
1. INTRODUCTION

Carbon fiber reinforced metal matrix composites
are suitable substitutes for conventional metals
used at different industries, especially aerospace
industry, due to their high special strength, stiff-
ness and good dimensional stability. Weak wetta-
bility and destructive chemical reaction between
the carbon fibers and aluminium matrix are prob-
lems that always have been mentioned in fabrica-
tion of this composites by many workers [1,2,3].

To solve these problems many researchers
have used metals like copper, silver, nickel, tanta-
lum and cobalt and ceramics like titanium boride
and born carbide to coat carbon fibers [4]. Nickel
is used in many cases to improve wettability and
also prevent destructive reaction between carbon
fibers and metallic matrix. It has been reported
that nickel coating not only improves the wettabil-
ity but also decreases the temperature and pres-
sure which is necessary for infiltration of liquid
metal in between carbon fibers [5]. 

The first attempts for coating carbon fibers
with nickel, has been performed by Sara [6]. He
nickel coated, Ryon based carbon fibers, using
electroplating method. Lamotte[7] and Rye[8]
have also used nickel coated carbon fibers in their

research in order to fabricate the aluminum-car-
bon composites.

Although the coating of carbon fibers with
nickel seems to be a relatively simple, there are
some limitations, which may cause serious prob-
lems in the procedure of production of MMC. It
has been reported that, if the thickness of the coat-
ed layer becomes less than about 0.4 µm, the infil-
tration of molten metal will be imperfect [5].

Different processes and methods have been
introduced and used for coating of carbon fibers.
However, any method that is used has to solve the
problem of continuity of coating on the surface of
all existence fibers in a bandle. Abraham et al. [9]
in their research work coated carbon fibers with
nickel by different methods like cementation,
electroplating and electroless process. They sug-
gested that electroless process is easier and has
lower probability of mechanical damage to fibers.
In addition it is easier to control the thickness of
metal deposite on fibers [10]. The thickness of
coating layer and its morphology has an important
role on the mechanical properties of the carbon
fibers. Carbon fibers when imposed to these sur-
face treatments, lose their tensile strength to some
extend. The decrease in the strength of the fibers
is usually because of a) the lake of continuity in

43

Iranian Journal of Materials Science & Engineering, Vol. 1, No. 1, 2004. 

THE STUDY OF ELECTROLESS COATING OF NICKEL ON CARBON
FIBERS

E. Hajjari, M. Divandari, A.R. Mirhabibi
divandari@iust.ac.ir

Department of Metallurgy and Materials Engineering, Iran University of Science and Technology, Tehran,
Iran

Abstract: The continuity and thickness of the coating layer, are the most important factors in wet-
ting properties and strength of carbon fibers.  These factors are crucial in the quality of metal
matrix composites made with carbon fibers. In this research the Polyacrylonitrail base carbon
fibers have been nickel coated with 0.2, 0.5, 0.8 and 11 µ m thickness, by the electroless method.
The effect of the thickness of nickel coating on surface condition and also the tensile strength of the
carbon fibers has been investigated.  The study of surface condition of the coated carbon fibers by
SEM showed that the nickel coating at the thickness of about 0.5 µm has the best continuity on the
carbon fibers. The results of tensile tests of carbon fibers coated with different thickness of nickel
showed that increasing the thickness of coating layer decreases the overall strength of fibers.

Keywords: Carbon fibers, Nickel coating, Surface condition, Tensile strength.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/248190961_The_study_of_electroless_deposition_of_nickel_on_graphite_fibers?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223667413_Wettability_of_nickel_coated_graphite_by_aluminum?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/226514781_Interface_analysis_in_Al_and_Al_alloysNicarbon_composites?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/225872666_Silver_coating_on_carbon_and_SiC_fibres?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/249353545_Progress_in_the_Development_of_Graphite_Aluminum_Composites_Using_Liquid_Infiltration_Technology?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/226700299_Continuously_cast_aluminium-carbon_fibre_composites_and_their_tensile_properties?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/251211575_NCG_Reinforced_MMC_Fabricated_by_the_Squeeze_Casting_Method?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/256151594_Electroless_deposition_of_copper_and_nickel_on_carbon_fibres?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a551fc71db0008adc86854e504104552-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzMzk4NzY3NTtBUzo5OTA5NjE3NDAwNjMwNEAxNDAwNjM3Nzc3NzU3


44

The Study of Electroless Coating of Nickel on Carbon Fibers

the coating, which may act like a crack or notch
and b) the overall increase of the fiber cross-sec-
tion [9].

In this research carbon fibers have been nickel
coated using electroless method and then the con-
tinuity of the coating on the carbon fibers bandles
and also the effect of coating thickness on tensile
strength of fibers have been investigated. 

2. EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURE

The fibers used in this work were commercially
available Polyacrylonitrail (PAN) base, with
diameter of about 5.7 µm under the trade name of
TC-42 from Tairyfil.

To determine the thermal stability of carbon
fibers, they were subjected to simultaneous ther-
mal analysis (STA) in the first stage. The diagram
of thermal analysis of the carbon fibers is shown
in Fig.1. Then the organic sizing present on the as
received carbon fibers, was removed by heating
the fibers at 550 ºC for 10 minutes. Then the heat-
ed fibers were degreased with acetone and after
washing with distilled water they were immerged
in commercial activating solution. The solution
included 0.15 g/lit SnCl2 and 0.3 g/lit PdCl2. To
remove the excessive tin from the surface of the
fibers, the samples were immersed in commercial
HCl 10% for 5 minutes and then washed with dis-
tilled water. After these steps, the surface of fibers
were activated to achieve the required preparation
for the catalytic reactions of electroless deposi-
tion. 

For nickel coating, commercial solution of
nickel electroless made by Schlotter Company
named Slotonip90, was used. This solution con-
tains Ni+ ion, reduction elements and also com-
plexeant, buffer, accelerator and stabilizer ele-
ments. The coating process was carried at the
temperature 90EE2º C and the solution pH was
fixed at 4.7EE0.1 using Ammoniac. The rate of
nickel deposition from the solution was measured
to be approximately 13EE1 µm/h. To achieve dif-
ferent coating thicknesses, the coating process
was carried at different times. Carbon fibers with
coating thickness of 0.2, 0.5, 0.8 and 1.1 µm, were
obtained. To make sure of proper coating of inter-
nal fibers within the bandle and also to eliminate

the gas bubble from the surface of fibers, the solu-
tion was mixed with a mechanical pump.

In order to calculate the coating thickness, the
weight of the carbon fibers were measured before
and after electroless deposition using analytical
balance of 0.0001g accuracy. From the weight of
the coating,∆G, the coating thickness, Äã, was
calculated usig the formula (1)

(1)

where ρNi and ρc represent the density of nick-
el and carbon fiber respectively, G, the weight of
the fibers prior to coating, and, ã, the diameter of
the uncoated fibers. 

In order to evaluate the coating morphology
on the fibers, surface of the coated fibers were
studied by SEM after the coating process.

Evaluation of the effect of nickel coating on
the strength of the fibers in as-received and after
coating was carried out in different thickness of
coating. Tensile tests were performed using single
fiber test (SFT) method according to ASTM
D3379-75. Based on the introduced procedure of
the test, a randomly selected carbon fiber was
taken from the coated bandle. It was glued on to a
paper frame using an epoxy adhesive and the
sides of the frame were carefully cut after it was
gripped in the tensile testing machine. A
Fafograph micro tensile testing machine with a 10
N-load cell was used for the tensile test of the car-
bon fibers. Fifty tests were carried out for each
experiment with an effective gauge length of 10
mm and a crosshead rate of 1.0 mm/min. The pro-
cedure of the tensile test for carbon fibers is

Fig. 1 Simultaneous thermal analysis diagram of TC-42 car-
bon fiber in air. 



shown in Fig.2.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Surface condition of nickel coated carbon
fibers
Typical cross-section of nickel coated carbon
fibers is shown in Fig.3 and the EDX (Energy
Dispersive X-ray analysis) mapping of this sec-
tion is shown in Fig.4. Formation of nickel coat-
ing on the carbon fibers is quite clear in the Fig.
4. SEM micrographs of the longitudinal section of
nickel coated carbon are shown in Fig.5 to Fig.9.
These figures show fibers that have been coated
with different thickness. 

Figurers 5 and 6 show two positions of fibers
coated with thickness of 0.2 µm. It seems that
nickel coating had not been formed on fibers uni-
formly and some parts on the surface of the fibers
are free from coating or possibly with low thick-
ness.  Figure 7 shows SEM micrograph of some
nickel coated carbon fibers with 0.5 µm thickness.

The thickness of coating seems to be nice and uni-
form in this picture.

Fig.8 shows fibers with thickness of coating
about 0.8 µm. Although the coating of fibers
seems to be uniform to some extent, there are
indications of some new phases which have start-
ed to grow on the surface of nickel coated fibers.
In the Fig.9 in which the thickness of coating has
increased to 1.1 µm, there are more indications of
growth of new phases. By increasing the thick-
ness of coating from 0.8 µm to 1.1 µm, nonuni-
form coating has started to form on the surface of
the fibers due to local growth of nickel coating on
already coated surface. 

