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Development of waste tire-derived graphene
reinforced polypropylene nanocomposites
with controlled polymer grade, crystallization
and mechanical characteristics via
melt-mixing
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Abstract

In the present work, single layer graphene nanoplatelets (GNPs) derived from waste tires by recycling and upcycling
approaches were integrated in homopolymer (Homo-) and copolymer (Copo-) polypropylene (PP) matrices by fast and efficient
mixing in the melt phase. The effect of GNP content on crystallization and mechanical behaviors was investigated in detail at
different loading levels. Regarding isothermal and non-isothermal crystallization experiments, GNPs significantly accelerated
the nucleation and growth of crystallites, and the crystallization degree in Homo-PP nanocomposites was slightly higher than
that of Copo-PP based nanocomposites. Also, there was significant improvement in mechanical and thermal properties of GNP
reinforced polymers compared to neat polymers. As the GNP concentration increased from 1 to 5 wt%, there was a gradual
increase in flexural modulus and strength values. In tensile tests, an increase in GNP content in both polymer grades led to a
slight increase in yield strength coming from the proper distribution of nano-reinforcement by creating stress concentration
sites. After the yield point, Homo-PP based nanocomposites showed higher strain hardening than GNP reinforced Copo-PP
owing to a high crystallization degree and linear chains of Homo-PP. This work showed that functionalized graphene can act
as both nucleating and reinforcing agent in the compounding process and its exfoliation through polymer chains is much bet-
ter in homopolymers at a faster and high shear rate.
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INTRODUCTION

Polypropylene (PP), a semicrystalline thermoplastic polymer, has
drawn great attention as a matrix for polymeric composites due Correspondence to: B.S. Okan, Sabanci University Integrated Manufacturing
9 poly P Technologies Research and Application Center and Composite Technologies

. . . e 1 .
to its ease of fabrication, low cost and recyclability.” However, in Center of Excellence, Teknopark Istanbul, 34906, Pendik, Istanbul, Turkey.
industrial applications, PP has some limitations since it suffers from E-mail: burcu.saner@sabanciuniv.edu

high molding shrinkage, low impact factor and poor toughness.?
Therefore, in the last few years, great efforts have been made to
balance rigidity-impact strength by controlling the crystallinity
and thus enhancing the performance of PP based polymeric com- Sabanci University Integrated Manufacturing Technologies Research and
posites in several fields such as the automotive, electronics and Application Center & Composite Technologies Center of Excellence,
packaging industries.® These techniques are divided into two main Manufacturing Technologies, Istanbul, Turkey
categories, which are the insertion of co-monomers and the addi-
tion of nucleating agents in the polymer matrix.

In the first approach, PP is modified by introducing randomly dis-
tributed co-monomer units such as ethylene to the crystal lattice of

the polymer which reduces the crystallinity and enables the modifi- Faculty of Engineering and Natural Sciences, Materials Science and Nano
cation of macroscopic properties of the PP polymer.* For instance, Engineering, Sabanci University, Istanbul, Turkey
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Benavente et al.> showed that PP copolymer with ethylene had lower
stiffness and Young's modulus compared to neat PP due to the
decrease in crystallinity of the copolymer. In the second approach,
the integration of carbon based materials like graphene®’ and car-
bon nanotubes® into the PP matrix is known to induce a crystalline
structure by acting as a nucleating agent at the surface of the poly-
mer and thus increases the crystallization temperature, crystallization
rate and degree of crystallinity.” In particular, graphene improves the
mechanical, thermal and electrical properties of PP composites due
its two-dimensional structure and surface chemistry.®

