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Abstract

In this work, 8 mol% yttria-stabilized zirconia (8%YSZ) containing micro or 
nanoparticles were manufactured by Spark Plasma Sintering technique, in order 
to improve sample densification and control grain growth. The electrical con-
ductivity of dense 8%YSZ pellets sintered was investigated by electrochemical 
impedance spectroscopy (EIS). Preliminary results showed for samples produced 
from both micro and nanoparticle sintered at 1000 °C for 5 min, the relative 
density is approximately 98 %, while for the others samples sintered at 1200 °C 
the density is above 99 %. These densities are higher in comparison to the same 
composite sintered by conventional method. The electrical measurements were 
carried out at 500 °C in air and the best results were obtained for samples with 
nano particle size in comparison with micro granulometry. The SPS process al-
lows using lower temperatures and shorter times to produce materials with high 
density and controlled grain growth.

Keywords: 8%YSZ, Spark Plasma Sintering, relative density, ionic conductor, 
solid electrolyte.

1. Introduction

Solid Oxide Fuel Cell (SOFC) is a device, which converts chemical energy to 
electrical energy through chemical reactions [1]. In short, this device resembles a 
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battery which the electrodes are not consumed during the discharge, simply acting 
as places for the reactions between the fuel and the oxidant [2-3]. SOFC is an 
efficient and environmental designed technology, which presents low toxic gases 
emission in comparison with other combustion processes, as combustion engines 
[1-4]. SOFCs may be differentiated by the operation temperature, ranging from 
500 °C to 1000 ºC. The transport of oxygen ions through the electrolyte is quite 
low on temperatures under 500 ºC, what leads that better efficiency and power 
are observed at high temperatures for SOFCs [1-2,5].

Among the most used materials for electrolytes on SOFCs which operates 
at high temperatures (e.g. 800 ºC – 1000 ºC), the Yttria Stabilized Zirco-
nia (YSZ) has some advantages [6-7]. Currently, the sold 8%YSZ electrolytes 
(ZrO2:8 mol% Y2O3) have particle size on the range from 5 nm to 7 µm. Be-
sides the ionic conductivity, the yttria stabilized zirconia has good resistance 
to corrosion, low thermic conductivity, high hardness and chemical stability 
on high temperatures. These properties assist to explain why yttria stabilized 
zirconia is one of most studied materials for fuel cells application. However, 
there are some challenges to overcome, as electrode polarization and ohm-
ic loss on electrolyte [8]. Although, the starting material’s microstructure is 
strongly influenced by samples preparation conditions, as granulometry and 
sintering temperature. 

One of biggest challenges present on sintered solid electrolyte production 
for SOFC is the difficulty on reaching a high apparent density through a sintering 
process which can controls the grain’s growth and contour, being economically 
viable. Porosity results on electrolyte ionic conductivity decreasing and when the 
communicant porosity occurs there is SOFC efficiency loss due to non-ionized ox-
ygen migration to the anode. Sintering is one of most important steps on 8%YSZ 
electrolytes processing. This requirement imposes to 8%YSZ electrolytes a min-
imum relative density of 93 %, but the commercial 8% YSZ powder can reach 
a high density after conventional sintering only at temperatures above 1350 ºC, 
associated to long times of sintering [9].

Sintering is a thermodynamic process on which a particle system gets a 
solid structure, through the decreasing on specific superficial area, leading 
the system (in most of cases) to the retraction and consequently to the densi-
fication [10-11]. During the sintering, the powder particle’s superficial ener-
gy decreases according to the mass transport’s mechanisms variation. These 
mechanisms are usually thermally activated, and are predominant in specific 
temperature ranges. Among the numerous sintering employed techniques we 
may cite: Flash Sintering [12], Two Step Sintering [13] and Spark Plasma Sin-
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tering (SPS) [14-15]. The innovative technique of SPS sintering is quite prom-
ising for conductive ceramic production. 

There are different variations on sintering techniques for ceramic-powder 
through the application of current and compaction pressure, among them the 
most innovative is the SPS. However, on literature the terms “Pulsed Electric 
Current Sintering” (PECS) and “Field Assisted Sintering Technique” (FAST) 
are used in order to avoid the employ of word “plasma”, because its exis-
tence on the process is still discussed. The SPS sintering process allows the 
use of lower temperatures and time (few minutes), in comparison with the 
conventional sintering, producing dense materials with low grain growth [15-
17]. This process uses pulsed continuous current simultaneously to a uniaxial 
compaction pressure to consolidate the powder. The increasing on uniaxial 
compaction pressure allows getting higher densification values keeping the 
same temperature and sintering time landing. The compaction pressure creates 
change on particle rearrangement and fragmentation of present clusters, espe-
cially in nanometric powder. 

