWNT concentrations of 0.5 – 0.7 wt%. Scaling exponents a=2.8 and t=2.7, differ from the theoretical
value of the percolating systems in three dimensions (a=t 2.0). The rheological percolation threshold does not refer to the geometrical one (see 2.3.2.3), where the filler forms interconnected paths along the entire composite, which is considered in theoretical studies.
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Table 4.3 Fitting results from the power law relations of viscosity and storage modulus versus
MWNT loadings.
Power law relation

Percolation threshold mc (%)

Scaling exponent

*

(m-mc)a at 0.1 Hz

0.5

2.8

G’

(m-mc)t at 0.1 Hz

0.6

2.7

(m-mc)t at 1Hz

0.7

2.9

G’

The low rheological percolation threshold obtained in this study is attributed not only
to the high aspect ratio of the CNT filler, but also to the good and homogenous dispersion
of MWNTs within PEI. It confirms that our strategy for the functionalization of MWNTs
results in a good exfoliation of nanotubes in a solvent and consequently in a polymer.
There are many factors that may affect the visco-elastic response of the samples, including the molecular weight of polymers, their morphology, degree of dispersion of nanotubes in the matrix, aspect ratio of the filler, alignment of CNTs (which diminishes formation of the percolated network), and temperature [169,172]. On this basis it is difficult to
compare the percolation threshold found in this study (0.5 wt%) to earlier reported values
of diverse materials ranging from 0.1 – 5 wt% (Table 4.1). Nevertheless, a percolation
threshold at 0.5 wt% is fairly low, and opens up possibilities for the formation of a new
class of polymeric composites with advanced mechanical properties at a low weight fraction of nanotubes. Further improvement of the composite fabrication techniques, together
with high aspect ratio of nanotubes can permit the formation of percolated structures even
at a lower load of the filler. This is a simple guideline for the modification of the polymeric
structures with a modest amount of CNTs but resulting in significant changes of the properties.

4.5 Dielectric spectroscopy
Dynamic dielectric measurements can be used to characterize the electrical properties
of CNT-based composites. The addition of carbon nanotubes as a conductive filler to a dielectric host (e.g. polymer) has attracted much interest due to the excellent electrical properties of CNTs and their very large aspect ratio (>1000). The use of carbon nanotubes as
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filler in a polymer host opens up possibilities for the fabrication of a new class of reinforced antistatic films, electromagnetic shielding materials, and conductive polymers at
very low filler content. It was reported that the effective conductivity of such composites
drastically increases with increasing concentration of the carbon nanotubes [4951,92,94,152,161,162,165,167,168,172-174,219]. The electrical percolation threshold (insulator – conductor transition) was found at very low CNT loads in the host materials.
Table 4.4 shows values of electrical percolation thresholds and scaling exponents obtained
by fitting the experimental data to the power law equation (2.8), presented in various studies.

Table 4.4 Electrical percolation threshold and scaling exponent of different CNT-based polymer
composites obtained in various studies. PVDF - poly(vinylidene fluoride), PVA - polyvinylalcohol,
PC - polycarbonate, PET - poly(ethylene terephthalate), P3OT - poly(2-othylthiophene), PMMA poly(methyl methacrylate).
Composite

Preparation
Method

Electrical Percolation
Threshold

Scaling
Exponent (t)

Ref.

MWNT/PVDF

Solution mixing

1.61 vol%

0.85

[50]

SWNT/epoxy

In-situ polymerization

0.3 wt%

1.4 - 1.8

[94]

MWNT/PVA

Solution mixing

0.055 wt%

1.36

[167]

MWNT/PC

Solution mixing

1.44 wt%

2.1

[165]

SWNT/epoxy

In-situ polymerization

0.074 wt%

1.3

[152]

MWNT/PET

Solution mixing

0.9 wt%

2.2

[92]

SWNT/P3OT

Solution mixing

4 wt %

2.0

[173]

SWNT/PMMA

Solution mixing

0.39 wt %

2.3

[172]

SWNT/PMMA

Solution mixing

0.17 wt%

2.2

[219]

The spectra of the complex conductivity *( ) and dielectric permittivity *( ) are obtained by a dielectric spectrometer which measures the impedance spectrum Z*( ) of a
sample placed between two electrodes. The impedance is obtained from phase and amplitude sensitive measurements of current I* and voltage U* on the electrodes and is given
by:
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Z*

U*
I*

(4.13)

The intrinsic electric properties are evaluated from Z*( ) in a given frequency range.
The complex dielectric permittivity is calculated from [194]:

*

1
i Z *( )C0

where, * indicates the experimentally obtained permittivity,
and i the imaginary unit. C0

0A/d

(4.14)

is the angular frequency,

is the vacuum capacitance of the experimental setup,

where A is the area of the electrode plates, d is the distance between the electrodes, and
-12
0=8.85x10

As/Vm is the permittivity in vacuum. The complex conductivity is related to

the complex dielectric permittivity by:
* i

0

*

(4.15)

where, * denotes the complex conductivity.

