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ARTICLE OPEN

Impact of the aqueous corrosion induced alteration layer on
mechanical properties of pharmaceutical glasses
Qiuju Zheng1,4, Xinlin Ma1,4, Youze Ma1, Jiaxin Yu2, Yuanzheng Yue 3✉ and Hongtu He2✉

It is known that network modifying ions (such as alkali or alkaline earth ions) make glasses susceptible to aqueous corrosion,
resulting in the alteration of their surface layers. However, the effect of the altered layers on the mechanical properties of glasses
has not been well understood. In this work we study this effect using the pharmaceutical boroaluminosilicate (BAS) glasses as
objects by performing nano- and macroscale mechanical tests. The results show that extending the corrosion time increases the
thickness of the alteration layer of the BAS glass. The water-related species in the alteration layer lowers the nanohardness, the
reduced modulus, the nanowear resistance and Vickers hardness. The corrosion-induced “silica-like” structure in alteration layer
benefits the densification of the subsurface caused by nanoindentation and nanowear, and thereby enhances the fracture
toughness of the BAS glass. The correlation between the water content in the alteration layer and the mechanical properties has
been revealed. This work is instrumental in the design of the next generation of pharmaceutical glasses with higher toughness.

npj Materials Degradation            (2024) 8:17 ; https://doi.org/10.1038/s41529-024-00431-3

INTRODUCTION
The outbreak of the global pandemic (COVID-19) in 2019 has
affected billions of human lives, posed critical challenges to the
health care system, vaccine manufacturers and pharmaceutical
packaging industry1. The good quality vaccine has been proven to
reduce the risk of affecting the COVID-19 and thus save human
lives. Nevertheless, without proper packaging and storage of
vaccine throughout the entire supply chain, vaccination would be
ineffective2. Thus, it is extremely important to select proper
packing materials of vaccine and pharmaceutical products.
Among the primary packaging materials, borosilicate glasses are
the most widely used material for packaging vaccines because of
their high chemical durability3, and more than 100 billion glass
vials are produced and sold globally for various purposes in the
past years4. However, the emergence of environment-sensitive
pharmaceutical products has tightened the requirements on their
packaging. Thus, it is of great importance to understand the
structure-property relationship of glass, and thereby develop the
next generation of pharmaceutical glasses.
Generally, glass vials for pharmaceutical packaging require

extremely high chemical durability, i.e., the release of the
leachable ions to the vaccine should be avoided5. Moreover, to
increase the stability and lifetime of vaccine in the glass vials, the
surface and subsurface damage of glass during manufacturing
process should be avoided, and the contact load during the
handing and transportation as well as packaging and storage
process should be minimized to prevent potential contact
damage on glass surface. Thus, both the mechanical properties
and chemical durability of borosilicate pharmaceutical glasses
should be greatly improved to increase the stability and lifetime of
glass vials. Up to now, numerous studies have shown that the ion-
exchange process is an effective approach to strengthen glass
vials because such process can help reduce the probability of
surface damage6. In addition, the surface coating treatment has
also been applied to improve the mechanical and chemical

properties because the coating can help lower the coefficient of
friction and cosmetic flaws7. Those processes require high cost
and precise facilities although they enhance the mechanical
performances of glass. Recently we have noticed that little
attention has been paid to the effect of surface modification by
water corrosion on the mechanical properties of pharmaceutical
glasses. It is well-known that even without physical contact, water
molecules can react with silicate glass surface via hydration,
hydrolysis, and/or ion-exchange8. According to literature, such
chemical reactions of silicate glass surface strongly affect the glass
topography9, surface chemistry10, and nanomechanical proper-
ties11. In the case of pharmaceutical glass, the water and glass
surface interactions are also expected to occur under static
conditions12. Thus, without understanding the effect of water-
induced surface corrosion on mechanical properties of pharma-
ceutical borosilicate glass, it would be impossible to design next
generation pharmaceutical glass with superior mechanical
properties.
In this study, the evolution of the mechanical properties of a