Among various composite fabrication techniques, solution
processing,'® in situ polymerization® and melt compounding’
have been widely used to fabricate PP/graphene composites. For
industrial processes, melt compounding is a widely preferred tech-
nique since it is economically feasible and does not need any sol-
vents.'? In this technique, graphene is added to the molten
polymer at temperature of 30-60 °C above the melting point of
PP.'* Nevertheless, one of the major challenges in the production
of PP/graphene composites is to get a homogeneous dispersion of
graphene in the polymeric matrix since the performance of gra-
phene based polymeric composites improves only by providing
homogeneous dispersion and strong interfacial adhesion between
graphene and the polymer matrix.'* Up to now, numerous studies
have reported on the enhancement of the mechanical and ther-
mal properties of PP polymer by the incorporation of graphene
into the polymer matrix through the melt compounding pro-
cess.”' In one of the studies, graphene oxide synthesized by the
modified Hummers method'” was coated on PP latex, which is a
water based emulsion of maleic anhydride grafted isotactic PP,
and was then compounded with PP polymer in the melt phase.'®
This work provided an increase of 75% in the yield strength and
74% in Young's modulus, and the glass transition temperature
and initial degradation temperature of PP were enhanced by 2.5
and 26 °C at only 1 wt% of graphene loading."® In another study,
graphene nanoplatelets (GNPs) were directly compounded with
homopolymer PP (Homo-PP) by an extrusion process; an improve-
ment of 150% was achieved in the case of Young's modulus as well
as a reduction in the elongation at failure from 250% to 10%.'®
Therefore, the crystallinity of PP polymer has a significant influence
on the mechanical and thermal properties of PP based composites.

It is important to note that the changes in the structure of the
polymer and the presence of a second phase such as graphene
can affect the mechanical and thermal properties of graphene
based composites. Although several authors have studied the
effect of GNPs on the characteristics of various polymeric
composites,'”” " to the best of our knowledge, there is no related
work that investigates how the polymer grades and graphene con-
tent affect the mechanical and thermal characteristics of graphene
based PP nanocomposites simultaneously and systematically. In
this work, GNP reinforced Homo-PP and copolymer PP (Copo-PP)
nanocomposites were fabricated by the melt compounding tech-
nique and the effects of different amounts of GNPs as well as the
type of polymer grade on the mechanical, thermal and structural
properties of the composite were examined in detail.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Materials

GNPs produced from waste tires by recycling and upcycling
processes were purchased from Nanografen Co., Istanbul, Turkey.
PP homopolymer (HE125 MO) with good flow properties and high
stiffness was received from Borealis, Vienna, Austria. PP

copolymer (Kopelen JM-365), a high impact block copolymer,
was provided from Seoul, South Korea, and contained high
ethylene-polypropylene rubber content. Both polymer grades
are suitable for injection molding. The changes in the storage
modulus and viscosity of Homo-PP and Copo-PP as a function of
time and temperature are given in Fig. S1.

Preparation of GNP reinforced Homo- and Copo-PP
nanocomposites

GNP reinforced Homo-PP and Copo-PP nanocomposites were
prepared by a custom-made Gelimat thermokinetic mixing/com-
pounding machine at a shear rate of 5500 rpm at 215 °C for
45 s. The compounds obtained were injected by an Explore injec-
tion machine into tensile and bending test specimens in confor-
mity with 1SO 527-2 and ASTM-D790, respectively.

Characterization

Differential Scanning Calorimetry (DSC) measurements of polymers
and nanocomposites were carried out under a nitrogen atmo-
sphere from 20 to 200 °C using a Mettler Toledo DSC 3+ 700. About
7 mg of the dried sample was heated and held at 200 °C for 5 min to
eliminate thermal history. To determine the crystallization and
melting properties, the second heating and first cooling cycles were
performed at a rate of 10 °C min~". The associated thermal param-
eters of crystallization (T.) and melting (T,,,) temperatures, crystalli-
zation enthalpy (AH.) and the heat of melting (AH,,) were
extracted using STARe software provided by Mettler Toledo. Fur-
thermore, various cooling rates (2, 5, 10, 20 and 40 °C min™") were
applied to analyze the non-isothermal crystallization. The morphol-
ogy of the nanocomposites was examined with a Leo Supra 35VP
field emission scanning electron microscope and a JEOL 2100
Lab6 high resolution transmission electron microscope. The speci-
mens were fractured in liquid nitrogen and coated with a thin gold
layer before SEM observation. X-ray diffraction (XRD) analysis was
carried out using a Bruker D2 Phaser Desktop diffractometer with
a Cu Ka radiation source. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS)
was used for elemental analysis of the graphene samples. The
mechanical tests were conducted using an Instron 5982 Static Uni-
versal Test Machine with a 5 kN load cell for tensile and bending
tests. The samples were analyzed by TGA using a Toledo TGA/DSC
3+ 1600 thermal analyzer under a nitrogen atmosphere from
25 to 600 °C at a rate of 10 °C min~". Rheological characterization
of the specimens was conducted using an MCR 702 TwinDrive
Anton Paar rheometer.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

