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Abstract 

Nanocomposite Al-B4C foams were manufactured using five different volume percent of 0.5, 1, 1.5, 2 and 2.5 from B4C, through 
powder metallurgy-space holder method. Carbamidewas used as space-holder material in this study. Microstructure and 
compressive behaviour of nanocomposite Al-B4C foams were studied. The results show that the mechanical properties were 
affected by foam porosity size and reinforcing volume percent.  The compressive strength increased by nano-B4C reinforcing 
volume up to 2 vol.%. It is also found that densification strain of composite Al-B4C foam decreases with increasing reinforcing 
volume percent. The maximum yield strength and energy absorption capacity of produced foams of this study were achieved via 
utilizing 2 vol.% nano-B4C, which were 23.9 MPa and 11.47 MJ/m3, respectively. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the organizing committee of UFGNSM15. 
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1. Introduction 

The use of metal foam in aerospace industry, automobile manufacturing, military and other industries is in 
progress in industrialized countries due to the unique properties of this material, Banhart (2001), Ashby et al. 
(2000), Moloodi and Raiszadeh (2011). Some of these features include: high energy absorption 
capability, low relative density, appropriate sound and heat insulation, Ashby et al. (2000), Moloodi and Raiszadeh 
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(2011), Sarajan et al. (2011), Taoet al. (2009). To achieve some mechanical and physical properties particularly 
higher strength in metal foam it is needed to be produced in composite materials. Therefore, many researchers 
manufacture composite metal foam with reinforcing particles such as SiC, Ugur et al. (2011), Mondal et al.(2014), 
Al2O3, Alizadeh and Mirzaei (2012), Jingyuan et al. (2008), short fiber, Jiaan et al. (2008) and study their 
properties.B4C is a ceramic material used as a reinforcing particle in composites due to the unique properties such 
as high neutron absorption capability (~ 600 bapn), ultra-high hardness (~ 30 GPa), low density (2.52 g cm-3), high 
melting point (2427 ◦C), as well as high strength and wear resistance with wide use in nuclear industries, military, 
tool making, turning, etc., Suriet et al. (2010), Yin et al. (2013), Abdollahi and Mashhadi (2014). The use of powder 
metallurgy techniques in the production of advanced materials is one of the conventional methods. Foam production 
using powder metallurgy method by space-holder material is a relatively easy and controllable method in the 
production of metal foam and composite metal foam. In general, the process steps are: 1) mixing metal powder (in 
composite metal foam with reinforcing particles) with space-holder material, 2) compression of mixtures prepared, 
3) removal of space-holder material from the sample, and 4) sintered solid state and liquid state, Banhart (2001). 
Among the different methods of producing composite metal foam, using powder metallurgy method by carbamide 
space-holder material is conventional and significant, Jiang et al. (2005). According to the researchers conducted, 
Bafti and Habibolahzadeh (2010), using this method results in open-cell foam porosity up to 80% simultaneous with 
acceptable mechanical and structural results. The study deals with production of composite metal foam with B4C 
reinforcing nanoparticles at different volume percentages using carbamide space-holder material. The powder 
metallurgy method and mechanical properties of the foam produced including compression test, determination of the 
yield strength and energy absorption capability have been investigated. The pore structure morphology of the 
composite foam has also been evaluated using macroscopic and microscopic images. 

 

 

Fig. 1. The FESEM image of: (a) mixture of aluminum powder and B4C nano particles; (b) an aluminum powder in higher magnification; (c) B4C 
nano particles on an aluminum powder. 

2. Experimental procedure 

Metal used in this research was pure (99.5%) aluminum powder (median diameter 45 μm) and B4C nanoparticles 
(median diameter <50 nm) as reinforcing particles in vol.% 0.5, 1, 1.5, 2, and 2.5 and carbamide spherical particles 
((NH2)2CO) as a space-holder material with particle sizes between 2 - 2.3 mm (density equal to 1.33 g/cm3 and 
melting point 133 ◦C and solubility in 20 ◦C water) in 50 wt.% . Fig. 1 shows different FESEM images of aluminum 
powder mixture with B4C nanoparticles. 