low-boron pharmaceutical boroaluminosilicate (BAS) glass under
various corrosion conditions were systematically studied upon
nanoindentation, nanoscratch, as well as Vickers indentation tests.
To mimic various leaching processes, all glass samples were
placed into 50 mL deionized water (unbuffered) in a pressure
steam sterilizer for 0 min to 90 min. After the leaching process,
atomic force microscopy (AFM), Raman, TOF-SIMS, and sum
frequency generation (SFG) spectroscopy were used to character-
ize the surface roughness, chemical structure, chemical element
profile, and hydrogen bonding interactions of adsorbed water
species of corroded glass, respectively. The nanoindentation,
nanowear, and Vickers indentation tests were performed to reveal
the evolution of mechanical properties with altering the glass
surface by water corrosion. Based on the experimental results, the
evolution mechanism of mechanical properties of borosilicate
glasses is discussed.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Chemical structure and water content in the alteration layer
When BAS pharmaceutical glasses are treated under accelerated
corrosion conditions, the modifying ions in glass structure
network such as sodium (Na), Calcium (Ca), and Magnesium
(Mg) can be leached out of glass surface, causing the remaining Si-
O-Si network change to a “silica-like” or “silica-rich” surface layer,
i.e., “alteration layer (AL)”9. ToF-SIMS 3D images of network
modifying ions distribution in glass surface clearly show that after
accelerated corrosion, the concentration of modifying ions at the
near-surface region decreases to some extents and it grows to the
normal value as the detection depth increases (Fig. 1a). Based on
the normalized concentration profile of both network modifiers
(Fig. 1c–e) and network formers (Supplementary Fig. 1) of BAS
glass as a function of the surface depth, it can be seen that the
pristine glass exhibits a slightly depletion of alkali and alkaline
earth ions in the range of ~500 nm, which is due to the
evaporation of alkali and alkaline ions during the sample
preparation process.13,14, As the corrosion time extends from 0
to 90min, the alkali ions (Na) and alkaline earth ions (Ca and Mg)
are leached out of glass surface, leaving a relatively lower
concentration of alkali and alkaline earth ions in the AL (Fig.
1c–e). It is clearly seen that the relative concentration of network
modifier ions (Na, Ca, Mg) in the AL decreases with the corrosion
time. In the AL, the decrease of Na ions is more pronounced than
Ca and Mg ions, owing to the higher mobility and lower ionic
radius of Na in BAS glass.15,16, Moreover, the relative concentration
of network-forming ions (Al and B) in the AL also decreases with
extending the corrosion time as a result of the leaching of Al and B
out of glass surface (Supplementary Fig. 1).
Following the static corrosion tests conducted for 0, 10, 30,

90minutes, the pH values of the solution were found to be 7.0,
7.08, 7.11, and 7.19, respectively. The slight increase in pH is
attributed to the dissolution of the glass network, wherein mobile
ions are leached out of the glass. Moreover, as shown in Fig. 2, all
glass network forming and modifying ions are detected through
the analysis conducted using the solution based on the
inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry (ICP-MS). The ion
concentration increases with extending the corrosion time,

indicating the dissolution of the etching of the glass network
during the static corrosion tests. Using the mass balance of Si
species detected in solution compared to the Si initially present in
glass, the equivalent thickness of altered glass is calculated16, as
shown in Fig. 2b. It is seen that the equivalent thickness of altered
glass increases with corrosion time. Furthermore, the calculated
equivalent thickness of altered glass based on boron concentra-
tion is notably larger (i.e., ~6 times thicker) compared to that
determined by silicon. This implies that beyond boron dissolution,
an intense boron hydration also occurs, as supported by the depth
profile of boron on the glass surface (Supplementary Fig. 1c).
On basis of 3D images and concentration profiles, the corrosion

durations of 10, 30, and 90min give the AL depths of ~1.04 µm,
~1.07 µm, and ~1.6 µm, respectively (Fig. 1b). As the corrosion
time increases from 10 to 30min, the AL thickness is only slightly
changed, and this is due to the equilibrium between the
dissolution and formation of AL. During this corrosion period,
the equivalent thickness of altered glass increases significantly
based on the ICP-MS test (Fig. 2b), while the surface RMS
roughness of corroded glass increases (Supplementary Fig. 2),
implying that the dissolution of AL becomes predominant as the
corrosion time increases. However, even though the equivalent
thickness of altered glass continues to grow as the corrosion time
further increases to 90 min, the AL formation on BAS glass surface
becomes predominant, causing the AL thickness increases to
~1.64 µm (Fig. 1b).
As the network-modified ions are leached out during the