Punctures and dense graphite matrix are used on the process due to their 
excellent electric conductivity and thermic resistance. The control of atmosphere 
during the sintering is another important characteristic of SPS. The high vacuum 
is usually employed to the powder consolidation, but it is also possible to use 
inert gases, as helium and argon. Figure 1 shows the operation scheme of a SPS 
equipment installed on Senai Innovation Institute of Electrochemistry (ISI-EQ), 
from Curitiba – PR, Brazil.

Figure 1 Photograph of SPS 10-4 GT Advanced Technologies equipment, installed on ISI-EQ and,  
on the detail, the basic scheme of a SPS oven [16].
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The sintering of YSZ composed materials using the SPS technique has been 
accomplished for different studies of obtained ceramic, as densification [18], ionic 
conductivity [19-20], microstructure [21] and comparison with conventional sin-
tering technique studies [19,22].

The objective of this work is show preliminary results successfully obtained 
on 8%YSZ electrolyte using SPS sintering. Evaluations on the morphology, ce-
ramic microstructure (with nano and micro sized granulometry) and on the in-
creasing of relative density were done. The electric properties of sintered samples 
were also evaluated by Electrochemical Impedance Spectroscopy.

2. Materials and methods

2.1 Samples preparation and sintering

For samples preparation, two different granulometry of commercial 8%YSZ 
powder (from Fuel Cell Materials – EUA) was chosen. The commercial micro 
sized powder was produced for Tape-Casting, its particle average size was 7 µm 
and the superficial area was 6.1 m²/g. The nano sized powder had particle average 
size of 5 nm and the superficial area was 153.4 m²/g. Both powder had fluorite 
stabilized kind cubic structure.

The sintering process was accomplished in a SPS oven, produced by GT Ad-
vanced Technologies. For all samples it was used 0.52 g of YSZ powder in a 
graphite matrix with outside diameter of 30 mm, height of 40 mm and punctures 
diameter of 10 mm. The employed amount of powder allows to obtain a disc 
with 2 mm of thickness. Previously to each sintering thermic cycle, it was reached 
a pressure under 8.10-3 Pa in the chamber, with the help of a vacuum pump. For 
samples compaction a pressure of 50 MPa was applied, in a heating rate of 100 
ºC.min-1 to the sintering temperature landing and kept for 5 minutes, then the 
samples were cooled down in a rate of 100°C.min-1. The samples were produced 
at the temperatures of 1000 °C e 1200 °C. For chamber’s temperature monitoring 
it was used an infrared pyrometer, which register the temperature of outside wall 
on the mold. Figure 2 shows, as an example, a typical graph of parameters given 
by the equipment.
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Figure 2 Profile of parameters registered by SPS equipment during the sintering at 1200 ºC for 5 min.

After sintering, the samples were submitted to a thermic treatment to remove 
superficial residual carbon, which remains from the contamination by the graph-
ite mold, in muffle oven from Jung (Brazil) brand. The thermic treatment was 
done at 1000 ºC, in a rate of 15 ºC.min-1 with 2 hours landing and then cooling 
in the oven at 15 ºC.min-1 in air atmosphere.

2.2 Density measurements

The apparent density of sintered samples was determined by the water im-
mersion method, using the Archimedes’ principle, and compared with the theoret-
ical density of YSZ (5.901 g/cm3). For this procedure a container containing dis-
tilled water and a Mettler Toledo model XS204 balance were used. The samples 
were put in a in the container containing water at 90ºC during 2 hours in order 
to achieve better filling of accessible pores. The apparent density of one material 
is defined by the relation between its weight and volume, usually expressed on 
grams per cubic centimeter (g/cm3).