In this study, dynamic dielectric measurements have been performed in a frequency
range of 1 MHz – 1.8 GHz. Figure 4.37 shows the real part of the dielectric permittivity as
a function of frequency for MWNT/PDDA composites with different carbon nanotube contents. In general, ’ increases with an increase of MWNT loads in the entire frequency
range. However, this increase is more pronounced at lower frequencies. The real part of the
dielectric permittivity of the 8 wt% composite is two orders of magnitude higher than that
of neat polymer at 1 MHz; and ’ changes by a factor of 10 at 1 GHz . The increase of ’ is
related to the formation of mini-capacitors in composites, which gives rise to polarization.
Neat polymers display behavior of ’ being nearly independent of frequency (which relates to the behavior of dielectric materials). A similar trend is observed for samples with
low MWNT concentrations (e.g. 0.5 wt%). When the MWNT content increases the behavior of ’ changes following the frequency dependent relation ’

-u

(where u is a fitting

parameter), which denotes the decreasing trend of ’ as the frequency increases. Table 4.5
shows the values of the scaling exponent u. The imaginary dielectric permittivity ’’ as a
function of frequency (Figure 4.38), exhibits similar dependence on the concentration of
CNTs in the nanocomposite. However, above a concentration of 2 wt%, ’’ shows a much
higher increase of the values than the real permittivity ’. At 1 MHz the imaginary permit-
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tivity is four orders of magnitude higher as the nanotube concentration increases from 0 to
8 wt%; at 1.8 GHz it changes by a factor of 100. In general, the dielectric constant has
been reported to dramatically increase with higher loading of CNTs above the percolation
threshold, but at the expense of rapidly increasing dielectric loss ( ’’) [161,162,165]. The
large increase of dielectric loss above the percolation threshold is directly related to the DC
conductivity

’’ that appears in the percolated network at frequencies below the

DC

critical point at which the conductivity changes its behavior from frequency dependent to
independent (where * comes into a plateau region - Figure 4.39). Therefore, above the
percolation threshold, when conductive paths are formed, ’’ increases rapidly, because the
DC conductivity becomes dominant in electrical response of the samples.
These results emphasize one important issue: the fabrication of composites with a high
dielectric constant but with low losses can be achieved by efficient separation of the individual conductive particles in a polymer matrix. Thus, DC conductivity can be preserved,
which diminishes its contribution to the increase of the imaginary part of the dielectric
constant. Well separated conductive inclusions act as capacitors, giving rise to higher values of ’.
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Figure 4.37 Real permittivity ( ’) of MWNT/PDDA composites versus frequency.
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Figure 4.38 Imaginary permittivity ( ’’) of MWNT/PDDA composites versus frequency.
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Table 4.5 Fitting parameters s and u for composites with different wt% of MWNTs.

wt% of MWNTs in PDDA
0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

* power law dependence
s
( *
) value of s

0.95

0.86

0.73

0.64

0.54

0.48

’ power law dependence
-u
’
) value of u

0.03

0.15

0.28

0.31

0.47

0.50

Figure 4.40 shows dielectric measurements of MWNT@SiO2/PMMA-f (see 3.1.2.2).
Upper and lower curves correspond to the real and imaginary parts of the dielectric constant, respectively. The red line is obtained using equation (2.7) with the following parameters:

p=0.5,

xmin=2x10-7

p

2

, xmax=0.1

2
p ,

p=0.01.
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Figure 4.40 The frequency dependence of complex permittivity is shown. Theory (red lines) and
dielectric experimental data (black lines) of MWNT@SiO2/PMMA-f composite. Upper and lower
curves correspond to the real and imaginary permittivity, respectively.
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The silica shell on the surface of MWNTs efficiently prevents charge transport be-