corrosion process, the water molecules from the aqueous solution
can diffuse into AL, causing the increase of the hydrous species
(such as H2O, OH−, and H+) concentration in the AL. Since the
corrosion temperature is relatively high (121 °C), the dominated
mechanism of glass corrosion is the hydration of glass network17.
ToF-SIMS 3D images of hydrogen ion concentration in glass
surface suggest that the hydration process occurs and the formed
hydrous species concentration in the AL increases with the
corrosion time (Fig. 3a). The hydrous species concentration can
also be detected by Raman spectra (Fig. 3b). It is seen that there is
no detectable change in the Si-O-Si links (~1050 cm−1), whereas
there is a significant increase in OH groups (~3100 cm−1) in the
subsurface region compared to the pristine glass18. It is evident
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that the OH group increases with corrosion time (Fig. 3b),
suggesting that the glass surface becomes more hydrated with
more OH groups in the AL. The total water content in the AL of the
glass can be processed based on the Raman spectra19. It is seen
that the total water content in the AL increases with corrosion
time (Fig. 3c). Based on the ToF-SIMS and Raman data, the
relationship between the total water content and the AL thickness
is determined (Fig. 3d). Interestingly, the total water content in the
AL increases almost linearly with the AL thickness. To reveal the
correlation between the AL and mechanical properties of glass,
the mechanical properties of corroded glass are evaluated as a
function of water content in the AL in the following sections.

Correlation between the AL and nanoindentation behavior of
glass surfaces
The variation in surface chemical structure and water species in
surface layer of glass usually lead to the variation in nanomecha-
nical properties of glass.20,21, Thus, nanoindentation tests are
carried out to measure the variation of BAS glass with varying
corrosion conditions. It can be seen in Supplementary Fig. 3a that
an extension of corrosion time leads to a decrease of the force
that is required for the indenter to penetrate into the same depth
of BAS glass surface, suggesting that glass surface becomes softer.
Based on the standard Oliver-Pharr model22, the nanohardness
and reduced modulus of BAS glass can be calculated from the
force-displacement curve in Supplementary Fig. 3a. The reduced
modulus, not the elastic modulus, is used here because the exact
Poisson’s ratio of AL on corroded BAS glass surface is not known10.
As the corrosion time increases from 0 to 90min, the water
content in the AL increases from ~0.03% to~0.31%, the reduced
modulus of BAS glass surface decreases from ~83 to ~75 GPa, and
the nanohardness of BAS glass surface decreases from ~7.5 to
~6.4 GPa (Fig. 4a). The pile-up around the nanoindentation of
glass surfaces could increase the contact area, and thus the
calculated modulus and hardness could be underestimated.
However, for a small plastic deformation (i.e., hf/hmax < 0.7), the
Oliver-Pharr calculation is not significantly affected by the pile-
up23. In fact, the calculated hf/hmax of various BAS glass surface is
<0.7 (Supplementary Fig. 3b), and no obvious pile-up formation
around the nanoindentation residual imprint is found (Figs. 4b
and c), thus the obtained nanohardness and reduced modulus of
BAS glass surfaces by Oliver-Pharr model should be reliable.
Based on the AFM images of the nanoindentation imprint and

corresponded cross-section line profile of various BAS glass
surfaces, it is found that the nanoindentation imprint becomes
wider and deeper with extending the corrosion time (Fig. 4c). As
the corrosion time is extended from 0 to 90min, the indentation
depth of BAS glass surface increases from ~104 to ~121 nm, while
the corresponded indentation volume increases from ~2.2 × 10−2

to ~3.4 × 10−2 μm3 (Fig. 4d). The increased indentation depth and
volume of various BAS glass surfaces must be related to the
structure evolution with varying corrosion times. As the corrosion
time extends, the AL thickness in glass surface increases, the
remained Si-O-Si network at glass surface region becomes “silica-
rich” due to the leaching of modifier ions (such as Na, Ca, and Mg)
(Fig. 1). The “silica-rich” structure at glass surfaces exhibited higher
nanohardness than pristine glass surface after thermal poling21