First, aluminum powder and B4C were mixed with 1 wt.% Sn(<10 μ m) and 1wt.% Mg (<5 μ m) powders  via 
rotary mixer for 3 hours. Afterward mixed powders wasblended with carbamide particles with 2 vol.% of ethanol for 
30 minutes to enhance the uniformity of carbamide distribution and create adhesion between particles of the 
mixture. The mixed material was finally compressed within a steel tube with a diameter of 25mm with 300 to 430 
MPa. Remarkably, the amount of mixed raw material was considered in such a way that the ratio of height to 
diameter  in the samples prepared is at least 1.5, Bafti and Habibolahzadeh (2010), Hassani et al.  (2012).  
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After pressing the samples in order to dissolve carbamide from the green sample, it was placed in the water 
container with ambient temperature for 5 h after the operation, samples should be at a temperature of 60 °C for 6 h 
in the electric furnace to be completely dry, Bafti and Habibolahzadeh (2010), Alizadeh and Mirzaei (2012). The 
precursor has been finally placed in the furnace with shielding gas at 650 °C for 3h for sintering.Density was 
measured by Archimedes method. The pressure test was performed by Santam pressure universal testing machine 
according to standard ASTM E9-09 up to 60% engineering strain with the rate of 1 mm/min on samples with 
dimensions of length and diameter 25 and 38mm, respectively. Lubricant was used to avoid three-dimensional stress 
between the gage and samples, Bazzazbonabi et al. (2014). The energy absorption capability which is equal to the 
area under of stress-strain curve of the compression test was calculated according to equation 1. 

                                                                                                                              (1) 

Where  and  are densification strain and compressive stress, respectively. 
 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1. Pore morphology 

Figure 2 shows themacrostructure image of composite metal foam. Fig. 2(a and b) show the composite sample of 
foam produced in the state before and after machining. Fig. 2(c and d) show the composite foam structure of cells 
(pores) and the cell wall with nearly uniform distribution of cell sizes of 2 – 2.3 mm and different dimensions of the 
cell wall. By the pore distribution being more uniform, strength properties improve due to a more uniform 
distribution in the structure of the foam, Kahanikhabushan et al. (2014).  

The density of the foam produced was calculated 1.3 g/cm3 that the relative density of which equals 0.48. In the 
porous material, cell wall plays a very important role and pore distribution and wall produced between the two cells 
and the wall between the spheres are highly effective on the physical and mechanical properties of the foam, Bafti 
and Habibolahzadeh (2010), Kahanikhabushan et al. (2014).  

Basically, composites enjoy higher strength properties than monolithic which is due to the proper role and 
distribution of reinforcing particle material in the matrix, Mondal et al. (2014), Jingyuan et al. (2008). In the 
composite foam, reinforcing particle distribution in the matrix (cell wall) increases strength.  The cell wall intact and 
perfect with uniform dimensions plays the main role in strength and physical properties, Sirong et al. (2008), 
Bazzazbonabi et al. (2014). Bansiddhi et al., Bansiddhi and Dunand (2007) produced Ni-Ti alloy metal foam with 
the use of space-holder materials and investigated its mechanical properties.The main reason for reducing the 
mechanical properties of the foam produced is non-uniform distribution of the pores in the structure of the piece and 
being closer to each other in parts of the sample. This led to fracture cell walls and a sharp reduction in the strength 
and energy absorption capability. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Cell structures and cell walls in composite metal foam: (a) normal sample; (b) surface machined sample; (c) Vertical sectionsd; (d) Cross- 
section. 
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Zhao et al. (2009) produced Ni-Ti metal foam using space-holder materials, too. The biggest problem of foam 
produced by them was small pore sizes less than 5 μm in the cell wall, which is unwanted porosity reducing the 
strength of the foam. Wang et al. (2010) produced copper foam with the use of space-holder material. Foam 
produced by them had fine pores in the cell walls and close to the cavity due to the crunch of space-holder materials 
during the press as reported. On the other hand, reported by Jiang et al. (2007) who examined the mechanical 
properties of foams produced with the use of carbamide space-holder both spherical and angular. It is determined 
that the foam produced using the spherical carbamide has much more favorable mechanical properties than the 
angular carbamide. Fig. 3 shows SEM images of the cell walls, pores and fracture surface produced after the 
pressure test. Fig. 3a displays the healthy cell wall of the composite foam produced. If the pressure amount is low in 
production it leads to a lack of proper bonding between the components; conversely, if the pressure is too much it 
can fracture and crunch the carbamide as well as the conversion of spherical pores to semi-spherical causing much 
influence on the physical and mechanical properties. In addition to the composite foam healthy cell walls which 
increase mechanical properties, uniform distribution of reinforcing particles in matrix (cell wall) also plays an 
important role in improving the mechanical properties.  

 

 

Fig. 3. SEM image of: (a) pore and cell wall; (b) fracture surface of composite metal foam. 

Basically, in the composite materials produced by powder metallurgy method, reinforcing particles are 
accumulated at the grain boundaries, Alizadeh et al. (2011). These factors improve properties such as elastic 
modulus, yield strength and energy absorption capability. The more the cell wall is strong and has more uniform 
dimensions, the more mechanical properties of the sample increases, Bazzazbonabi et al. (2014). 