tween nanotubes leading to an enhancement of the dielectric function due to the increase of
polarization ( ’). It is difficult to compare these results with that of MWNT/PDDA due to
the diverse morphologies, different polymers, and preparation methods employed for fabrication of these composites. But one important difference in the behavior of the imaginary
permittivity is found (compare with Figure 4.38): ’’ increases with decreasing the frequency in MWNT/PDDA composites (Figure 4.38), in MWNT@SiO2/PMMA-f sample ’’
decreases with decreasing frequency and converges to zero (Figure 4.40). Theory [163]
predicts such behavior of dielectric composites only for well separated (e.g. electrically
isolated) metallic inclusions. Figure 4.40 shows a good fit of the theoretical and experimental data points.
The behavior of ’’ of the MWNT/PDDA composites follows the experimental results
shown by Grimmes et al. [161,162] which were well fitted to the theoretical functions
proposed by Lagarkov et al. [155,160]. The differences in the behavior of ’’ are explained by the charge flow (DC conductivity) between adjacent nanotubes. Carbon nanotubes in polymers form some bundles or interconnected structures even at low concentrations which give rise to electron flow between them, and therefore, to high values of ’’
(dielectric loss), especially at low frequencies. In the case of MWNT@SiO2, the silica shell
efficiently prevents charge transfer between nanotubes, which diminishes the dielectric
loss and enhances the polarization of capacitor inclusions. Hence, at frequencies converging to zero, the dielectric loss is predicted to approach zero, too.
Figure 4.39 shows the frequency dependence of the complex conductivity of PDDA
composites with different MWNT contents. For lower concentrations (<1 wt%) the conductivity is frequency dependent: it increases linearly with increasing frequency which cors

responds to the behavior of the neat polymer. The curves present typical *

depend-

ence with a scaling exponent approaching 1 (Table 4.5), which is the expected behavior for
insulating materials. In the vicinity and above the percolation threshold the conductivity
becomes frequency independent but only below a critical frequency. The frequency independent region of the curve (plateau) is characteristic for conductive materials where *
relates to the DC conductivity. Such a phenomenon confirms the insulator-conductor transition at the critical concentration of conductive filler – the electrical percolation threshold.
Above the percolation threshold the electrical properties of composites are dominated by
the percolating paths of the conductive MWNTs. Table 4.5 shows the values of scaling exponents obtained using the frequency relation of * and ’ ( *

s

and ’

-u

). Critical
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exponents should satisfy the relation s+u=1 [50,157,174]. This condition is fullfilled in
this study (Table 4.5). Figure 4.39 shows that the conductivity increases significantly with
increasing MWNT contents in composites. In particular at low frequency, the conductivity
of a 8 wt% composite increased by 4 orders of magnitude in relation to the neat PDDA.
In order to get a more accurate estimation of the electrical percolation threshold, the
power law equation (2.12) was fitted to experimental data points (Figure 4.41). The percolation power law refers to the low frequency AC conductivity (where

0) at concentra-

tions above the percolation threshold. This conductivity was extrapolated from the frequency independent region (plateau) of *( ) (Figure 4.39). As mentioned before, these
values relate to the DC conductivity.
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Figure 4.41 Direct current conductivity ( DC) as a function of MWNT content. Electrical percolation threshold (pc) is obtained from fitting the equation (2.12) for p>pc (red line). Inset: log-log plot
of DC as a function of the reduced mass fraction.

The value of the fitting exponent t (equation (2.12)) was estimated from the slope of
the linear relation of

DC

and p-pc on the log-log scale (inset of Figure 4.41). The scaling

parameters were found by incrementally varying pc until the best linear fit to the data
points was obtained (with the optimal value for the correlation coefficient R). The fitting
line is plotted as a red solid line. The electrical percolation threshold occurs at 1.48 wt%
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MWNTs with a scaling exponent of t=1.86 which is close to the theoretical prediction of
this value in 3D percolated system (t 2). Theoretical predictions of the scaling exponents
refer to these systems, where particles of the filler are in physical contact and form geometrical percolated networks. In insulator-conductor composites clusters of CNTs are separated from each other by thin layers of insulating polymers (electrons transport along the
conductive paths occurs through tunneling) [157,165,167]. Therefore, the estimated values of t may significantly differ from the theoretical ones. Similar observations were reported in previous studies (Table 4.4).
According to the percolation theory,