It seems that, at first, nickel deposits at ener-
getically favored sites on the surface of carbon
fibers. In the thickness of coating of order of 0.2
µm discontinuity of coating is quite clear. Later
by continuing the process, coating covers
remained surface of the fibers. Ultimately at the
thickness of around 0.5 µm and possibly less than
0.8 µm the entire surface of the fiber will be coat-
ed uniformly. Continuing the deposition and at
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Fig.2 The procedure of the tensile test of carbon fiber. (a) A single fiber glued onto a paper frame of a single fiber; (b) grip-
ping in the tensile machine of paper frame; (c) cutting of paper frame; (d) tensile test.



thickness more than 0.8 µm, nickel coating starts
to growth denderitically on the surface of the
fibers that have been already coated.

3.2. Tensile strength of nickel coated carbon
fibers 

In Fig.10, changes of ultimate tensile strength
of nickel coated carbon fibers as a function of
coating thickness is illustrated. The empirical val-
ues driven from tensile tests of carbon fiber coat-
ed at different thickness, is compared with the
theoretically calculated values. The theoretical
tensile strength of nickel coated carbon fibers has
been calculated by the rule of mixture (ROM).

In this equation, σcis the ultimate tensile
strength of nickel coated carbon fibers, σf is the
ultimate tensile strength of uncoated carbon fibers
and σNi is the tensile strength of nickel. Vf and VNi

are the volume fraction of carbon fibers and nick-
el coating respectively. The amount of σf, has
been considered 4577 MPa from tensile test of
uncoated carbon fiber (a little less than the
amount presented at Table 1) and the amount of
σNi has been considered 345 MPa. 

According to Fig.10, the tensile strength of
carbon coated carbon fibers has decreased from
3456 MPa in the coating thickness of 0.2 µm to
2194 MPa in the coating thickness of 1.1 µm.  The
rate of decrease in the range of uncoated fibers to
0.2 µm thickness of coating is more than other
parts of graph. Theoretically calculated results
show the same trend as experimental in the range
of 0.2 to 1.1 µm.

The main reason of decrease in tensile strength
of carbon fibers, is the increment of cross-section
of the coated fibers as a result of coating by nick-
el. Nickel tensile strength is much less than car-
bon fibers, therefore the average tensile strength
of two materials together would be less than car-
bon fibers alone.  This conclusion could be driv-
en from both theoretical and experimental curves,
while both are lowering as a result of increment of
coating thickness although with different rates. 

According to Fig.10, the difference between
theoretical calculated value and empirical results
gained for carbon fiber tensile strength has
increased. At the thickness of coating of 0.2 µm,
the strength of nickel coated carbon fibers is 81%
of the theoretical value and at thickness of 1.1 µm
is only 66% of the theoretical calculated value.  It
means that the difference between the theoretical
calculated strength and the empirical results
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Fig. 3 The SEM micrograph of the cross-section of nickel
coated carbon fibers.

Fig. 4 EDX mapping of the same area in Fig. 3

Table 1: Properties of TC-42 carbon fiber.
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Fig. 5 SEM micrograph of carbon fibers coated with 0.2  m
thickness of nickel.

Fig. 9 The longitudinal SEM micrograph of carbon fibers
coated with 1.1  m thickness of nickel

Fig. 10 Tensile strength of the nickel coated carbon fibers
as a function of thickness of nickel.

Fig. 7 The longitudinal SEM micrograph of carbon fibers
coated with 0.5 m thickness of nickel.

Fig. 8 The longitudinal SEM micrograph of carbon fibers
coated with 0.8 m thickness of nickel.

Fig. 6 The longitudinal SEM micrograph of carbon fibers
coated with 0.2 m thickness of nickel.



gained from carbon fiber tensile tests, has
increased from 19% to 34% as a result of increase
in coating thickness from 0.2 µm to 1.1 µm. This
difference suggests that formation of nonuniform
coating on the surface of fibers might causes
stress concentration and reduction of overall
strength.

4. CONCLUSION

1- Electroless method could be applicable for uni-
formly nickel coating of the carbon fibers.
2- Minimum thickness required to form a uniform
coating of nickel on surface of carbon fibers is
approximately 0.5 µm.  Coating thickness less
than 0.5 µm, could results the formation of
nonuniform coating on surface of the fibers and
coating of carbon fibers by nickel at higher thick-
ness also will result in dendritic growth of coating
and so nonuniformity on surface of the fibers.
3- Nickel coating will decrease the tensile
strength of the carbon fibers. This decrease, is
proportional with nickel coated layer thickness. 
4- If the coating is nonuniform the chance of
stress concentration increases and therefore the
strength decreases. 
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