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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention provides a method for fast dispersing
carbon nanotubes in an aqueous solution. In this method, the
carbon nanotubes are added into an aqueous solution of a
nontoxic surfactant, and then dispersed therein through ultra-
sonic oscillation. This uniform dispersion can maintain high
stability for at least two months without aggregation, suspen-
sion or precipitation. This dispersion is suitable for calibrat-
ing concentration of the carbon nanotubes.
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METHOD FOR FAST DISPERSING CARBON
NANOTUBE IN AQUEOUS SOLUTION

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a method for dispersing
carbon nanotubes (CNT), and particularly in an aqueous solu-
tion. The present invention also relates to a dispersion
obtained via this method, which serves as an agent for cali-
brating concentration of carbon nanotubes.

2. Related Prior Arts

Conventionally, to reinforce mechanical strength, thermal
stability and durability of plastic material, additives such as
ceramics, metal, carbon fibers, active carbon, etc., are added
therein. However, it’s difficult to well disperse the additives in
plastic. As a novel material with superior characteristics, car-
bon nanotubes are widely applied to processing of various
industries. However, it’s still a problem to disperse the carbon
nanotubes in a matrix.

Due to the curled graphite structure, lots of resonant it
electrons and huge molecular weight, the carbon nanotubes
are hardly soluble in water or other organic solvents. In some
reports as follows, surfactants, organic solvents, strong acids,
strong base and high temperature are applied to promoting
dispersion of the carbon nanotubes.

(1) Amphoteric polymeric surfactant: the dispersion can last
four days. (Vladimir A. Sinani, Muhammed K. Gheith,
Alexander A. Yaroslavov, Anna A. Rakhnyanskaya, Kai
Sun,| Arif A. Mamedov, James P. Wicksted, and Nicholas
A. Kotov, Aqueous Dispersions of Single-wall and Multi-
wall Carbon Nanotubes with Designed Amphiphilic Poly-
cations J. AM. CHEM. SOC. 2005, 127, 3463-3472)

(2) Poly(4-vinylpyridine) (P4VP): the CNT/alcohol disper-
sion can last 1~6 weeks. (Jason H. Rouse Polymer-As-
sisted Dispersion of Single-Walled Carbon Nanotubes in
Alcohols and Applicability toward Carbon Nanotube/Sol-
Gel Composite Formation, Langmuir 2005, 21, 1055-
1061)

(3) Tank-type ultrasonic oscillator: the CNT/water dispersion
can last only 5 minutes. (Yangchuan Xing, Liang Li,
Charles C. Chusuei, and Robert V. Hull, Sonochemical
Oxidation of Multiwalled Carbon Nanotubes, Langmuir
2005, 21, 4185-4190)

(4) Porphyrin: time for lasting the dispersion is not men-
tioned. (Jinyu Chen and C. Patrick Collier Noncovalent
Functionalization of Single-Walled Carbon Nanotubes
with Water-Soluble Porphyrins, J. Phys. Chem. B, Vol.
109, No. 16, 2005 7605-7609)

(5) Reductive metal such as Li and Na: the dispersions of
CNT in organic solvents (such as THF, DMF, DMSO) can
be quickly achieved but have to be preserved in nitrogen,
and Li and Na are uneasily preserved. (Alain Pe’nicaud,
Philippe Poulin, Alain Derre’, Eric Anglaret and Pierre
Petit, Spontaneous Dissolution of a Single-Wall Carbon
Nanotube Salt, J. Am. Chem. Soc.; 2005; 127, 8-9)

(6) Ionic aromatic: time for lasting the dispersion is not men-
tioned, and the ionic aromatic is difficulty synthesized and
possibly carcinogenic. (Hanna Paloniemi, Taina Laiho,
Hanna Liuke, Natalia Kocharova, Keijo Haapakka, Fabio
Terzi, Renato Seeber, and Jukka Lukkari, Water-Soluble
Full-Length Single-Wall Carbon Nanotube Polyelectro-
lytes: Preparation and Characterization, J. Phys. Chem. B
2005, 109, 8634-8642)

According to the above reports, it’s desired to develop a
technology of dispersing the carbon nanotubes in a solution
without the above problems.
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2
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The main object of the present invention is to provide a
method for fast dispersing carbon nanotubes (CNTs) in an
aqueous solution, so that the carbon nanotubes can be stable
and uniform in the aqueous solution for at least two months.