0

(equation (2.12)) should approach the conduc-

tivity of the filler (in this case MWNTs) above the percolation threshold. Here

0

was

found to be 3.9 mS/cm which is much lower than the corresponding conductivity of
MWNTs (~100 S/cm). This difference is caused by the contact resistance between
MWNTs or clusters of MWNTs in the composite, which decreases the effective conductivity between MWNTs. As mentioned, carbon nanotubes or their bundles are coated with an
insulating polymer layer which results in poor electrical contact between the conductive
species. The conduction of electrons in MWNT/PDDA composites is explained by quantum tunneling in which the barrier height decreases with temperature (equation (2.9))
[49].
The relatively low value of the electrical percolation threshold (pc=1.48 wt%) is attributed to the high aspect ratio of MWNTs and the uniform distribution of well exfoliated
nanotubes within the PDDA matrix. The experimental values of the electrical percolation
threshold have been shown by different groups to vary between 0.05 – 4 wt% (Table 4.4).
These fairly large differences relate to the degree of CNTs’ dispersions in polymer, aspect
ratio of the filler, polymer properties [29], and temperature [94].

It was found that the rheological percolation threshold mc=0.6 wt% is significantly
lower than the electrical percolation threshold pc=1.48 wt%. This is consistent with earlier
mentioned expectations (see 2.3.2.3). Briefly: to reach the electrical percolation threshold
and therefore be electrically conductive, nanocomposites need filler particles to be in close
vicinity of each other (up to 5 nm), so that the charge flow is possible (e.g. by tunneling).
The rheological percolation refers to systems of interconnected polymer chains and carbon
nanotubes. Therefore, nanotubes can just be linked by random coils of polymer chains
(with distances between CNTs even more than 10 nm) to form the rheological percolating
network (Figure 2.3). Thus, the CNT-CNT distance required for the rheological percolation
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threshold is longer than that for the electrical percolation threshold. Namely, a lower
weight fraction of nanotubes can already restrict the polymer motion in contrast to the
higher weight fraction that is required to form a conductive network throughout the matrix.
In general, polymer chain immobility and the distance between neighboring nanotubes determine the rheological and electrical percolation threshold, respectively.
In this study, different samples were used for dielectric and rheometric measurements, due
to the experimental apparatus limitations, CNT-COOH/PDDA and CNT-COOH/PEI, respectively. This is an additional factor that may affect the final values of percolation
thresholds and makes comparisons difficult. Nevertheless, the theoretically predicted trend
of mc<pc is satisfied here.
The results of this study confirm that the percolation theory well describes the electrical response of the nanocomposites. The critical concentration of the metallic filler at
which the conductive path is formed in the polymer, causing the insulator-conductor transition, is shown to be at 1.48 wt%. This indicates a broad range of possible applications of
polymeric composites with low loads of nanotubes as antistatic coatings, EMI shields, and
conductive structures.
The fabrication of composites with a high dielectric constant but with low losses can
be achieved by efficient separation of the individual conductive particles in a polymer matrix. This is shown by efficient coating of the conductive carbon nanotubes with insulating
silica shell, which prevents the charge flow (DC conductivity) between filler particles
within the polymer matrices.

4.6 Optical properties of the CNT/QD composites
The formation of CNT/nanoparticle heterostructures is of both fundamental and technological interest. Combining the unique properties of CNTs and nanoparticles a new class
of the nanocomposites can be made meeting a broad range of advanced applications. In
this study, a novel approach for fabrication of the heterostructures of carbon nanotubes and
semi-conductive nanocrystals has been shown. In particular, optical properties of systems
composed of MWNTs and quantum dots have been determined.
A novel class of MWNT/QDs and MWNT@SiO2/QDs heterostructures (see 3.1.2.3
and 4.1.4) has been characterized in terms of their optical properties using UV-vis and PL
spectroscopy. Figure 4.42 illustrates the UV-vis absorption of MWNTs, and
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MWNT@SiO2 before and after coupling reaction with CdSe-CdS quantum dots. The absorption spectrum of the CdSe-CdS quantum dots is also shown for reference. As expected,
the MWNTs and MWNT@SiO2 give featureless absorption spectra, with a higher degree
of scattering in the MWNT@SiO2 sample arising from the silica shell. Due to the light
scattering of MWNTs and silica, and the low concentration of NCs, the characteristic UVvis signal of the QDs cannot fully be resolved. Even so, the spectra of MWNT@SiO2/QD
and MWNT/QD do exhibit weak features directly corresponding to the absorption edge of
CdSe-CdS QDs at around 600 nm. This is consistent with other reports, in which is shown
that UV-vis spectra of CNT/QD systems do not display any extra features that would arise
from charge diffusion or electronic interaction between the CNTs and QDs in their ground
state [131,132,142]. Only selected results obtained from nanocomposites containing
CdSe-CdS quantum dots are shown in Figure 4.42. In spite of this, consistent results were
achieved for all CNT/QD heterostructures fabricated in this study (specifically MWNTs
and MWNT@SiO2 with ZnO, CdSe, CdSe-ZnS).
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Figure 4.42 UV-Vis absorption spectrum of CdSe-CdS, MWNT, MWNT@SiO2, MWNT/CdSeCdS, and MWNT@SiO2/CdS-CdSe.