GNP characteristic properties

The surface functional groups, morphology and structural proper-
ties of graphene play an important role in producing composites
with desired properties.>>?* In the present study, graphene nano-
platelets produced from the recycling process of waste tires was
used as a reinforcing agent. GNPs derived from pyrolyzed waste
tires have 87 wt% carbon and 9.1 wt% oxygen functional groups
on the surface, measured by X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy
(Fig. S2(a)). This graphene has characteristic graphene peaks of D
and G bands at around 1358 and 1580 cm™, respectively, as seen
in Fig. S2(b). Also, the SEM image in Fig. S2(c) indicates platelet for-
mation after the recycling process. The TEM image of GNPs in
Fig. S2(d) shows platelet structures having an average length of
50 nm. The Brunauer-Emmett-Teller surface area was measured
as85m?g".
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Crystallization and melting properties of GNP based PP
nanocomposites

The effect of GNP on non-isothermal crystallization behaviors of
nanocomposites

The physical and mechanical properties of semicrystalline ther-
moplastics of Homo- and Copo-PP are in close correlation with
their microstructure and crystallinity state. Herein, the melting
and crystallization behavior of both Homo- and Copo-PP and their
nanocomposites with GNPs were studied under non-isothermal
conditions as a function of GNP loading. Figure 1 reveals the crys-
tallization and melting curves of Homo- and Copo-PP neat speci-
mens and their nanocomposites after the elimination of thermal
history of the specimens at 200 °C for 5 min. The parameters
extracted from these experiments are summarized in Table 1.
The crystallization temperature measured from the first cooling
cycle of DSC measurements was found to increase on the addition
of GNPs for both types of PP. In Homo-PP, the crystallization onset
temperature sharply increased from 122 °C for neat Homo-PP to
134 °C on the implementation of only 1 wt% GNP, and further
increased on increasing the GNP content to reach 136 °C at both
3 wt% and 5 wt% GNP loading, as shown in Fig. 1(a). A similar
trend of increased crystallization onset temperature was also
observed for Copo-PP in which neat Copo-PP showed a crystalli-
zation onset temperature of 120 °C while the presence of 1 wt%
GNP shifted the crystallization initiation temperature to 127 °C
and further increase in GNP content slightly increased the tem-
perature to 128 and 129 °C in specimens with 3 wt% and 5 wt%
GNP amounts, respectively, as exhibited in Fig. 1(b). The increases
observed in the crystallization onset temperatures indicate that
the GNPs act as nucleation agent and promote the crystallization
of both PP grades during the cooling cycle.'® A similar trend of
increase in the crystallization onset temperature was also
reported in the literature.**™?” In addition, a higher increase in
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crystallization onset temperature for nanocomposites based on
Homo-PP compared to Copo-PP means that the Homo-PP struc-
ture is more prone to crystallization than Copo-PP. In addition,
considering the crystallization enthalpy, AH. showed a higher
crystallinity level of Homo-PP in comparison with Copo-PP as
anticipated from their molecular structures. Additionally, the inte-
gration of 1 wt% GNP in both grades of PP increased AH, sharply
while a further increase showed a reduction of AH,, as presented
in Table 1. This may stem from the change in size of the crystals
on increasing the GNP concentration.?® The higher GNP content
in both polymer grades leads to a higher number of nucleation
sites but a smaller crystal size in the structure can consequently
lower the overall crystallinity compared to 1 wt% reinforced
specimens.”® The results from the second heating curves in Fig. 1
(c) and 1(d) show that the values of the initiation of melting for
both polymer grades increase on adding GNPs but these
increases are on much smaller scales compared to the crystalliza-
tion temperature in the cooling cycle. It is worth noting that the
differences in melting points between neat PP specimens and
GNP reinforced PP nanocomposites stem from the formation of
different crystal structures in these materials. In neat specimens,
crystallization started at lower temperatures and created more
p-form crystals having a lower melting point, Young's modulus
and yield stress compared to the a-form created at higher tem-
peratures.”>*° The a-form is a thermodynamically stable phase
and has good mechanical strength, resulting from the cross-
hatched lamellar morphology and compact stacking of molecu-
lar chains, while the p-form is a thermodynamically metastable
phase, which can be obtained under special conditions such as
in the presence of certain heterogeneous nucleating agents
like GNPs3' The results from the melting curves revealed the
possibility of the presence of p-crystalline structure in the neat
specimens, which was eliminated in nanocomposite structures;
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Figure 1. DSC thermograms of the crystallization in the first cooling cycle of (a) Homo-PP and (b) Copo-PP and their nanocomposites with GNPs, and
melting curves in the second heating cycle of (c) Homo-PP and (d) Copo-PP and their nanocomposites with GNPs.
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Table 1. Summary of the thermal parameters of neat and GNP based specimens extracted from DSC measurements

