
IOP PUBLISHING NANOTECHNOLOGY

Nanotechnology 18 (2007) 105701 (4pp) doi:10.1088/0957-4484/18/10/105701

Application of hybrid sphere/carbon
nanotube particles in nanofluids
Z H Han1, B Yang1,4, S H Kim2,3,5 and M R Zachariah2,3,4

1 Nanoscale Heat Transfer and Energy Conversion Laboratory, Department of Mechanical
Engineering, University of Maryland, College Park, MD 20742, USA
2 Laboratory for Nanoparticle Based Manufacturing and Metrology, Department of
Mechanical Engineering and Department of Chemistry and Biochemistry, University of
Maryland, College Park, MD 20742, USA
3 National Institute of Standards and Technology, Gaithersburg, MD 20899, USA

E-mail: baoyang@umd.edu and mrz@umd.edu

Received 23 July 2006, in final form 29 September 2006
Published 31 January 2007
Online at stacks.iop.org/Nano/18/105701

Abstract
Previous studies on nanofluids have focused on spherical or long-fibre
particles. In this work, a new type of complex nanoparticle—a hybrid
sphere/carbon nanotube(CNT) particle, consisting of numerous CNTs
attached to an alumina/iron oxide sphere—is proposed for applications in
nanofluids. In such hybrid nanoparticles, heat is expected to transport rapidly
from one CNT to another through the centre sphere and thus leading to less
thermal contact resistance between CNTs when compared to simple CNTs
dispersed in fluids. CNTs have an extremely high thermal conductivity, but
thermal resistance between the CNTs and the fluid has limited their
performance in nanofluids. The proposed hybrid sphere/CNT particles are
synthesized by spray pyrolysis followed by catalytic growth of CNTs. The
spheres are about 70 nm in diameter on average, and the attached CNTs have
a length up to 2 μm. These hybrid nanoparticles are dispersed to
poly-alpha-olefin with sonication and a small amount of surfactants to form
stable nanofluids. The thermal conductivity of the fluids has been measured
by a 3ω-wire method over a temperature range 10–90 ◦C. The results indicate
that the effective thermal conductivity of the fluids is increased by about 21%
at room temperature for particle volume fractions of 0.2%.

Nanofluids, which consist of nanoparticles suspended in
liquids, show particular promise for enhancing thermal
properties of heat transfer fluids and are a strong candidate
for the next generation of liquid coolants [1–11]. The
approach to enhance the thermal conductivity of heat
transfer fluids by adding highly conductive particles began
more than a century ago when Maxwell first theoretically
proposed this technique [12]. Early-stage studies have been
confined to millimetre-or micrometre-sized solid particles
dispersed in fluids. In the past decade, suspensions of
nanometre-sized solid particles, known as nanofluids, have
been extensively investigated. Unusually high thermal
conductivity enhancement had been experimentally reported
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in various nanofluid systems by different groups around
the world [3–6, 11, 13]. To date, all published studies
on nanofluids have focused on spherical or long-fibre
(e.g. nanotubes) particles. The effectiveness of particle
morphologies on heat transfer in nanofluids has been far less
investigated.

In this paper, a new type of complex nanoparticle—hybrid
sphere/carbon nanotube (CNT)—has been developed for
promoting heat transport in fluids. Such hybrid nanoparticles
are expected to reduce thermal contact resistance between
CNTs by providing a thermal path through the central
spheres. These hybrid sphere/CNT particles are synthesized
by spray pyrolysis followed by catalytic growth of CNTs.
The thermal conductivity of nanofluids containing the hybrid
nanoparticles dispersed in poly-alpha-olefin (PAO) is measured
by the 3ω-wire method from 10 to 90 ◦C. The Brownian
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Figure 1. Schematic of gas phase growth pathways of CNTs grown on metal oxide nanoparticles. The precursor solution was prepared with
3 wt% Fe(NO)3 + Al(NO)3 solution with the Fe(NO)3:Al(NO)3 ratio of = 1:1 for hybrid sphere/CNT particles.
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Figure 2. TEM image of a sample hybrid sphere/CNT particle
produced by the aerosol method. The central spheres are
polydisperse with a broad size range from 10 to 300 nm, having a
geometric mean diameter of 70 nm. Image taken by a JEOL 2010
high-resolution transmission electron microscope (HRTEM).

mobility/diffusivity of these particles in nanofluids is also
examined.