 

Fig. 4. Stress - Strain curve of samples with different Vol.% of nano B4C. 
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3.2. Mechanical properties 

Compression testing was done on composite samples made with 52% porosity in different percent volumes of 
reinforcing particles, as well as pure sample with porosity of 48 and 52 percent. Fig. 4 shows the stress-strain curves 
of the foam composite samples produced. As can be seen the stress-strain curve behaves similar to other metal foam 
and metal composite that includes 3 regions as follows: elastic region, large plateau region and densification region, 
Banhart (2001), Bazzazbonabi et al. (2014). It can be said generally that stress-strain curve follows the steps listed in 
compression testing of foams, but due to metal foams type and their unique properties they can have a different yield 
strength, modulus, densification strain and plateau stress to each other. Neville and Rabiei (2008) examined foam 
composite produced by powder metallurgy method and stated that characteristics such as strain rate, relative density 
and the volume of materials and chemicals can be effective on the slope of the compression stress-strain curve. 

Figure 5 shows the image of yield strength-volume percent of reinforcing particles. With the increase in the 
percent volume of reinforcing particles, yield strength is increased; on the other hand, as shown in fig. 4 it is also 
observed that by increasing the percent volume of reinforcing particles, compression strain does not change. 
For composite foam produced with 52% porosity and different vol.% of B4C reinforcing nanoparticles, yield 
strength and densification strain are far more than pure compression stress-strain curves with 48 and 52 percent 
porosity. 

As seen in fig. 5, for foam porosity of 48% yield strength is equal to 19.77 MPa, and the densification strain is 
equal to 49% according to fig. 5. On the other hand, in pure aluminum foam with a porosity of 52% the yield 
strength is equal to 15.95 and the densification strain is equal to 56%. So it can be said with respect to figs. 5 and 
6 that with an increase in porosity, yield strength reduces and densification strain increases. Also notice that 
according to Fig. 6porosity can increase along with strength increase by composite production. On the other hand, a 
property that separates the metal foam from the bulk metal is energy absorption capability which can be obtained by 
calculating the area under the stress-strain curve of a pressure test according to equation 1, Bazzazbonabi et al. 
(2014). 

Figure 6 also shows the energy absorption capability at different percentage volumes of reinforcing B4C 
nanoparticles. According to fig. 6, with the increase to 2 vol.% in reinforcing particles, energy absorption capability 
of foam composite produced has also increased. But the rate of this increasing is not rigid. On the other word, it can 
be said that the increasing in vol.% of nano B4C did not have a sharp influence on ductility of metal foam. 

 
 

Fig. 5. The relation between yield stress and vol.% B4C andporosity 
volume percent. 

Fig. 6. The relation between vol.% B4C and energy absorption. 
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4. Conclusions 

Metal foam composite was successfully created with carbide particles on 0.5 to 2.5 vol.% with the use of 
carbamide space-holder materials and powder metallurgy method. Structural and mechanical properties of the foam 
composite produced are examined. The results show that the uniform dispersions of pores can be achieved by this 
method.The strength can increase by composite production and the use of nanoparticles up to 2 vol.% B4C. Also, 
yield strength increases and densification strain did not change with increasing the volume percentage of reinforcing 
particles. By composite production in the foam produced along with increasing the porosity, mechanical properties 
compared to pure foam sample with lower porosity improved. 

References 

Abdollahi, A., Mashhadi, M., 2014. Effect of B4C, MoSi2, nanoSiC and micro-sized SiC on pressureless sintering behavior, room-temperature 
mechanical properties and fracture behavior of Zr(Hf)B2-basedcomposites. Journal of the European Ceramic Society40, 10767–10776. 

Alizadeh, A., TaheriNassaj, E., Baharvandi, H.R., 2011. Preparation and investigation of Al–4 wt % B4 C nanocomposite powders using 
mechanical milling. Bulletin of Materials Science 34, 1039-1048. 

Alizadeh, M., Mirzaei-Aliabadi, M., 2012. Compressive properties and energy absorption behavior of Al–Al2O3 composite foam synthesized by 
space-holder technique. Materials and Design 35, 419–424. 

Ashby, M.F., Evans, A., Fleck, NA., Gibson, L.J., Hutchinson, J.W., Wadley, H.N.G., 2000. Metal foams-a design guide. London: Butterworth-
Heinemann. 

Bafti, H., Habibolahzadeh, A., 2010. Production of aluminum foam by spherical carbamide space holder technique-processing parameters. 
Materials and Design 31,4122–4129. 