Melting onset Melting peak Melting integral, ~Crystallization onset  Crystallization peak Crystallization
Specimen type temperature (°C) temperature (°C) AH, (J g_‘) temperature (°C) temperature (°C) integral AH. (J g“)
Neat Homo-PP 119 163 —-95.60 122 113 95.60
Homo-PP/1 wt% GNP 121 166 —106.48 134 124 105.07
Homo-PP/3 wt% GNP 121 166 -99.24 136 127 99.07
Homo-PP/5 wt% GNP 124 170 —-101.48 136 126 100.80
Neat Copo-PP 125 161 —63.14 120 111 63.78
Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP 123 164 —68.23 127 118 69.96
Copo-PP/3 wt% GNP 123 164 —-70.24 128 120 71.2
Copo-PP/5 wt% GNP 123 164 —64.48 129 121 63.86

further investigation was done by XRD described in the next
section.

In order to elaborate on the crystallization behavior of neat PP
and its nanocomposites, Homo-PP, Copo-PP and 3 wt% GNP rein-
forced Homo- and Copo-PP specimens were examined by DSC
at different temperature change rates ranging from —2 to —40 °
C min~" as presented in Fig. 2. Regarding the improvement per-
centages in melting and crystallization temperatures, the ideal
amount of GNP was decided as 3 wt% and a comparison of non-
isothermal crystallization behavior between neat and 3 wt%
GNP based nanocomposites was done. It can be seen that, as cool-
ing rates increased, crystallization peaks became wider and
shifted to lower temperatures in all specimens, indicating the
time-dependent nucleation and crystal growth of PP polymer.232
Figure 3 presents the values for the crystallization initiation tem-
perature (To) and the difference between the crystallization initia-
tion temperature and peak temperature (To - T,) of selected
specimens. As is obvious in Figs 3(a) and 3(c), the incorporation
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of GNPs into both Homo-PP and Copo-PP matrices shifted the T,
to higher temperature at all cooling rates due to an increase in
nucleation sites. On the other hand, nanocomposite specimens
of both polymer grades showed a sharper crystallization peak
compared to neat specimens, which was verified in the value of
To - Tp in Figs 3(b) and 3(d) as an indication of crystallization rate
and showing a higher crystallization rate for nanocomposite spec-
imens. The deviation at low cooling (below 10 °C min~") stems
from the difference in crystal forms at low and high temperatures
where due to initiation of crystallization at higher temperature, it
is dominated by the a-form.

Crystal structure analysis by X-ray diffraction (XRD)

In order to further understand the effect of GNPs on the crystal
structure of both Homo-PP and Copo-PP, XRD patterns obtained
for neat specimens and specimens reinforced by 3 wt% GNP are
presented in Fig. 4. The Homo-PP and its nanocomposites have
the characteristic reflections of (110) at 20 = 14.4°, (040) at
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Figure 2. DSC thermograms of non-isothermal crystallization for (a) neat Homo-PP, (b) Homo-PP/3 wt% GNP, (c) neat Copo-PP and (d) Copo-PP/3 wt%

GNP at different cooling rates.
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Figure 3. The values of To and T, — T}, for (a), (b) Homo-PP and (c), (d) Copo-PP and their 3 wt% GNP reinforced nanocomposites as a function of

cooling rate.