Recently, it has been reported, that carbon nanotubes can act as electron-acceptors in
their photo-excited state, wherein charge and energy transfer between conjugated species
and CNTs may occur [135,220-223]. Given the work function of MWNTs is estimated to
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be in the range of 4.4 - 5.1 eV [224,225] and the Fermi level lies in the HOMO-LUMO
gap of the CdSe nanoparticles, MWNTs are capable of efficient electron scavenging
(Figure 4.43). Figure 4.44 represents PL spectra of CdSe (red line), MWNT/CdSe (blue
line), MWNTs (green line), and MWNT@SiO2/CdSe (black line). The characteristic luminescence peak for CdSe particles with an average size of 4.2 nm is located at 591 nm. It is
observed that the PL band from the QDs disappears after conjugation to MWNTs. There
are two possible explanations for this quenching: charge transfer or non-radiative energy
transfer from the photo-excited semiconducting particles to the carbon nanotubes.
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Figure 4.43 Schematic energetic band positions for MWNTs, SiO2, CdSe, CdS, and ZnS
[226,227].

In contrast, the PL spectrum of MWNT@SiO2/CdSe nanocomposites still displays the
QD emission peak at 591 nm. As we used similar concentrations of MWNTs and
MWNT@SiO2 with the same amount of CdSe nanocrystals in each sample, the results
shown in Figure 4.44 clearly demonstrate that the quenching of the QDs emission is suppressed by the presence of the insulating silica shell on MWNTs. The large band gap and
thickness of the SiO2 layer rule out both charge transfer and electron tunneling as possible
quenching mechanisms, further supporting our supposition that quenching may be a result
of electron injection into the MWNTs. Moreover, the observed quenching does not relate
to interactions of QDs with ligand functionalities that covalently link the QDs to the
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MWNTs as amine functional groups were used as the coupling agent in both cases. Secondly, amine ligands are commonly used for passivation of surface-defects (electron traps)
of CdSe nanocrystals and do not introduce trapping energy levels into the band gap of
these quantum dots [180].
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Figure 4.44 PL spectra of CNT/QD and CNT@SiO2/QD heterostructures at ex=440 nm: CdSe
(red line), MWNT (green line), MWNT/CdSe (blue line), and MWNT@SiO2/CdSe (black line).
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Figure 4.45 PL spectra of CNT/QD and CNT@SiO2/QD heterostructures at ex=440 nm: CdSeCdS (red line), MWNT/CdSe-CdS (blue line) and MWNT@SiO2/CdSe-CdS (black line).
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In principle, the overcoating of one semiconductor with another of a wider band gap
should completely confine the charge carriers to the core. Interestingly, luminescence
quenching is also observed from the CdS overcoated particles (Figure 4.45). However, the
conduction band offsets between CdSe and CdS are small (~ 0.32 eV), and as such the
lighter, the more mobile electron may tunnel through the shell [228]. Given that MWNTs
are appropriate acceptors, the electron may be scavenged by the MWNTs resulting in nonradiative decay or even permanent oxidation. Furthermore, the lattice mismatch between
CdSe and CdS, although relatively small (~3.9 %), will inevitably result in dislocations and
other defects, which will aid carrier diffusion from the core to the surface of the QDs
[229]. Therefore, charge carriers are not fully confined in the core of core-shell particles,
due to the relatively small band gap offset and lattice mismatch of the crystals. This enables electrons to be trapped by the carbon nanotubes. Overcoating the MWNTs with silica
is again seen to prevent quenching.
The above suppositions were additionally confirmed by further observations of
MWNT/QDs heterostructures. It turned out that after long light exposition of the composites, the size of the nanoparticles tends to decrease (some blue-shift of PL peak appeared,
which refers to the size decrease). This is explained by a photo-catalytic redox reaction.
Interactions between MWNTs and QDs involve charge transfer of photo-excited electrons
from the conductive band of the donor (QDs) to the empty electronic states of the acceptor
(MWNTs) resulting in non-radiative decay of the QD excited state. This phenomenon supports further oxidation and consequently decomposition of the nanocrystals. Earlier investigations on semiconductor-metal composites have revealed that interactions between these
components enhance the efficiency of photo-catalytic redox process [230,231]. Electron
transfer between photo-excited semiconductor and metal was shown to play an important
role in photo-catalysis. In the case of MWNT@SiO2/QD system, some very slow changes
(decomposition) were also observed but at the same level as for neat QDs.
All of this supports the supposition that quenching most likely occurs by an electron
transfer between QDs and MWNTs. A similar effect has been reported recently: complete
quenching of QDs’ emission has been shown for CNT/QD hybrids, where carbon nanotubes acted as an electron acceptor of excited semiconductors [119,232].
Figure 4.43 shows the work function of MWNTs (4.5 – 5.0 eV) that lies in the
HOMO-LUMO gap of semiconductor nanocrystals. Charge transfer from the QD conduction band to MWNT conduction band is therefore energetically favorable.
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In summary, a new approach for the preparation of MWNT/NCs heterostructures with