Another object of the present invention is to provide an
agent which can calibrate concentration of the carbon nano-
tubes.

In the present invention, the method for dispersing the
carbon nanotubes in an aqueous solution includes steps of: (a)
dissolving an anionic surfactant in water to form an aqueous
solution of the anionic surfactant; (b) mixing carbon nano-
tubes in the aqueous solution of the anionic surfactant with
high-speed oscillation so as to obtain a CNT dispersion.

The above anionic surfactant can be alkyl sulfonate or
benzene sulfonate such as sodium alkyl sulfonate, sodium
benzene sulfonate, calcium alkyl sulfonate and calcium ben-
zene sulfonate. The preferred compounds include sodium
hexyl sulphonate, sodium heptyl sulphonate, sodium oxtyl
sulphonate, sodium dodecyl sulphonate, sodium nonadecyl
sulphonate, sodium eicosyl sulphonate, sodium hexyl ben-
zene sulphonate, sodium heptyl benzene sulphonate, sodium
oxtyl benzene sulphonate, sodium dodecyl benzene sulpho-
nate, sodium nonadecyl benzene sulphonate, sodium eicosyl
benzene sulphonate, calcium hexyl sulphonate, calcium hep-
tyl sulphonate, calcium oxtyl sulphonate, calcium dodecyl
sulphonate, calcium nonadecyl sulphonate and calcium eico-
syl sulphonate.

For sodium dodecyl sulphonate (SDS) as the surfactant,
preferred concentration thereof will be 1~0.1 wt % in the
aqueous solution; and a preferred weight ratio of SDS: CNT
will be 1:1~100:1, more preferably 4:1~40:1.

Inthe above step (b), the oscillator is preferably operated at
about 25° C., for about 1~20 minutes, and with an intermittent
mode to preserve the structure of the carbon nanotubes. The
oscillator is preferably a probe-type ultrasonic oscillator, and
power and frequency thereof preferably respectively ranges
150~300 W and 20~40 KHz.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows die probe-type ultrasonic oscillator used in
the embodiments;

FIG. 2 shows the dispersion obtained in Example 1 and its
dilutions;

FIG. 3 shows the CNT dispersions of Examples 1~3;

FIG. 4 compares states of different CNT aqueous solu-
tions;

FIG. 5 compares states of the CNT dispersions mixed with
DMTF and ethanol;

FIG. 6 compares states of the CNT aqueous solutions
obtained in Example 1 and Comparative Examples 1 and 2;

FIG. 7 shows the TEM picture of the carbon nanotubes
obtained in Example 1;

FIG. 8 shows the AFM picture of the carbon nanotubes
obtained in Example 1;

FIG. 9 shows the TGA curve of the carbon nanotubes
obtained in Example 1;

FIG. 10 shows relationships of UV absorbance and con-
centrations of the CNT solution obtained in Example 1;

FIG. 11 compares UV absorbance of these dilutions before
and after left for four weeks.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

To clearly describe the present invention, procedures of
some preferred embodiments are exemplified with the draw-
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ings. FIG. 1 shows a probe-type ultrasonic oscillator for mix-
ing CNT, a surfactant and polymers, which includes an oscil-
lator 10, a Ti probe 20, a controller 30 and a thermocouple 40.
Once the oscillator starts, the solution 50 will generate
bubbles 60.

In the Examples and Comparative Examples, Sodium
dodecyl sulphonate (SDS) is used as the surfactant.

Example 1

SDS (500 mg) is dissolved in water to form an aqueous
solution (50 mL) and then added into a round-bottom tube in
which CNT (12.5 mg) is contained. These materials are then
mixed with a probe-type ultrasonic oscillator for 1~20 min-
utes to form a CNT dispersion. Operation conditions of the
oscillator are as follows:

Frequency: 20 KHz

rated power: 750 W

operation strength: 20%-40%

temperature: 25° C.