and SO2 treatments24 at higher temperature due to the formation
of non-hydrous “silica-rich” structure, but it showed a relative
lower nanohardness than the pristine glass surface after hydro-
thermal treatment20 and strong acid treatments25, where sub-
stantial H2O and/or OH species are found in the glass subsurface
region. Thus, not only the glass structure, but also the presence of
H2O and/or OH contents in the subsurface region can affect the
mechanical properties of the glass. The latter plays a more
important role in suppressing the nanohardness and reduced
modulus of corroded BAS glass because substantial water-related
species are found in the AL of corroded glass surface (Fig. 3).
To reveal the interactions between the hydrous species in the

AL and nanomechanical properties of corroded glass surface, the
SFG spectra of various glass surfaces is collected. SFG spectro-
scopy is a second-order non-linear optical technique that has
been used extensively to study hydrogen bonding interactions
of hydrous species at flat surfaces and interfaces.26,27, Through
sum frequency generation spectroscopy analysis of corroded
glass surface in humid air, it is found that, all BAS glass surfaces
show three peaks at ~3130, ~3270, and ~3390 cm−1, and the
population of both the lower wavenumbers (~3130 and
~3270 cm−1) and higher wavenumber (~3390 cm−1) increases
with the corrosion time (Fig. 5a), indicating that more water
molecules impinging from the gas phase can adsorbed on
corroded glass surface. Note that the relative concentration of
lower wavenumbers to higher wavenumbers increases with
corrosion time (Fig. 5b), implying the adsorbed water molecules
on corroded glass surface has a stronger hydrogen-bonding
interactions with a shorter O-H…O distance20. This suggests that
the transition state of the hydrolysis of Si-O-Si network with
water under stress condition can be more easily reached or
facilitated during nanoindentation process28, resulting in larger
indentation depth and volume (Fig. 4d) as well as lower
nanohardness and reduced modulus (Fig. 4a) compared to the
pristine glass surface. Such decrease in nanohardness and
reduced modulus is particularly pronounced for the corrosion
time from 30 to 90 min, being consistent with both the
pronounced variation in AL thickness and the increase of the
hydrous species in the subsurface regions (Figs. 1 and 3).
Not only the surface deformation, but also the subsurface

deformation involving densification and shear flow during
nanoindentation can be varied if the surface structure of glass is
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changed29. It is known that the subsurface densification and shear
flow are known as competing processes, and the subsurface
densification is a non-volume conservative process, while the
shear flow is a volume conservative process30. To verify the
variation of subsurface deformation of corroded glass upon
indentation tests, all the nanoindentation tracks are annealed for
2 hours and then in-situ re-imaged again with AFM to compare
the topography evolution (Fig. 4b, c), based on the methods
proposed by Yoshida et al.31. The densification volume (Vd) and
plastic flow volume (Vp) during nanoindentation process can be
also be calculated31. As the corrosion time increases from 0 to
90min, the Vd increases from ~1.3 × 10−2 to ~2.4 × 10−2 μm3,
while the Vp decreases from ~0.98 × 10−2 to ~0.89 × 10−2 μm3

(Fig. 4e). The recovery ratio (VR), estimated as the ratio between
the Vd and Vi-, 44 increases from ~60% to ~73% as the corrosion
time increases from 0 to 90min (Fig. 4f). These findings indicate
that the densification ratio (or recovery ratio) of BAS glass
increases with extending the corrosion time.
Figure 4 shows that both the surface and subsurface damage

volumes of the corroded BAS glass increase with extending the
corrosion time. This is because the nanoindentation tests are
performed at the same penetration depth and the nanohardness
of corroded glass surfaces decreases with extending the corrosion
time, thus more mechanical energy can be transferred into
subsurface region, causing more subsurface deformation of
corroded glass. On the other hand, extending the corrosion time
leads to an increase of the AL thickness (Fig. 1). Since the AL is
more “silica-rich” due to the leaching of modifier ions (such as Na,
Ca, Mg) (Figs. 1 and 3), and the pure silica glass is known as the
highest propensity to be densified upon the compression by
nanoindentation tests32, thus “silica-rich” structure in AL could be
responsible for the increase in Vd and VR of corroded BAS glass
surface (Fig. 4e, f).