2.3 Morphological and microstructural characterization 

The polished surfaces of the sintered pellets were inspected by FEG-Scan-
ning Electron Microscope (FEI Inspect F50). The sintered samples were sec-
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tioned in cutter IsoMet (Buehler) and the polishing was done sequentially with 
silicon carbide sandpapers and 6, 3 and 1  μm diamond pastes, with further 
ultrasonic cleaning with ethanol. The polished specimens were thermally etched 
at 100 °C below the sintering temperature, in air flow, for 60 min to reveal the 
surface grain boundaries.

2.4 Electrochemical impedance spectroscopy

The electrical conductivity measurements of sintered materials were made 
using a frequency response analyzer of the from Solartron model SI-1260, con-
nected to a measurement cell consisted by a alumina pipes and platinum wires 
system, similar to the previously one reported on literature [23]. For electric mea-
surements, the YSZ samples were recovered on both faces with a silver dough pro-
duced by Tanaka Kikinzoku (Japan) and cured at 500 ºC in air atmosphere. This 
procedure leads to better contact point with platinum wires and uniform current 
distribution. The electric measurements were accomplished at 500 ºC in order to 
simulate a SOFC operation temperature, and using a frequency range from 5 Hz 
to 13 MHz, with perturbation signal amplitude of 300 mV. The obtained data 
were treated using the ZPlot/ZView (Scribner Associates Inc.) software, which 
provides simultaneously the Bode diagram (impedance module and phase angle 
versus frequency) and the Nyquist diagram (imaginary part of impedance – Z” - 
versus real part of impedance – Z’). 

3. Results and discussion

The densification process is always a challenge on ceramic electrolytes pro-
duction for SOFC application, and sintering is the most important process to 
achieve high densities with a desired microstructure. For the conventional sin-
tering process, the increasing on sintering temperature is one of found ways to 
increase YSZ densification, however temperatures above 1400 ºC are required to 
obtain sintered materials with relative density higher than 95% [24]. On Table 
1 are shown the conditions studied for SPS sintering and the relative densities of 
sintered samples. To calculate the relative density, the value of 5.901 g/cm3 was 
adopted for theoretical density, as done on Rajeswari et.al work [19-20] on which 
the material had the same composition. It was possible to observe that for both 
chosen sintering temperatures, the samples showed high densification, with rela-
tive density upper than 98%, being that for the samples sintered at 1200 ºC the 
density was above than 99%.



129Evaluation of electrical conductivity and density of 8 mol% yttria-stabilized zirconia...

Table 1 Values of Apparent density of 8%YSZ samples sintered by SPS at different temperatures.

TemperaturE 
(°C)

Time
(min)

Pressure
(MPa)

Relative Density (%)

Micro Nano

1000
5 60

98.31 98.17

1200 99.97 99.81

Other way used and described on literature to increase 8%YSZ densifica-
tion is the addition of NiO (in proportions of 40-60 wt.%) [20]. Van Herle and 
Vasquez [25] observed fast densification of 8%YSZ with the addition of small 
amounts of NiO (1.5% in mol). Recently, Zhang et al. [26] reported an improve-
ment on 8%YSZ densification with NiO addition. However, all sintering process-
es in these cases were accomplished on the conventional method, which involves 
high temperatures and long time of sintering (~24h). On the other hand, the sam-
ples sintered by SPS on this work (independently of nano or micro granulometry) 
showed that with a fast heating and under applied pressure by SPS it was possible 
to reach high density values on lower temperatures in comparison with the con-
ventional process.

In Figure 3 the scanning electron microscopy images of the 8% YSZ sam-
ples sintered at (a) 1000 ° C and (b) 1200 ° C for 5 min by SPS both starting 
from the powder with micrometric granulometry are presented. The image that 
for the sintered sample at 1000 °C with micro particles size presents porosity, 
while the sample sintered at 1200 °C densification increases with an average 
grain size of 550 nm.

Figure 3 SEM images of the 8% YSZ samples sintered at (a) 1000 °C and (b) 1200 °C for 5 minutes by SPS using 
powder with micrometric granulometry.
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Figure 4 shows the scanning electron microscopy images of the 8% YSZ 
nano particles samples sintered at 1200 °C for 5 min via SPS both starting from 
the powder with nanometric granulometry. For the sample sintered at 1200 °C 
with nano powder the densification increases significantly, with an average grain 
size of 100 nm, , this result already shows an evolution in the sintering process by 
SPS when the nano powder is used.

Figure 4 SEM images of the 8% YSZ samples sintered at 1200 °C for 5 minutes via SPS using  
powder with nanometric granulometry.