a highly defined morphology is shown. QDs on bare MWNT were found to exhibit no luminescence, while the MWNT@SiO2QD composites retained their luminescence. The
ability to allow or prevent charge transfer from photo-excited QDs to CNT opens up promising possibilities for applications in photoelectric and optical devices, biological sensors,
and catalytic materials.

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY

In the frame of this thesis, insights into the fundamental problems in the fabrication of
CNT-based composites are presented. We have introduced novel approaches and solutions
for effective exfoliation and uniform dispersion of carbon nanotubes in solvents and polymers, which are crucial for a further commercial exploitation of these unique materials. It
is shown that carbon nanotubes as components of nanocomposites have a significant effect
on the mechanical, electrical, and optical properties of these hybrid materials. The results
presented here indicate the potential of utilizing CNT-based nanocomposites for mechanical, electrical, sensing, optical, and actuating applications.

The effective utilization of CNTs in composite applications strongly depends on the
ability to homogeneously disperse them throughout the matrix. Therefore, various surface
functionalization strategies were employed in order to overcome the poor solubility of
CNTs in solvents and polymers.
Different polyelectrolytes (in particular poly(allylamine hydrochloride)) were noncovalently adsorbed on the MWNTs’ surface in this study. In a fairly simple process high
stability, good exfoliation, and dispersion of CNT in both organic and aqueous solvents
were achieved. This is advantageous over other reported methods [16], which mainly require complex chemical treatment, resulting in dispersion in only organic or aqueous solvent.
Multiwall carbon nanotubes were covalently functionalized by commonly used oxidation methods and further modification of oxidized nanotubes. These strategies resulted in a
good dispersion of the nanotubes in various solvents.
Furthermore, a novel and simple strategy for a covalent silica coating of carbon nanotubes was introduced. Structural investigations revealed that every individual carbon nanotube has been uniformly coated with an insulating layer of silicon dioxide. This efficient
technique is adaptable to a large-scale production of MWNT@SiO2 hybrid structures. Fur101
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ther functionalization of silica coated nanotubes with 3APTMS and PhTMS resulted in
good and stable dispersions in aqueous and organic solvents, respectively.
It could be shown that non-covalent functionalization techniques, in contrast to covalent ones, are non-invasive and do not introduce additional defects to the structure of the
nanotubes.

In order to satisfy the technological demand for lightweight, reinforced, and conductive polymers, CNTs were employed as a filling component of composites produced by
different approaches.
For the first time, we report the fabrication of high strength, lightweight composites
with multiwall carbon nanotubes by means of the layer-by-layer assembly technique. The
films consist of subsequent layers of polyelectrolytes and carbon nanotubes with a strong
interfacial bonding between the structural components, mediated by electrostatic attraction,
van der Waals adhesion, mechanical interlocking, and chemical bonding. This method assures high concentrations and uniform distributions of nanotubes within a polymer matrix.
Moreover, an alternating adsorption of monolayers of components reduces the phase segregation and makes these composites highly homogeneous, with the nanotubes and polymers being well interwoven and interpenetrated. Various polyelectrolytes and MWNT
morphologies were used in the fabrication of LBL films.
A solution-mixing procedure was also used to form diverse MWNT/polymer and
MWNT@SiO2/polymer nanocomposites with concentrations of nanotubes ranging from 0
to 8 wt%. Structural investigations revealed a high homogeneity of these composite materials.