The hybrid sphere/CNT nanoparticles are grown in the
aerosol phase by an on-the-fly process where spherical
nanoparticles are prepared by spray pyrolysis, followed
by CNT catalytic growth at the surface of the spherical
nanoparticles [14–16]. Figure 1 shows a schematic of the
synthesis process. The synthesis involved preparing an
aqueous precursor solution of Fe(NO3)3 and Al(NO3)3 with
a mixing ratio 1:1 at a total concentration of 3 wt%. The
bimetallic composite nanoparticles of iron and aluminium
are formed from thermal decomposition of aerosol droplets
generated by a nebulizer in nitrogen carrier gas. These
bimetallic aerosol particles pass through a silica-gel dryer to
remove water and then mix with hydrogen gas at the entrance
of a tube furnace (at ∼1000 ◦C) for pyrolytic conversion of
the metal nitrate to the crystalline oxide nanoparticles. The
spherical, oxide nanoparticles are introduced into a second
tube furnace (residence time ∼3 s) and catalytically react with
acetylene and hydrogen at 750 ◦C, which leads to the CNT
growth at their surfaces. The hybrid sphere/CNT particles
are collected on a membrane filter. The detailed structure
of a hybrid sphere/CNT particle is illustrated in figure 2. It
can be seen that numerous CNTs are connected through the
spherical, alumina/iron oxide composite nanoparticle. The
central spheres are polydisperse with a broad size ranging from
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Figure 3. Correlation function of the scattered light versus delay
time for the nanofluid consisting of hybrid sphere/CNT particles
dispersed in poly-alpha-olefin (PAO). Measurements taken by a
Photocor-Complex DLS instrument.

(This figure is in colour only in the electronic version)

10 nm to 300 nm, having a geometric mean diameter of 70 nm.
The attached CNTs have a length up to 2 μm and a relatively
uniform diameter of ∼10 nm. The CNTs are composed of ∼5
walls and a hollow core. The mass fraction of each component
in these hybrid sphere/CNT particles is as follows: CNT =
∼3 wt%, alumina = ∼32 wt%, iron oxide = ∼65 wt%. The
collected hybrid sphere/CNT particles are dispersed to PAO oil
with sonication. A small amount of surfactant (about 1.5 wt%),
Span-80, is used to form stable, uniform nanofluids. No
significant enhancement in thermal conductivity was observed
in the PAO oil with the same amount of Span-80.

In these hybrid sphere/CNT particles, the attached CNTs
should expect an additional drag force to reduce the mobility
motion of the centre spheres. The Brownian motion of the
hybrid particles has been examined in the prepared PAO-based
nanofluids using a Photocor Complex-DLS instrument at room
temperature [17]. The autocorrelation function of the scattered
light is plotted in figure 3. The Brownian diffusivity of the
hybrid particles is found to be 1.74 × 10−9 cm2 s−1, which is
slightly smaller than that for a simple spherical particle. This
implies that the attached CNTs have only a minimal effect on
the overall Brownian mobility of the hybrid particles. The
central sphere might promote heat transfer in fluids through
two ways:

(1) acting as the Brownian particles,

(2) providing a rapid thermal path between CNTs.
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Figure 4. Measured amplitude of the temperature oscillation versus
frequency of the electric drive current in the metal wire immersed in
poly-alpha-olefin (PAO) with and without hybrid sphere/CNT
particles. The test temperature is 25 ◦C.

The fluid thermal conductivity has been measured with
the 3ω-wire method [10, 11, 18]. The 3ω-wire method is a
combination of the well developed hot wire method [19] and
the 3ω method [20–22]. In the 3ω-wire method, an insulated
metal wire is immersed into the liquid sample, acting as both
a heater and a thermometer. A sinusoidal current at frequency
ω is passed through the metal wire, and then a heat wave at
frequency 2ω is generated in the liquid. The 2ω temperature
rise of the wire can be deduced by the voltage component at
frequency 3ω. The liquid thermal conductivity can be obtained
from the slope of the straight lines, because the thermal con-
ductivity of the liquid, k, is inversely proportional to the slope
of the 2ω temperature rise of the wire as a function of the driven
frequency ω. The test cell is placed inside a circulating ther-
mal bath to control the temperature of the sample nanofluids.
Calibration experiments were performed for hydrocarbon (oil),
fluorocarbon and water at atmospheric pressure. Literature val-
ues were reproduced with an error of <1%.