20 = 17.3°,(130) at 20 = 18.9° and (131) at 20 = 21.8° represent-
ing the a crystal structure.?® The attention grabbing phenomenon
is the shoulder peak around 26 = 16.4° for neat Homo-PP which
corresponds to the coexistence of a small amount of g phase in
the structure which disappears after the integration of GNPs with
a tendency to induce a phase crystals.?® Compared to Homo-PP,
the presence of another monomer in the structure of Copo-PP
(ethylene) introduces more disorder in the lattice structure of
the copolymer causing wider diffraction peaks.>* On the other
hand, in the Copo-PP the g crystalline peak at 20 = 16.4° is clearly
seen for neat specimens and completely disappears for speci-
mens with GNPs. These results show the effect of GNPs on the
crystallization of PP, shifting the crystallization towards a crystals
with expected higher mechanical performance.>**°

The dispersion behavior of GNP in different PP matrices
TEM and SEM analyses were performed to investigate the disper-
sion and interaction behavior of GNP sheets in Homo-PP and
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Copo-PP matrices. Figure 5 shows TEM images of Homo-PP/1 wt
% GNP and Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP nanocomposites indicating
proper interactions of GNPs in both polymer grades where parti-
cles are closely connected to the matrices without any sign of
debonding at the interphase (additional TEM images are also pro-
vided in Fig. S3 at lower magnification). Figure 6 exhibits the
freeze-fractured surface morphology of neat Homo-PP, neat
Copo-PP and their nanocomposites with 1 wt% reinforcement.
The fracture surface of neat specimens is smoother compared to
their nanocomposite counterparts. However, it is worth noting
that both neat Copo-PP and Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP exhibit some
void in their structure which is not observed in Homo-PP based
specimens due to the presence of ethylene groups. The higher
void content of Copo-PP specimens can be another reason for
their lower mechanical performance compared to Homo-PP
counterparts (this will be discussed in the next section). On the
other hand, uniform surface roughness in the fracture surface of
Homo-PP/1 wt% GNP and Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP nanocomposites
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Figure 4. XRD patterns for (a) neat Homo-PP and Homo-PP/3 wt% GNP and (b) neat Copo-PP and Copo-PP/3 wt% GNP.
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Figure 5. TEM images of (a) Homo-PP/1 wt% GNP and (b) Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP.

indicates homogeneous dispersion and proper exfoliation of
GNPs in the matrix (additional SEM images are also provided in
Fig. S4 at higher magnification).

Mechanical tests of GNP reinforced PP composites

The dimension of nanoscale GNP and the presence of various
functional groups on their surface provide a great potential for
this nanomaterial to be used as a reinforcing agent in various
polymeric matrices to enhance the mechanical performance of
polymeric structures. The nanoscale size of GNP is capable of
alteration in the crystal structure of the polymeric matrix while
their interface characteristics provide strong interfacial regions
in contact with polymers leading to an effective load transfer from
polymeric matrix to GNPs. Herein, GNPs were dispersed into both

Copo-PP and Homo-PP polymers with a distinct chain structure
and various crystallization capabilities under high shear rates
by using a thermokinetic mixer; well-dispersed nanocomposites
were formed. Then, dogbone shaped and rectangular composite
specimens for tensile and bending tests, respectively, were pre-
pared using an injection molding machine. The tensile and bend-
ing properties of each specimen type were studied to obtain an
insight about the effect of GNPs on the mechanical performance
of the developed structures.

Tensile tests

Figure 7 exhibits the tensile stress—strain curves of Homo-PP and
Copo-PP nanocomposites loaded with various amounts of GNPs
(ranging from 1 wt% to 5 wt%). The stress—strain curves of both

Figure 6. SEM images of freeze-fractured surfaces of (a) neat Homo-PP, (b) Homo-PP/1 wt% GNP, (c) neat Copo-PP and (d) Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP.
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Figure 7. Tensile stress—strain curves of (a) Homo-PP/GNP and (b) Copo-PP/GNP nanocomposites.