Correlation between the AL and nanowear behavior of glass
surfaces
Not only indentation tests from the surface normal direction, the
scratch and/or reciprocating scratch (wear) tests from the
tangential directions can also reveal the actual physical contact
behavior during the practical application of the glass. To under-
stand the nanowear behavior of corroded BAS glass, the cross-
section line profiles of nanowear on BAS glasses, which are
subjected to the corrosion for 0 to 90min, are compared in Fig. 6a.
As the corrosion time increases from 0 to 90min, the nanowear
volume increases from ~5.2 × 10−2 to ~11.3 × 10−2 μm3, while the
nanowear depth increases from ~9.8 to ~22.6 nm (Fig. 6d).
Interestingly, the nanowear depth and volume follow almost a
linear relationship with the water content in the AL, which aligns
the facilitated hydrolysis of Si-O-Si network with water under shear
stress (Figs. 4 and 5). In addition, the pile-up appears on the
periphery of the nanowear mark, and this must be due to the
facilitated plastic flow of glass material during the nanowear
process.
To explore the subsurface deformation mechanism of corroded

BAS glass upon nanowear tests, the AFM images of residual
imprints on various glass surfaces are made before and after
annealing treatments, and the cross-section line profile of the
nanowear mark before and after annealing of BAS glass are
compared in Fig. 6c, and the Vp and Vd values are displayed in Fig.
6d. As the corrosion time increases from 0 to 90min, the Vd
increases from ~3.7 × 10−12 to ~9.4 × 10−12 mm3, while the Vp
decreases from ~1.8 × 10−12 to ~1.5 × 10−12 mm3. Furthermore,
the VR increases from ~70% to ~83% as the corrosion time
increases from 0 to 90min (Fig. 6e). The increase of VR with
increasing the corrosion time implies that larger subsurface
densification volume of glass is caused by the increased AL
thickness.
The overall trends in Vp, Vd, and VR of corroded BAS glass with

water content by nanowear tests are consistent with
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nanoindentation tests (Fig. 6), even though the penetration depth
of the tip into glass substrate are much lower (<30 nm) during the
nanowear tests. The VR of nanowear mark (Fig. 6e) is higher than
that of nanoindentation tests (Fig. 4e), and this could be due to
the much smaller depth (<30 nm) of nanowear compared to that
of nanoindentation (<130 nm). In the near-surface region, the
leaching of alkali and alkaline-earth ions out of glass surface will
take place more readily as the depth is lower (Figs. 1 and 3),
causing more “silica-rich” structure accompanied with substantial
water-related species in the near-surface region. Thus, the
mechanochemical reactions of the AL in corroded glass surface
with applied stress are more feasible as the penetration depth is
lower. This can also explain the wear depth and volume increase
by ~130% and ~120% by nanowear tests, respectively (Fig. 6d),
and the increase of the residual indentation depth and volume
only by ~16% and ~52% by nanoindentation tests, respectively
(Fig. 4d).

Correlation between the AL and macroscale mechanical
properties of glass surface
Raman and ToF-SIMS measurement show the chemical structure
of AL in BAS glass surface become “silica-rich” in the Si-O-Si
network after water corrosion, and the hydrous species in AL
increases with corrosion time (Figs. 1 and 3). Nanoindentation and
nanowear measurements show the nanomechanical properties of
BAS glass surface is suppressed, but the subsurface densification is
facilitated to some extent by water corrosion (Figs. 4 and 6). These
surface layers with modified chemical structures and nanomecha-
nical properties affect the mechanical response of the bulk glasses
at the macroscale, which is of critical importance for the stability
and lifetime of pharmaceutical products. Thus, the Vickers
indentation tests are carried out to reveal the evolution of Vickers
hardness of BAS glasses with varying the corrosion conditions, as
shown in Fig. 7a. As the corrosion time increases from 0 to 90min,
the Vickers hardness of BAS glass decreases from ~6.5 to ~5.8 GPa,