Combining the unique properties of both CNTs and nanoparticles enables a new class
of nanocomposites to be developed, meeting the requirements for a broad range of advanced applications. In this context, we have developed a novel strategy for the fabrication
of MWNT/nanocrystal and MWNT@SiO2/nanocrystal heterostructures with a highly defined morphology. In a fairly simple process, straight coupling of nanocrystals to both silica coated and PAH-functionalized nanotubes was performed in organic and aqueous solvents. As a result, every individual nanotube was uniformly coated with nanocrystals, independent of size, charge, or surface properties (e.g. hydrophilic or hydrophobic); this is
advantageous over other reported techniques for decoration of nanotubes with nanocrystals
[123,142,186,187]. The formation of CNT/NC composites occurred through the covalent

103
attachment of nanocrystals to amine functionalities of PAH modified carbon nanotubes.
Our step-by-step process offers the flexibility to tailor the nanocrystals prior to the conjugation.

The mechanical properties of the LBL assembled nanocomposites with “hollow” and
“bamboo” MWNTs were investigated in tensile tests. Experimental data show that these
composites are strong hybrid films with mechanical properties significantly exceeding
many carbon nanotube composites made by solution-mixing, melt-mixing, or in-situ polymerization. LBL films with “bamboo” type carbon nanotubes display an ultimate tensile
strength of 160 ± 35 MPa (which is 20 times more than LBL of only polymers) and a
Young’s modulus of 5.5 ± 0.8 GPa as compared to 110 ± 30 MPa and 2.7 ± 0.7 GPa of
films made from common “hollow” MWNTs. This is greater than the tensile strength and
Young’s modulus of strong industrial plastics, which are 5 - 60 MPa and below 2 GPa, respectively. Our results indicate that the morphology of the nanotubes can substantially improve interfacial bonds between components, improving the ultimate strength of the composites. The “bamboo” morphology provides structural anchors; this enhances the mechanical bonds between the MWNTs and the polymer and reduces the pull-out of the nanotubes from the polymer matrix.
The stretching results of LBL multilayer films with oxidized “hollow” MWNTs show
a drastic decrease in the strength of the composites. The tensile strength and Young’s
modulus are 40 ± 15 MPa and 1.1 ± 0.3 GPa, respectively. This indicates that oxidation
and any further covalent functionalization of carbon nanotubes apparently reduces their
mechanical performance due to the disruption of some aromatic bonds of the CNTs in the
oxidation process.

Nanoindentation experiments were carried out on different MWNT/polymer nanocomposites, including LBL assemblies and solution-mixed structures. The data reveal that the
presence of MWNTs within the polymeric systems does not significantly affect the mechanical response of the composites, even at high concentrations of the MWNTs in LBL
assemblies. In general, hardnesses and elastic moduli were found to reflect the mechanical
properties of the surrounding matrix, emphasizing a modest influence of the nanotube filler
on the mechanical performance of the hybrid materials, due to the flexibility and curvy
morphology of the MWNTs. This supposition was confirmed when MWNT@SiO2 were
employed as reinforcement fillers. The average Young’s modulus for 4 wt% samples was
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found to be approximately three times as high as that for the neat polymer. For the same
CNT concentration, the average hardness increased about two times in comparison to the
neat polymer. A silica shell on the surface of the MWNTs changes their bending performance, consequently affecting the mechanical properties of their composites.
CNTs have an extraordinary axial strength that plays an important role in the tensile
reinforcement action of the composites; however due to their curvy morphology and flexibility, carbon nanotubes have a modest impact on the hardness of the polymeric systems. A
silica coating of the MWNTs offers new possibilities for the formation of reinforced heterostructures with high strength and hardness.

The visco-elastic properties of MWNT/polyethylenimine composites with MWNT
concentrations ranging from 0 to 8 wt%, were examined by means of the shear oscillatory
tests. The complex viscosity increased as the concentration of the nanotubes increased,
which was, in turn, accompanied by an increase in elastic properties, represented by the
storage modulus G’. This indicates that the polymer mobility is restrained by the presence
of carbon nanotubes in polymeric matrices.
Systems composed of two different components experience property transitions above
a certain weight fraction of the filler known as the percolation threshold. With the increase
of the MWNT load in the composites, the complex viscosity becomes frequency dependent
and the dynamic moduli curves approach a plateau (which is more pronounced at low frequencies). These changes are related to the structural transition (from liquid-like to solidlike behaviour) of polymeric melts, indicating the formation of a percolated network of the
filler within the nanocomposites. A rheological percolation threshold mc at 0.5 wt% of
MWNT contents were obtained. This low value of mc relates to a high aspect ratio of the
nanotubes and a homogeneous dispersion of the MWNTs within the polymer matrix.
Our results imply a simple guideline for the modification of the polymeric structures
with a modest amount of CNTs, but resulting in significant changes of the visco-elastic
properties.