The raw experimental data in the thermal conductiv-
ity measurement for the PAO oils, with and without hybrid
sphere/CNT particles, are shown in figure 4. The slope
of the 2ω temperature oscillation curves will yield the ther-
mal conductivity of the liquids. The curves representing
the nanofluids are less steep, indicating a higher conductiv-
ity than that of the pure PAO oil. In the nanofluids with 0.1
and 0.2 vol% nanoparticles, the conductivity enhancement has
been measured over a temperature range of 10 to 90 ◦C and
the data are plotted in figure 5. The conductivity enhance-
ment of the nanofluids is normalized to thermal conductiv-
ity of the base fluid at each specified temperature. The ther-
mal conductivity of the pure PAO is experimentally found to
be 0.1434 W m−1 K−1 at 25 ◦C, which is in good agreement
with literature data [4]. The hybrid sphere/CNT particles are
found to increase the thermal conductivity of PAO by about
21% at room temperature for volume fractions of only 0.2%.
The increase in thermal conductivity is reduced approximately
by half after the fluid is diluted from volume fractions of
0.2% to 0.1%. It can be also seen in figure 5 that the con-
ductivity enhancement increases with increasing temperature,
about 20.5% at 10 ◦C and 23.6% at 90 ◦C for 0.2 vol%. It has
been reported that the conductivity enhancement in nanoflu-
ids increases very rapidly with temperature, approximately

0

10

20

30

0 20 40 60 80 100

0.2 vol%, Hybrid Particles in PAO
0.1 vol%, Hybrid Particles in PAO

T
he

rm
al

 C
on

du
ct

iv
ity

 E
nh

an
ce

m
en

t (
%

)

Temperature (oC)

Figure 5. Temperature dependence of the thermal conductivity
enhancement in the nanofluids with hybrid sphere/CNT particles at
0.1 and 0.2 vol% concentrations. Thermal conductivity enhancement
in the nanofluids is normalized by the thermal conductivity of the
base fluids at each specified temperature. Linear fits to the data are
shown as a guide to the eye.
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Figure 6. Performance comparison of particles with different
morphologies, e.g. spheres, carbon nanotubes (CNTs) and hybrid
sphere/CNT particles (urchin-like), in nanofluids. Alumina spheres
in water are reported by Masuda et al [1], CNTs in PAO by Choi et al
[4] and CNTs in decene by Xie et al [13].

going as T α (where α > 1), in the moderate temperature
range, if the particle Brownian motion plays a dominant role
for the enhanced heat transfer in nanofluids [5, 10, 23]. The
measured conductivity enhancement of the nanofluids with
hybrid nanoparticles, however, shows a weaker temperature
dependence—approximately linearly proportional to temper-
ature. This implies that the diffusive heat conduction along
the highly conductive CNTs must be primarily responsible for
the enhancement in the effective thermal conductivity in the
fluids containing hybrid nanoparticles. This is also consistent
with the analysis in [10], which suggests that the dominant
mechanism in thermal conductivity enhancement in nanoflu-
ids strongly depends on the particle aspect ratio, and the ef-
fects of the Brownian motion could be predominant for spheri-
cal nanoparticle-based nanofluids while the diffusive heat con-
duction mechanism will gradually take over the dominance
as the particle aspect ratio increases. In [10], it was experi-
mentally observed that thermal conductivity enhancement de-
creases with increasing temperature in nanofluids with Bi3Te2
nanorods.

It is interesting to compare the performance of different
particle morphologies, e.g. spheres, CNTs and the hybrid
sphere/CNT particles, in fluids. Figure 6 lists the values of the
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enhancement in the effective thermal conductivity for alumina
spheres (13 nm diameter) in water, CNTs in PAO, CNTs in
decene and our hybrid sphere/CNT particles in PAO. The x axis
in figure 6 represents the volume fraction of particles dispersed
in the fluids. For nanofluids with the hybrid sphere/CNT
particles, the volume fraction includes the contribution from
both the centre spheres and the attached CNTs. It can be seen
in figure 6 that the hybrid sphere/CNT particles can provide a
conductivity enhancement much higher than those for simple
spheres, and even slightly higher than those for simple CNTs,
when compared at the same volume fraction of particles. It
should be noted that mass fraction of CNTs in the hybrid
sphere/CNT particles is very small, approximately 3 wt%,
while the centre spheres occupy about 97 wt%.