composite types and their neat counterparts showed distinct
regions of elastic elongation, yielding and plastic deformation
or cold drawing. The inset graphs in both Fig. 7(a) and Fig. 7(b) rep-
resent the magnified initial stiff response or elastic elongation of
specimens to applied loads at strain values under ca
0.01 mm mm~". The linear relation between stress and strain is
clearly observed for both polymer grades and their nanocompo-
sites in the aforementioned strain range. The values calculated
for tensile modulus in the elastic response region indicate that
the tensile modulus of neat Homo-PP is higher than that of neat
Copo-PP because of different molecular structures and the
higher crystallinity of Homo-PP polymer. Homo-PP nanocompo-
sites showed an enhancement of about 18.5%, 27.4% and 50.8%
in tensile modulus on the addition of 1, 3 and 5 wt% GNPs,
respectively. On the other hand, the tensile modulus of Copo-
PP was improved by 0.6%, 23.8% and 30.8% by the addition of
1, 3 and 5 wt% GNPs, respectively. The obtained improvements
in the tensile modulus are also in agreement with other work
reported in the literature.* Furthermore, yield strength, as the
starting point of the plastic deformation of the specimens, is
another crucial indication of the mechanical performance of
polymeric structures and increased slightly on increasing the
GNP content in both polymer grades. This confirms the proper
dispersion of nano-reinforcement into both matrix types with-
out any agglomerations which can create stress concentration
sites.3>3¢ A drop in stress value after the yield point indicates
the strain softening phenomenon which is typical for thermo-
plastic polymers.?® In the last part of the tensile test graphs, neat
specimens and specimens reinforced by GNPs showed strain
hardening due to an increase in chain orientation and strain-
induced crystallization over 2.7 mm mm™". The strain hardening

part of the graphs demonstrates that Homo-PP can have a higher
amount of strain hardening compared to Copo-PP due to its lin-
ear molecular structure which enables it to have a higher order-
ing capability of chains and promotes crystallinity compared to
Copo-PP polymers. The tensile strength as the maximum load
seen by specimens during the tensile testing has a decreasing
trend in both types of nanocomposites. Tensile strength is in
close relation to strain at the failure of specimens and induced
crystallization due to cold drawing and consequent strain hard-
ening.®” The existence of GNPs in the structure during the neck-
ing may disrupt chain orientation due to the size discrepancy
between the size scale of GNPs and the orientation scale of
chains which creates stress concentration sites and degrades
the tensile strength and strain at failure of nanocomposite spec-
imens. However, with increase in GNP content in both Homo-PP
and Copo-PP, the strain at failure decreases owing to the diffi-
culty of homogeneous dispersion and changes induced in the
crystal structure and the creation of a nano-reinforcement net-
work in the polymer matrix which prevents further cold crystal-
lization in elongated sections.®® It is worth noting that neat
Homo-PP and its nanocomposites exhibit a higher modulus,
yield strength, tensile strength and strain at failure compared
to Copo-PP which is in agreement with their crystallinity differ-
ences discussed in detail in the section on crystallization. Never-
theless, in all cases, the mechanical properties of GNP reinforced
Homo-PP and Copo-PP were higher than those of the neat
polymers and this means that the reinforcement effect of GNP
on these matrices except for elongation at break decreased con-
tinuously on increasing the GNP content. Table 2 summarizes
the modulus and strength improvement percentages of the pro-
duced nanocomposites.

Table 2. Tensile modulus and tensile strength improvement percentages of GNP based PP nanocomposites

Specimen type Modulus (MPa) Improvement (%)  Tensile strength (MPa)  Yield strength (MPa)  Tensile strain at break (%)
Neat Homo-PP 1240 + 38 — 40.6 + 0.07 27.3 790 +3
Homo-PP/1 wt% GNP 1470 + 70 18.5 39.8 + 0.56 28.9 730 + 33
Homo-PP/3 wt% GNP 1580 + 75 274 364 + 1.01 30.9 620 + 22
Homo-PP/5 wt% GNP 1870 + 39 50.8 324 +1.01 32 380 + 169
Neat Copo-PP 780+ 5 — 226 +0.10 16.3 640 + 7
Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP 785+ 10 0.6 205 +1.72 18 520 + 74
Copo-PP/3 wt% GNP 966 + 40 238 22+ 05 19.8 545+ 70
Copo-PP/5 wt% GNP 1020 + 109 30.8 19.1 £ 0.83 18.5 410 + 167
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Figure 8. Flexural stress-strain curves of (a) Homo-PP/GNP and (b) Copo-PP/GNP nanocomposites.

Table 3.

