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ABSTRACT: Rhenium diboride is an established super-
hard compound that can scratch diamond and can be
readily synthesized under ambient pressure. Here, we
demonstrate two synergistic ways to further enhance the
already high yield strength of ReB2. The first approach
builds on previous reports where tungsten is doped into
ReB2 at concentrations up to 48 at. %, forming a rhenium/
tungsten diboride solid solution (Re0.52W0.48B2). In the
second approach, the composition of both materials is
maintained, but the particle size is reduced to the
nanoscale (40−150 nm). Bulk samples were synthesized
by arc melting above 2500 °C, and salt flux growth at ∼850
°C was used to create nanoscale materials. In situ radial X-
ray diffraction was then performed under high pressures up to ∼60 GPa in a diamond anvil cell to study mechanical
properties including bulk modulus, lattice strain, and strength anisotropy. The differential stress for both Re0.52W0.48B2
and nano ReB2 (n-ReB2) was increased compared to bulk ReB2. In addition, the lattice-preferred orientation of n-ReB2
was experimentally measured. Under non-hydrostatic compression, n-ReB2 exhibits texture characterized by a maximum
along the [001] direction, confirming that plastic deformation is primarily controlled by the basal slip system. At higher
pressures, a range of other slip systems become active. Finally, both size and solid-solution effects were combined in
nanoscale Re0.52W0.48B2. This material showed the highest differential stress and bulk modulus, combined with
suppression of the new slip planes that opened at high pressure in n-ReB2.
KEYWORDS: superhard, ultra-incompressible, transition metal borides, nanocrystal, radial diffraction, lattice-preferred orientation,
elastic and plastic deformation

As new state-of-the-art materials and metals are
discovered and synthesized, the demand for materials
capable of cutting, forming, and shaping those new

materials grows. Diamond, the world’s hardest natural material,
cannot be effectively used for cutting and drilling ferrous
metals because of its poor thermal stability in air and its
tendency to form carbides.1−3 Cubic boron nitride (c-BN), an
alternative to diamond, is of interest because of its high
hardness and excellent chemical stability,4 but high pressure is
necessary to synthesize c-BN, which again limits its use. In
2007, rhenium diboride (ReB2) was successfully synthesized by
arc melting at ambient pressure.5 ReB2 shows a third-order
bulk modulus of 340 GPa6 and a Vickers hardness (Hv) as high
as 40.5 GPa7 under an applied load of 0.49 N. Although its

hardness value only narrowly surpasses the threshold for
superhard materials (Hv > 40 GPa), it is still capable of
scratching a natural diamond.8

It has been reported that the hardness of ReB2 can be
increased to ∼48 GPa via solid solution hardening (i.e.,
Re1−xWxB2) where tungsten is added into the host lattice.9

Interestingly, pure tungsten diboride (WB2) has been shown to
be ultra-incompressible, but not superhard,10−15 because it
takes a crystal structure that is intermediate between that of
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ReB2 (P63/mmc, containing corrugated boron layers alternat-
ing with metal layers; Figure 1a) and AlB2 (P6/mmm,
containing flat boron sheets, again alternating with metal
layers). The WB2 structure consists of alternating corrugated
and planar boron sheets (Figure 1b). The presence of any
planar boron sheets provides easy slip planes and significantly
reduces the hardness of the material. We have previously
shown that the ReB2-type structure can be maintained with
tungsten content up to 48 at. % for Re1−xWxB2 solid solutions,
providing a large window for solid solution-based hardness
enhancement.9

While we have found that crystal engineering to tune the
intrinsic hardness of a material is an excellent method to
enhance hardness, in many cases extrinsic effects, such as finite

size or multiphase effects, can produce even greater enhance-
ment. It turns out that the extremely high hardness in
W0.92Zr0.08B4 (Hv = 55 GPa) and W0.99Re0.01B4 (Hv = 50 GPa)
can be explained by morphological control and secondary
phase dispersion hardening, respectively.16,17 One would
expect that a higher hardness for ReB2 can be achieved by
reducing its grain size, known as the Hall−Petch effect. Indeed,
work in other nanoscale systems has shown fantastic
enhancements. Chen et al. have demonstrated that the stress-
induced dislocation activity can be suppressed to a significant
extent for 3 nm Ni nanocrystals.18 Although Ni metal is not
superhard, it provides insights for the potential to tune
mechanical properties by changing slip systems. The challenge
is that forming nanostructured superhard materials is still

Figure 1. Comparison of the structures of ReB2 (a) and WB2 (b). Boron and metal atoms are shown in green and gray, respectively.
Representative synchrotron 2-D azimuthally unrolled patterns (c) and 1-D X-ray diffraction patterns (d) with increasing pressure for bulk
Re0.52W0.48B2. The data in part (d) were obtained by integration over a 5° slice centered at the magic angle of φ = 54.7°. Indexing for
relevant peaks is included on the image (note that the stick pattern is for ReB2, not Re0.52W0.48B2). Diffraction from the boron/epoxy gasket
is indicated with an open star. All diffraction peaks other than those from the gasket shift to higher angle with increased pressure.