The mixture is then cooled to room temperature and a uniform
CNT dispersion is achieved.

Example 2

The procedures in Example 1 are repeated, but a different
amount of SDS (250 mg) is added.

Example 3

The procedures in Example 1 are repeated, but a different
amount of SDS (50 mg) is added.

Example 4

The procedures in Example 1 are repeated, but a different
amount of CNT (50 mg) is added.

Example 5

The procedures in Example 1 are repeated, but a different
amount of CNT (100 mg) is added.

Comparative Example 1

The procedures in Example 1 are repeated, but no SDS is
added.

Comparative Example 2

The procedures in Example 1 are repeated, but a different
amount of CNT (250 mg) is added.

Comparative Example 3

The procedures in Example 1 are repeated, but the ultra-
sonic oscillator is replaced with Langmuir ultrasonic oscilla-
tor as mentioned in the prior art.

Table 1 lists the components and their concentrations of the
above Examples 1~5 and Comparative Examples 1~2.

TABLE 1
Example/ CNT SDS CNT:SDS
Comparative Example (mg/ml) (mg/ml) (mg/mg)
Example 1 0.25 10 1:40
Example 2 0.25 5 1:20
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TABLE 1-continued

Example/ CNT SDS CNT:SDS
Comparative Example (mg/ml) (mg/ml) (mg/mg)
Example 3 0.25 2.5 1:10
Example 4 1.00 10 1:10
Example 5 2.00 10 1:5
Comparative Example 1 0.25 0 —
Comparative Example 2 5.00 10 1:2

To verify that the CNT in accordance with the present
invention is completely dispersed, the dispersion obtained in
Example 1 and its dilutions in concentrations 1/10, 1/20, 1/30,
1/40, 1/50 and 1/100 are shown in FIG. 2 (respectively
marked as No. 1~7). As a result, no aggregate of CNT is
observed.

The aqueous solutions containing CNT obtained in the
above Examples and Comparative Examples are also left
statically for 48 hours and then diluted. As a result, the aque-
ous solutions of Examples 1~5 remain uniform states, but
those of Comparative Examples 1~3 are not uniform any
longer.

FIG. 3 shows the CNT dispersions of Examples 1~3 (re-
spectively marked as A, B, C), all of which are left statically
for 1 day, 1 week, 1 month and 45 days (respectively marked
as No. 1~4). As shown in FIG. 3, the CNT dispersion in
accordance with the present invention can still remain well
dispersing after 45 days and no precipitate and aggregate is
observed. That is, the CNT can be dispersed in an aqueous
SDS solution through proper oscillation.

FIG. 4 compares states of different CNT aqueous solu-
tions, in which “A” shows the CNT settling from the aqueous
solution of Comparative Example 3 after left statically for 30
minutes; “B” shows the CNT dispersion of Example 4 after
left for 30 minutes; “C” show the CNT dispersion of Example
5 after left for 3 months; and “D” shows a 1/40 dilution of
CNT dispersion in “C” which is still well dispersed.

FIG. 5 compares states of the CNT solutions obtained in
Example 1, in which dimethylformamide (DMF) and ethanol
are added and left for one week. In FIG. 5, No. 1~3 respec-
tively indicate the CNT solutions in which the ratios of H,O:
DMF are 0:1, 5:1 and 1:1; and No. 5~6 respectively indicate
the CNT solutions in which the ratios of H,O: ethanol are 5:1
and 2:1. As shown in FIG. 5, even though a high polar solvent
is added, the CNT dispersion of the present invention can still
remain uniform and stable as well after one week. This feature
will facilitate further applications of CNTs due to high com-
patibility thereof.

FIG. 6 compares states of the CNT solutions obtained in
Example 1 (No. 1C), Comparative Example 1 (No. 1B) and
Comparative Example 2 (No. 1A). Apparently, the CNT of
Comparative Example 2 which uses a tank-type ultrasonic
oscillator settles on the bottom though SDS is added. Most
CNT of Comparative Example 1 also settles on the bottom as
no sodium dodecyl sulphonate is added. Contrarily, the CNT
of Example 1 well disperses in the aqueous solution.