Bafti, H., Habibolahzadeh, A., 2013. Compressive properties of aluminum foam produced by powder-Carbamide spacer route. Materials and 
Design 52,404–411. 

Banhart, J., 2001. Manufacture,characterisation and application of cellular metals and metallic foams.Prog Mater Sci 46, 559–632. 
Bansiddhi,  A., Dunand, D., 2007. Shape-memory NiTi foams produced by solid-state replication with NaF. Intermetallics 15, 1612-1622. 
Bazzazbonabi, S., Kahanikhabushan, J., Kahani, R., HonarbakhshRaouf, A., 2014. Fabrication of metallic composite foam using ceramic porous 

spheres Light Expanded Clay Aggregate via casting process. Materials and Design 64, 310–315. 
Hassani, A., Habibolahzadeh, A., Bafti, H., 2012. Production of graded aluminum foams via powder space holder technique. Materials and 

Design 40,510–515. 
Jiaan, L., Sirong, Y., Xianyong, Z., Ming, W., Song, L., Yanru, L., Yaohui, L., 2008. Effect of Al2O3 short fiber on the compressive  properties of 

Zn–22Al foams. Materials Letters 62, 3636–3638. 
 Jiang, B., Wang, Z., Zhao, N., 2007. Effect of pore size and relative density on the mechanical properties of open cell aluminum foams. 

ScriptaMaterialia 56, 169–172. 
Jiang, B., Zhao, N.Q., Shi, C.S., Du, X.W., Li, J.J., Man, H.C., 2005. A novel method for making open cell aluminum foams by powder sintering 

process. Materials Letters 59, 3333–3336. 
Jingyuan, Y., Xudong, S., Qiang, L., Xiaodong, L., 2008. Preparation of Al2O3 and Al2O3 –ZrO2 ceramic foams with adjustable cell structure by 

centrifugal slip casting. Materials Science and Engineering A 476, 274–280. 
Kahanikhabushan, J., Bazzazbonabi, S., MoghaddasiAghbagh, F., Kahanikhabushan, A., 2014. A study of fabricating and compressive properties 

of cellular Al–Si (355.0) foam using TiH2. Materials and Design 55, 792–797. 
Moloodi, A., Raiszadeh, R., 2011. Fabricating Al foam from turning scraps. Mater Manuf Processes 26, 890–6. 
Mondal, D.P., Goel, M.D., Bagde, N., Jha, N., Sahu, S., Barnwal, A.K., 2014. Closed cell ZA27–SiC foam made through stir-casting technique. 

Materials and Design 57, 315–324. 
Neville, B.P., Rabiei, A., 2008.Composite Metal Foams processed through Powder Metallurgy. Materials and Design 29, 388-396. 
Sarajan, Z., Soltani, M., Kahanikhabushan, J., 2011. Foaming of Al–Si by TiH2. Mater Manuf Processes 26, 1293–8. 
Sirong, Y., Yanru, L., Jiaan,  L., 2008. Effects of strain rate and SiC particle on the compressive property of SiC p/AlSi 9Mg composite foams. 

Materials Science and Engineering A 487, 394–399. 
Suri, A.K., Subramanian, C., Sonber, J., Murthy, T.S.R.Ch., 2010. Synthesis and consolidation of boron carbide-a review. International Materials 

Reviews 55, 4-44. 
Tao, X.F., Zhang, L.P., Zhao, Y.Y., 2009. Al matrix syntactic foam fabricated with bimodal ceramic microspheres. Mater Des 30, 2732–6. 
Ugur,S., Demir, A., Fatih, C., 2011. Effect of bentonite addition on fabrication of reticulated porous SiC ceramics for liquid metal infiltration. 

Ceramics International 37, 15–19. 
Wang, Q.Z., Cui, C.X., Liu, S.J., Zhao, L.C., 2010. Open-celled porous Cu prepared by replication of NaCl space-holders. Materials Science and 

Engineering A 527, 1275–1278. 
Yin, J., Huang, Z., Liu, X., Zhang, Z., Jiang, D., 2013. Microstructure, mechanical and thermal properties of in situ toughened boron carbide-

based ceramic composites co-doped with tungsten carbide and pyrolytic carbon. Journal of the European Ceramic Society33, 1647–1654. 



559 M.R. Moradi et al.  /  Procedia Materials Science   11  ( 2015 )  553 – 559 

Zhao, X.,Sun, H., Lan, L., Huang, J., Zhang, H., Wang, Y., 2009. pore structure of light porosity NiTi alloy mode from elemental powder with  
NaCl temporary space-holders. materials letters 63, 2402-2402. 

 