On Figure 5 are shown the Nyquist diagrams obtained for the sintered sam-
ple at (A) 1000 ºC micro and nano and (B) 1000 ºC and 1200 ºC nano, for 5 min-
utes via SPS. The impedance diagram for 8%YSZ phase with the samples sintered 
at 1000 ºC with nano and micro powder (Figure 5 (A)), shows two characteristic 
contributions: (I) grain ionic conduction and (II) conduction on grain’s contour. 
The conduction on grain occurs at high frequencies, being the first semicircle 
observed on diagram, while the polarization of grain’s contour occurs at lower 
frequencies, corresponding to the second semicircle of diagram. The occurrence 
of grain’s semicircle at high frequencies is due to the ionic and dipolar polariza-
tion while the one of grain’s contour is related to polarization for special charge 
[27]. The first semicircle (high frequency region) of real axis Z’ represents the 
polarization of grain and the second semicircle (low frequency regions) of Z’ axis 
represents the grain’s contour polarization. For the present work, both (grain 
conductivity and grain’s contour conductivity) showed be dependent of the size 
of precursor particles used on sintered preparation. For the sample sintered with 
nano powder it was observed a significant decreasing on material’s resistivity in 
comparison to the sample prepared from the micro sized powder in the same 
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sintering conditions, because the size of grains formed after sintering are smaller, 
resulting in a bigger grain’s contour area and, consequently, better conductivity 
by the grain’s contour.

On Figure 5 (B) is represented the impedance diagram for the 8%YSZ phase 
with the samples sintered under 1000 ºC and 1200 ºC using nano sized powder. 
It was possible to observe clearly for the sample sintered at 1200 ºC both char-
acteristic contributions: (I) ionic grain conduction and (II) grain’s contour con-
duction. Is also evident that a significant decreasing on nano material resistivity, 
when the material is sintered at higher temperature. The significant improvement 
on nano sized material conductivity due to the increasing of temperature may be 
attributed to a better sinterability and higher density obtained, when sintered by 
SPS technique.

Figure 5 Impedance diagram obtained at 400 °C for 8% YSZ sample (A) 1000 °C micro and nano (B) 1000 °C and 
1200 °C nano, sintered by SPS.

The grains growth in 8%YSZ electrolytes related to the electric behavior will 
be more explored on future employing the impedance spectroscopy technique, fol-
lowing the dependence of grains and grain’s contour resistivity on the material’s 
sinterability conditions. The increase on grains size may be determined with accura-
cy on impedance diagrams to evaluate its kinetics. Evaluations by Electrochemical 
Impedance Spectroscopy, after conductive ceramic sintering may contribute to es-
tablish the parameters employed in SPS sintering processes and mechanisms. 

4. Conclusion
Ceramic materials based on yttria stabilized zirconia 8%YSZ – (ZrO2:8 

mol% Y2O3) with nano and micro granulometry from Fuel Cell Materials 
were sintered successfully by the Spark Plasma Sintering technique. After 5 
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minutes of sintering at temperatures of 1000 ºC and 1200 ºC and pressure 
of 60 MPa, preliminary results showed that, independently of granulometry, 
ceramic sintered at 1000 ºC had relative density of 98% approximately, while 
for the samples sintered at 1200 ºC the densification was above 99%. This 
density is higher than the relative densities obtained for the same material 
using the conventional sintering technique, employing a temperature above 
1300 ºC for 24 hours.

The electrical conductivity of dense 8%YSZ sintered discs was investigated 
by Electrochemical Impedance Spectroscopy. The impedance diagrams profiles 
showed two characteristic contributions: (I) grain ionic conduction and (II) grain’s 
contour conduction. The electric conductivity agrees with the conductivities of 
8%YSZ phase reported on literature. The electric impedance diagrams showed 
that the sample using nano powder presented lower resistivity than the sample 
using micro powder, both sintered at 1000 ºC, due to the size of grains formed 
after sintering, because smaller grains show bigger grain’s contour area, what im-
proves the conductivity of material. The impedance diagrams also demonstrated 
that samples sintered using nano powder had better result when the sintering 
temperature was increased to 1200 ºC. The SPS sintering process allows the using 
of lower temperatures and shorter time relatively short, producing materials with 
high densification and it was possible to observe that it influences positively on 
the improvement on the ionic conductivity of materials.
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