Chord modulus and flexural strength improvement percentages of GNP based PP nanocomposites

Chord modulus (0.5%-1.0%) (MPa)

Neat Homo-PP

Homo-PP/1 wt% GNP
Homo-PP/3 wt% GNP
Homo-PP/5 wt% GNP
Neat Copo-PP

Copo-PP/1 wt% GNP
Copo-PP/3 wt% GNP
Copo-PP/5 wt% GNP

1010 £ 35
1200 + 24
1270 + 21
1350 + 33
576 +5

670 + 34
685 + 3

760 + 17

Improvement (%) Flexural strength (MPa) Improvement (%)

— 34.7 + 0.95 —

18.8 39.1 +0.77 12.7
257 40.2 + 0.48 15.9
336 42.5 + 1.00 22.5
— 19.2 +0.2 —

16.3 21.7 + 0.87 13.0
18.9 21.8 + 0.09 13.5
31.9 232 + 041 20.8

Flexural properties

The flexural properties are key parameters for the evaluation of
the mechanical performance of composite structures and for
understanding the interactions between matrix and reinforce-
ment due to the complex stress profile induced in the specimens
under test3%*° The representative flexural stress versus strain
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curves obtained from three-point bending tests for Homo- and
Copo-PP based specimens are shown in Fig. 8. Two flexural prop-
erty indices were obtained from these tests: the flexural modulus
as a parameter for the tendency of the composite material to
bend, and the flexural strength as a factor indicating the resis-
tance of materials against fracture. The flexural test results

N
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Figure 9. TGA analysis of Homo-PP, Copo-PP and their nanocomposites with GNPs.
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showed that flexural modulus and flexural strength values of GNP
reinforced composites were notably higher than those of neat
Homo-PP and Copo-PP. In addition, it is seen that, on increasing
the GNP content, the flexural modulus and flexural strength
increased similarly in both cases (Table 3).

Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA)

The thermal stability of polymeric materials and their resistance to
thermal degradation is a crucial property for many applications
and can be improved by integration of nano-reinforcements.
Figure 9 shows the TGA curves of neat Homo-PP and Copo-PP
and their nanocomposites with GNPs. All samples showed a single
step of degradation under an inert atmosphere. In both polymer
grades, the onset temperature of decomposition was notably
improved by GNPs. In the case of Homo-PP, the degradation onset
temperature improved from 347 °C to higher temperatures on the
incorporation of GNPs and reached 414 °C at 5 wt% GNPs. In a
similar manner, for Copo-PP the onset temperature increased
from 348 °C to about 400 °C on the addition of 5 wt% GNP. There-
fore, the thermal stability of both PP types was remarkably
amended in the presence of GNPs. This improvement in thermal
stability of the nanocomposites is associated with the high ther-
mal conductivity of GNPs which facilitates heat transfer in the
nanocomposites and provides uniform heat distribution through-
out the sample.*®

CONCLUSION

In the present work, GNPs obtained from waste tires were dis-
persed homogeneously in Homo- and Copo-PP matrices with a
thermokinetic mixer at high shear rates. The mechanical and ther-
mal behaviors of PP based composites were examined simulta-
neously at different graphene loadings. DSC characterization
results indicated that GNP acted as a nucleation agent and
enhanced the crystallization of both Homo- and Copo-PP during
the cooling cycles. Non-isothermal crystallization experiments
showed that the crystallization temperature increased on increas-
ing graphene content in both PP matrices and graphene nucleated
crystallization in Homo-PP comparably more than in Copo-PP. Gra-
phene promoted the growth of a crystals and eliminated the g
phase in the structure and thus provided high mechanical perfor-
mance. Tensile tests indicated that Homo-PP had a higher amount
of strain hardening compared to Copo-PP due to its linear polymer
chains and ordered structure. The flexural strength and modulus
values of Homo-PP based nanocomposites were slighter higher
than those of Copo-PP nanocomposites. As the graphene content
increased in both polymer grades, the flexural properties of the
fabricated specimens significantly increased. Both SEM and TEM
images showed a proper dispersion of GNPs in the polymer matrix.
Also, increasing the graphene content affected the thermal degra-
dation behaviors of both Homo- and Copo-PP composites and the
thermal stability of both types of composites was improved nota-
bly. In conclusion, graphene nanoplatelets have great potential
to be used as a multi-functional additive in industrial applications
since it can provide ease in the compounding process by eliminat-
ing binders and compatibilizers and other reagents used in com-
pound formulation.

SUPPORTING INFORMATION

Supporting information may be found in the online version of this
article.
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