and this is consistent with the changing trends of nanohardness
(Fig. 4a). Generally, the Vickers hardness of glass surfaces is varied
with the structure density in the test regions, even though the
probed depth is ~7 µm33. As the corrosion time extends, the
network modifying ions are leached out of the glass surface,
thereby causing the density decrease of the remaining surface
layer, and hence the decrease of the Vickers hardness of corroded
glass surface21. Moreover, extending the corrosion time leads to
an increase of water-related species in the subsurface region
(Figs. 1 and 3) and this may facilitate the hydrolysis of glass
network during Vickers indentation, leading to the more damaged
surface area and thus lower Vickers hardness (Fig. 7a).
In addition to the Vickers hardness, the indentation fracture

toughness (KIC) can also be a good indicator for quantifying the
resistance to surface defect formation for practical engineering
applications. As the corrosion time extends from 0 to 90min, the
KIC of BAS glass surfaces increases from 0.70 to 0.78 MPa·m1/2

(Fig. 7b). This implies that after corrosion, BAS glass surface
becomes more resist to the growth of radial cracks upon Vickers
indentation tests, even though the surface hardness decreases
(Figs. 4a and 7a). There are two reasons which could be
responsible for this. On one hand, the chemical structure of BAS
glass surface becomes “silica-rich” after corrosion, as revealed by
ToF-SIMS analyses (Figs. 1 and 3). This AL has higher propensity to
be densified compared to the pristine glass surface (Figs. 4e and
6e), even though the AL thickness is <2 µm, which is smaller than
the penetration depth of the indenter tip into glass surface
(~7 µm). The subsurface densification is often considered to
reduce residual stress around the Vickers indentation impacted
area, and thus the glass that undergoes a larger densification
shows higher crack resistance and higher KIC34. On the other hand,
as the corrosion-induced AL has propensity to be densified upon
the Vickers indentation, the more easily densified surface region
can hinder transport of water molecules from the environment to
the subsurface crack tip, suppressing the growth of radial cracks
under the same Vickers indentation conditions compared to the
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pristine glass surface35. As a result, the corroded BAS glass surface
exhibits an increased KIC value (Fig. 7b).
Recently, it is reported that after sodium ions are leached out of

the soda-lime-silica glass surface by strong acid treatment, the
structure of the leached glass becomes more “silica-like”.
Consequently, the average Si-BO bond length decreases while
the average Si-O-Si bond angle increases36. Such a structural
change at atomic scale can facilitate the subsurface densification
under the same loading conditions, and this is why both the
subsurface densification and the indentation fracture toughness
are enhanced by thermal poling21, SO2 treatments24, hydrother-
mal treatment20, and strong acid treatments35. In the case of BAS
glass, as boron, alkali, and alkaline-earth ions are leached out of
the glass surface (Fig. 1), the Si-O-Si structure of AL also becomes
“silica-like”. Therefore, the relaxed structure of AL should show a
decrease in the average Si-BO bond length and an increase in the
average Si-O-Si bond angle, thereby facilitating the subsurface
densification upon indentation and wear tests (Figs. 4d and 6d). As
a result, the indentation fracture toughness of BAS glass is
increased, and it further increases with the AL thickness (Fig. 7b).
Numerous investigations have demonstrated that the qualita-

tive evolution of the mechanical properties of glass under various
surface treatments. For instance, upon the SO2 treatment in high
temperature24, the alteration surface layer of soda lime silica glass
has non-hydrated “silica-like” structure, and hence a slightly higher
hardness than the pristine glass surface. In contrast, upon strong
acid35 or hydrothermal treatment20, the AL of the soda-lime-silica
glass surface exhibits the hydrated “silica-like” structure, and
therefore it is slightly softer than the pristine glass surface.
Nevertheless, the quantitative relationship between the aqueous
corrosion-induced AL and the mechanical properties have never
been established to date, to the best of our knowledge. In this
study, the direct link between the AL and mechanical properties
have been revealed for the first time. As the corrosion time
increases, the AL thickness and the water content in the AL
gradually increase, which could be responsible for the almost
linear decrease in a decrease in nanohardness (Fig. 4a), reduced
modulus (Fig. 4a), nanowear resistance (Fig. 6d), and Vickers
hardness (Fig. 7a) with extending the corrosion time. Thus, upon
leaching under various conditions, the generated hydrous species
in AL play a critical role in reducing the hardness and modulus
measured by nanoindentation tests. On the other hand, as the
corrosion time increases, the subsurface densification volume
increases almost linear with the AL thickness or the water content
in the AL, no matter whether the applied load is from the surface
normal direction (indentation tests, Fig. 4e) or from tangential
direction (nanowear tests, Fig. 6e), thus it can be stated that the