The addition of carbon nanotubes as a conductive filler to a dielectric host (e.g. polymer) has attracted much interest due to the excellent electrical properties of CNTs and their
very large aspect ratio (>1000). This opens up possibilities for the fabrication of a new
class of reinforced antistatic films, electromagnetic shielding materials, and conductive
polymers at very low filler contents. In this context, the dependence of the dielectric prop-
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erties of MWNT/PDDA composites on frequency and different volume fraction of the
MWNTs were studied. The presence of MWNTs in the polymer significantly affects the
permittivity and conductivity spectra; a great increase of the complex conductivity and dielectric constant as the MWNTs’ concentration increased is shown. The complex conductivity at 10-2 S/cm of composites with 8 wt% MWNTs content was found to be approximately four orders of magnitude higher than that for the neat polymer (the electrical conductivities of the intrinsically conducting-polymer systems can reach values up to
104 S/cm, however in many cases the application of these polymers is limited due to the
poor chemical stability, sensitivity to corrosive media, and conductivity variations. Conductivity of composites composed of polymers and other metallic inclusions (carbon black,
metal powder) can reach high values; however, at high concentrations causing the mechanical properties of such heterostructures to degrade [233-235]).
The critical concentration of the metallic filler at which the conductive path is formed
in the polymer, causing the insulator-conductor transition, was estimated to be at
1.48 wt%. This is significantly higher than the rheological percolation threshold of
0.5 wt%. To reach the electrical percolation thresholds and therefore be electrically conductive, nanocomposites need filler particles to be in close vicinity of each other, so that a
charge flow is possible (e.g. by tunneling, hopping). The rheological percolation network
refers to systems of interconnected polymer chains and carbon nanotubes, where nanotubes
are linked by random coils of polymer chains. The CNT-CNT distance required for the
rheological percolation threshold is therefore longer than that for the electrical percolation
threshold. Thus, a lower weight fraction of nanotubes can already restrict the polymer motion in contrast to the higher weight fraction that is required to form a conductive network
throughout the matrix.
Results of this work indicate possible applications of polymeric composites with low
loads of conductive nanotubes as antistatic coatings, EMI shields, and conductive polymeric systems.
The fabrication of composites with a high dielectric constant but with low losses can
be achieved by efficient separation of the individual conductive particles in a host material.
Silica coating of the CNTs forms insulating shells that prevent the charge flow between
filler particles in the polymers. It is shown that a super-dielectric can be made in this way,
which can have a very large, low frequency dielectric constant, and low dielectric loss.
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Summary
Finally, we presented a new approach for the preparation of MWNT/QDs heterostruc-

tures with highly defined morphologies. The structural and optical properties of these
composites were characterized by electron microscopy and photoluminescence spectroscopy. A complete quenching of PL bands in both, QD core and core/shell heterostructures
was observed after adsorption to the CNTs, presumably through an electron transfer between QDs and MWNTs. The deposition of a silica shell (with thicknesses >20nm) around
the CNTs preserves the fluorescence properties by insulating the QD from the surface of
the CNT.

Our results provide evidence that the MWNTs can be efficiently applied for the fabrication of reinforced and conductive polymer composites for biomedical, space, and structural units as well as for electronic components with high strength requirements. Moreover,
the ability to allow or prevent a charge transfer from photo-excited QDs to CNTs opens up
promising possibilities for applications in photoelectric and optical devices, biological sensors and catalytic materials.

The acquired knowledge can be useful for a further optimization of the CNT nanocomposite materials and towards their practical applications. Outstanding steps in the development of this research should entail comprehensive studies on dispersion techniques of
CNTs with different morphologies, optimized large-scale production of CNT/polymer
composites and process automatization. In order to achieve a better understanding as well
as better characteristics of different nanocomposites with MWNTs and MWNT@SiO2
components, further mechanical, electrical, and optical measurements are required.
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