In addition to the above observations and comparisons,
more analyses are achieved to construct modes about CNT
dispersion and structures.

TEM Analysis

FIG. 7 shows the TEM picture of the CNT obtained in
Example 1, which indicates: (1) the CNT has a diameter about
20~30 nm; (2) the CNT has a complete crystal structure; and
(3) a layer of surfactant adsorbs on the CNT.

AFM Analysis

FIG. 8 shows the AFM picture of the CNT obtained in

Example 1, which indicates: (1) the CNT separates and well
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dispersed in parallel; and (2) the CNT has a diameter about
20~30 nm as observed in the TEM picture. These results may
imply feasible “network alignment” of the CNT and thus
create applications to, for example, transparent electrodes,
transparent conductive films instead of ITO in semiconductor
devices, and wires.

TGA Analysis

FIG. 9 shows the TGA curve of the CNT obtained in
Example 1 which is previously washed through a filter mem-
brane to remove the surfactant and analyzed in a temperature
gradient 5° C./min. As shown in FIG. 9, the curve of Example
1 (SDS-MWNTs) is the same as that of purified CNT (Puri-
fication-MWNTs); which indicates: (1) the structure of the
CNT is not destroyed; (2) the surfactant can be completely
removed by washing and thus the CNT can be easily applied
to various processes.

UV Spectrum Analysis

FIG. 10 shows relationships of UV absorbance and con-
centrations of the CNT solution obtained in Example 1 which
is diluted to 10 times, 20 times, 30 times, 40 times, 50 times
and 100 times volumes (corresponding to curves a~f). So far,
the CNT obtained by conventional procedures can perform
linear relationship only at 300 nm, 500 nm and 450 nm.
However, the CNT of the present invention can exhibit supe-
rior linearity (R=0.9999) in a wide range of wavelength.

As shown in the above analyses, the CNT dispersion
obtained in accordance with the present invention performs
good linear relationship between UV absorbance and concen-
trations and is stable enough to serve as a standard agent for
calibrating concentrations of CNT. FIG. 11 compares UV
absorbance of these dilutions before and after left for four
weeks, and the curves are almost overlapped.

The CNT dispersion obtained in accordance with the
present invention indeed performs high stability for a long
term, uniform dispersion and good compatibility with other
organic solvents. The probe-type ultrasonic oscillator can
well disperse the CNT in water in which a proper anionic
surfactant is contained. Ultrasonic oscillation may power-
fully agitate the CNT into a separate state and remove amor-
phous carbon from the surfaces, so that SDS can effectively
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disperse the CNT. The CNT dispersion is therefore suitable
for polymer composites, network transparent CNT elec-
trodes, and sensors of CNT.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for producing a CNT (carbon nanotube) dis-
persion, comprising steps of:

(a) dissolving sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS) in water to

form an aqueous solution of SDS; and

(b) mixing CNT in the aqueous solution of SDS with a

probe-type ultrasonic oscillator to obtain the standard
agent of CNT;

wherein:

the SDS has a concentration about 1 wt % in the aqueous

solution;

the weight ratio of SDS: CNT is 40:1;

the probe-type ultrasonic oscillator is operated intermit-

tently; and

the CNT dispersion can be diluted to have a linear corre-

lation coefficient about 0.9999 ranging from 2.5 pg/ml.
to 250 ng/ml..

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the step (b) is operated
at about 25 degree C.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the step (b) is operated
for about 1 to 20 minutes.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the ultrasonic oscillator
has power about 150 to 300 W.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the ultrasonic oscillator
has a frequency about 20 to 40 KHz.

6. A standard agent for calibrating concentrations of CNT
(carbon nanotube), comprising a product obtained by mixing
CNT in an aqueous solution of sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS)
with a probe-type ultrasonic oscillator;

wherein:

the SDS has a concentration about 1 wt % in the aqueous

solution;

the weight ratio of SDS: CNT is 40:1;

the probe-type ultrasonic oscillator is operated intermit-

tently; and

the standard agent can be diluted to have a linear correla-

tion coefficient about 0.9999 ranging from 2.5 ug/ml. to
250 pg/mL.