presence of “silica-like” glass network in the AL plays a critical role
in enhancing the fracture toughness of silicate and BAS glass
surface.
In summary, the direct connection between the aqueous

corrosion-induced AL and the mechanical properties of pharma-
ceutical BAS glasses has been revealed in this study. An extension
of the corrosion time can cause the increase of the AL thickness,
and the hydration of structural network. The presence of water-
related species in the AL plays a critical role in lowering the
nanohardness, the reduced modulus, the nanowear resistance,
and the Vickers hardness of the corroded BAS glass. The corrosion-
induced “silica-like” structure in AL benefits the densification of
the subsurface upon nanoindentation and nanowear tests, and
thereby enhances the fracture toughness of the corroded BAS
glass. This work is of importance for improving the mechanical
properties of glasses and extending their service lifetime.

METHODS
The chemical composition of the glass studied in the present
study was 68SiO2-2.2Al2O3-2.8B2O3-11.6Na2O-6.7CaO-8.6MgO
(mol%) according to the X-ray fluorescence analysis. The glass
was prepared through conventional melt-quenching method,
employing analytical reagent-grade chemicals: SiO2, Al2O3, H3BO3,
Na2CO3, CaCO3, and (MgCO3)4 ∙Mg(OH)2 ∙ 5H2O, each having a
purity exceeding 99.5%37. 0.1 mol% SnO2 was added as a fining
agent. The raw materials were thoroughly mixed, melted in air in
an alumina crucible at 1600 °C for 2 hours. The melt was first
initially poured into water, after which the resultant glass
fragments were gathered, dried, and subsequently remelted for
2 h. Finally, the melt was cast onto a copper plate in air and then
the obtained glass was annealed for 2 h at the glass transition
temperature.38,39, The bulk glass samples were cut to a size of
10mm × 10mm × 5mm, where the six faces of glass sample were
coarse-polished using 600-, 1500-, 3000-, and 6000-grit SiC papers
and fine polished with 1 μm and 80 nm diamond suspensions.
Prior to static corrosion tests, the samples were cleaned firstly with
distilled water and then with acetone under ultrasonication, and
subsequently dried in an oven for 2 hours40. For the static
corrosion tests, the glass samples were placed into 50 mL
deionized water (unbuffered) in a pressure steam sterilizer. The
corrosion temperature was set to be 121 °C, while the corrosion
time was set to be 10, 30, and 90min, respectively. The specific
static corrosion condition was selected based on the protocol for
delamination stress testing of pharmaceutical glasses,41,42,
although it is slightly different from the standard testing protocol
for glass dissolution and leaching tests.43,44,

3000 3200 3400 3600

Pristine

10 min

30 min

).
u.a(

ytis
net

ni
G

F
S

Wavenumber (cm-1)

90 min

3130 3270 3390

0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3
1.3

1.4

1.5

1.6

(A
3

1
3

0
+

A
3

2
7

0
)/

A
3

3
9

0

Water content (%)

(a) (b)

Fig. 5 Sum frequency generation vibration spectroscopy on the corroded glass surface. a SFG spectra of glass surfaces under various
corrosion conditions, b Oscillator strength ratio of the sum of ∼3130 cm−1 band (A3130) and ∼3270 cm−1 band (A3270) with the ∼3390 cm−1

band (A3390) as a function of water content in the AL. The error bar in Fig. 5b is based on the standard deviation of 4 measurements for each
sample.