In summary, the hybrid sphere/CNT nanoparticles have
been synthesized with a spray pyrolysis method for enhancing
thermal transport in heat transfer fluids. Such hybrid
nanoparticles are expected to reduce significantly the thermal
contact resistance between the CNTs by providing a thermal
path through the centre spheres. The hybrid sphere/CNT
particles have been shown to increase the thermal conductivity
of the PAO oil by about 21% for volume fractions of only
0.2% at room temperature, a much higher enhancement in
thermal conductivity as compared to simple spheres at the same
particle loadings. The hybrid sphere/CNT particles could also
find other applications such as in magnetic fluids and polymer
composites.

Acknowledgments

MZ thanks the financial support by US DOE, NSF and
Army. BY thanks the financial support by the Ralph E Powe
Junior Faculty Enhancement Award and by the Minta Martin
Foundation.

References

[1] Masuda H et al 1993 Netsu Bussei (Japan) 4 227
[2] Choi S U S 1995 Developments and Applications of

Non-Newtonian Flows ed D A Siginer and H P Wang
(New York: ASME) p 99

[3] Eastman J A et al 2001 Appl. Phys. Lett. 78 718
[4] Choi S U S et al 2001 Appl. Phys. Lett. 79 2252
[5] Das S K et al 2003 Trans. ASME J. Heat Transfer 125 567
[6] Patel H E et al 2003 Appl. Phys. Lett. 83 2931
[7] Prasher R, Bhattacharya P and Phelan P E 2005 Phys. Rev. Lett.

94 025901/1
[8] Hong K S, Hong T K and Yang H S 2006 Appl. Phys. Lett.

88 031901
[9] Li C H and Peterson G P 2006 J. Appl. Phys. 99 084314/1

[10] Yang B and Han Z H 2006 Appl. Phys. Lett. 89 083111 (Also
selected for the September 4, 2006 issue of the Virtual
Journal of Nanoscale Science & Technology, http:/www/.
vjnano.org)

[11] Yang B and Han Z H 2006 Appl. Phys. Lett. 88 261914 (Also
selected for the July 11, 2006 issue of the Virtual Journal of
Nanoscale Science & Technology, http:/www/.vjnano.org)

[12] Maxwell J C 1904 A Treatise on Electricity and Magnetism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press)

[13] Xie H et al 2003 J. Appl. Phys. 94 4967
[14] Kim S H, Liu B Y H and Zachariah M R 2002 Chem. Mater.

14 2889
[15] Kim S H and Zacharia M R 2005 Nanotechnology 16 2149–52
[16] Kim S H and Zachariah M R 2006 J. Phys. Chem. B 110 4555
[17] Hunter R J 2001 Foundations of Colloid Science (New York:

Oxford University Press)
[18] Han Z H and Yang B 2005 ISETS05: International Symp. on

EcoTopia Science 2005 (Nagoya University, Japan)
[19] Blackwell J H 1954 J. Appl. Phys. 25 137
[20] Cahill D G 1990 Rev. Sci. Instrum. 61 802
[21] Yang B et al 2002 Appl. Phys. Lett. 80 1758 (Also selected for

the March 18, 2002 issue of the Virtual Journal of Nanoscale
Science & Technology, http:/www/.vjnano.org)

[22] Yang B et al 2002 Appl. Phys. Lett. 81 3588
[23] Chon C H et al 2005 Appl. Phys. Lett. 87 153107/1

4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1341218
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1408272
http://dx.doi.org/10.1115/1.1571080
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1602578
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.94.025901
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.2166199
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.2338424
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.2218325
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1613374
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cm010957g
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0957-4484/16/10/030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jp0541718
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1721592
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1141498
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1458693
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://http:/www/.vjnano.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1515876
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.2093936

	Acknowledgments
	References