Q. Zheng et al.

6

npj Materials Degradation (2024)    17 Published in partnership with CSCP and USTB



After the static corrosion tests, the concentrations of leachable
alkali and alkaline-earth ions (e.g., sodium, calcium, and magne-
sium) were measured by the Time-of-flight secondary-ion mass
spectroscopy (TOF-SIMS 5-100, ION-TOF GmbH, Germany). The
acceleration voltage of the Bi+ primary ion beam was 30 keV. The
scanning area was 50 × 50 μm2 for negative secondary ion
detection with an incidence angle of 45° to the sample surface
normal. The acceleration voltage of the O2+ Sputter ion beam was
1 keV, and the scanning area was 200 × 200 μm2 for negative
secondary ion detection with an incidence angle of 45° to the
surface normal direction. Chemical structure of corroded glass
surface was also analyzed with a confocal micro-Raman spectro-
scope (Renishaw In Via, Renishaw, UK) in the range from 400 to
4000 cm−1 with a resolution of 2 cm−1.
Sum frequency generation vibration spectroscopy (SFG) was

used to detect the hydrogen bonding interaction of adsorbed
water molecules on corroded glass surface in various humid
environments. During the SFG measurements, visible light ωVIS

and infrared light ωIR were adjusted to overlap in space and time,
resulting in a sum signal ωSFG, where the signal strength can be
expressed as ωSFG= ωVIS+ωIR. In the present study, visible pulses

(532 nm) and tunable IR pulses (2.5-10 μm) generated with an
EKSPLA laser system were spatially and temporally overlapped at
the BAS glass surface. The incident angles of visible and IR pulses
were 50° and 55° with respect to the surface normal, respectively.
The SFG signal intensity was normalized with the intensities of
input visible and IR beams. The polarization combination for the
spectra collected was s for SFG signal, s for visible beam, and p for
IR beam (ssp). The environment temperature was kept at
20 ± 0.5 °C, while the relative humidity (RH) for the SFG
measurements were set as 50% RH.
Nanoindentation tests were conducted with a Berkovich

diamond tip upon a nanomechanical tester (Agilent G200,
Keysight, USA). The indentation depth was set to be 300 nm. At
least fifteen indentations were made on each glass specimen to
obtain accurate statistical values. The measurements were
performed in humid air (50% RH) at 23 °C. After the nanoindenta-
tion tests, the topography of the residual imprint mark on glass
surfaces was scanned with a sensitive silicon nitride tip (μ-Masch
Technologies, USA) in the tapping mode with an atomic force
microscopy system (AFM, SPI3800N, Seiko, Japan). The nominal
radius of silicon nitride tip was 8 nm and the nominal spring
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constant was 40 N/m. The scan size of all AFM image was
5 × 5 μm2.
All nanowear tests were carried out using an AFM system upon

a cubic corner diamond tip with a nominal radius of ~540 nm
(Micro Star Technologies, USA). The spring constants of the tip
cantilevers were ~254 N/m. The nanowear tests was made under
an applied constant load of 50 μN with 400 sliding cycles, and the
sliding distance and velocity for each cycle were 4 μm and 4 μm/s,
respectively. All nanowear tests were conducted under the relative
humidity and room temperature (~50% RH, ~23 °C), and at least
five wear tests were conducted under each testing condition to
ensure the reliability of the experiments. The topography of
nanowear track on glass surfaces was in-situ scanned by a silicon
nitride tip (μ-Masch Technologies, USA) with a nominal radius of
8 nm and a spring constant of 40 N/m. To study the subsurface
deformation mechanism of BAS glass upon nanoscratch and
nanoindentation, all the glass samples were annealed at 0.9×Tg (K)
for 2 h, and then the residual imprint and scratch tracks on glass
surface were in-situ re-imaged again31.
Vickers indentation tests of glass substrates were performed by

Vickers hardness tester (HXD-1000TMC/LCD, Shanghai Taiming
Optics Co. Ltd, China). The normal load was set as 3 N. More details
about the Vickers indentation tests can be found in our previous
publication45. The Vickers hardness (HV) could be calculated
by45–48:

HV ¼ 1:8544 ´ P

d2
(1)

where d is the diagonal length of the residual imprint indentation
under a given applied normal load P. The Vickers indentation
fracture toughness (KIC) was measured by:

KIC ¼ ε
E
HV

� �
P

c3=20

(2)

where ε is the geometric factor set as 0.016, E is the elastic
modulus of glass materials, P is the applied load in N, and c0 is the
length of radial/median cracks measured from the center of the
indent impression. The average and standard deviation were
obtained from more than 20 measurements for each sample.
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