ACS Nano Article

DOI: 10.1021/acsnano.9b02103
ACS Nano 2019, 13, 10036−10048

10037

http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.9b02103


synthetically difficult. Mechanical grinding below the micro-
meter scale is extremely challenging for superhard materials.
All reported synthetic routes to nanocrystalline superhard
materials typically require applied pressure in gigapascals.
Nanotwinned c-BN has been prepared under a pressure of 15
GPa by using an onion-like BN as the precursor, and this
material showed unparalleled hardness.19 Similarly, nano-
twinned diamond was synthesized at 20 GPa and 2000 °C
using a high-energy metastable carbon as the precursor, and
the resultant materials had a Vickers hardness as high as 200
GPa.20

A bottom-up synthetic route to nanoscale transition metal
borides based on Sn/SnCl2 redox chemistry was recently

reported.21 Here, elemental boron and anhydrous metal
chlorides were mixed with Sn in a glovebox and sealed in a
quartz ampule under vacuum. This was followed by heat
treatment between 700 and 900 °C. A variety of transition
metal borides with the general composition of MxBy (x, y = 1−
4), where M is a 3d, 4d, or 5d element, can be made through
this method, such as TaB2, NbB2, Mo2B, and MoB2. Portehault
et al. also reported a general solution route toward metal
boride nanocrystals using solid metal chlorides and sodium
borohydride as metal and boron sources.22 A LiCl/KCl
eutectic was chosen as the flux. Various systems ranging
from hexaborides to monoborides such as CaB6, MoB4, NbB2,
and FeB were synthesized to demonstrate the generality of this

Figure 2. Representative synchrotron 1-D X-ray diffraction patterns and 2-D azimuthally unrolled patterns with increasing pressure for (a, b)
nano-ReB2 and (c, d) nano-Re0.52W0.48B2. The data in parts (b) and (d) were obtain by integration over a 5° slice centered at the magic angle
of φ = 54.7°. Indexing for relevant peaks is included on the image (note that the stick pattern is for ReB2, in both figures). Diffraction from
the boron/epoxy gasket is indicated with an open star and an impurity in the n-Re0.52W0.48B2 is labeled with a closed star. All diffraction
peaks other than those from the gasket shift to higher angle with increased pressure.
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approach. However, many of the superhard members of the
metal boride family have yet to be explored.
As discussed above, all superhard nanocrystals reported to

date have been synthesized under high pressure. Here, we
report a synthetic approach to make nanocrystalline versions of
the superhard materials ReB2 (n-ReB2) and Re0.52W0.48B2 (n-
Re0.52W0.48B2) via molten salt flux growth at ambient pressure.
We then use synchrotron-based angle dispersive X-ray
diffraction (XRD) experiments in a radial geometry using a
diamond anvil cell (DAC)23 to determine the bulk modulus of
these new materials and to examine the differential stress in a
lattice plane specific manner up to ∼60 GPa. The differential
stress has been commonly considered as a good estimate of
yield strength in many studies, and it is found to strongly
correlate to hardness.24−30 Differential stress can only be
measured through radial diffraction, where the sample is
compressed non-hydrostatically, rather than the traditional
axial diffraction, where a hydrostatic pressure medium31 is
employed. Radial diffraction studies have the added benefit
that very small sample volumes are needed and that powders
can be studied directly, without the need for first compacting
them.
Another advantage for radial diffraction over axial diffraction

is that texture in the radial geometry is sensitive to the active
slip systems as well as stress,32−34 which enables elucidation of
the microscopic deformation mechanisms controlling the
plastic behavior of the material.18,35 Through an understanding
of the mechanisms by which available slip systems are tuned,
we have the potential to rationally design the next generation
of ultrahard metal borides. Such ideas have been used
previously for a range of superhard metal borides. For example,
Yeung et al. found that the intrinsic yield strength of tungsten
monoboride could be dramatically improved by removing the
slip plane through selective substitution of the malleable
tungsten bilayer with Ta.29,30,36 This substitution pushes the
originally nonsuperhard boride into the superhard regime,
demonstrating an effective design strategy. Although there are
theoretical calculations predicting the slip systems for
ReB2,

37−39 to date there are no papers where lattice-preferred
orientation and deformation mechanisms under high pressure
are experimentally investigated.
In this work, we combine all of these ideas to examine how

both finite size effects and solid-solution formation can be used
to enhance hardness in a family of materials based on ReB2.
Radial diffraction is used instead of indentation hardness,
because solid compacts of the nanocrystal-based materials have
not been fabricated and so these materials are not amenable to
traditional hardness measurements. Because of the high quality
of nanocrystal-based powder diffraction, however, we are able
to extract a much higher level of information from the radial
diffraction, gaining insight into both the bulk slip systems and
the effect of atomic substitution on those slip systems. We
specifically compare bulk ReB2 with n-ReB2 to examine size
effects. We then compare bulk ReB2 with bulk Re0.52W0.48B2 in
mechanical properties to examine how solid solutions can
enhance hardness. Finally, we combine these two approaches
in nanoscale Re0.52W0.48B2 (n-Re0.52W0.48B2) to examine the
synergistic effects of using both finite size effects and solid-
solution hardening. In the future, spark plasma sintering (SPS)
will be adopted to produce a solid bulk compact of
nanocrystals. Because of its very high heating rate, this rapid
sintering process may avoid excessive coarsening and therefore

maintain the outstanding mechanical properties of these
nanocrystals into practical bulk materials.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Previous synthetic efforts have explored reactions between
metal halides and sodium borohydride to produce transition
metal boride nanocrystals, mainly based on redox chemistry,
where the alkali borohydrides serve as both reductant and
boron source.21,22 In contrast, our synthesis of nano-ReB2 and
Re0.52W0.48B2 employed elemental Re and boron to limit
impurities. The operative mechanism in our synthesis is closer
to the classical solid-state method, where the diffusion of boron
into the metal lattice is likely assisted by the molten salt flux. In
the synthesis of nanomaterials, the ratio of metal to boron was
kept at 1:4. The excess boron is very important for the
synthesis of ReB2 from the elements, as diffusion of boron into
the metal lattice to achieve the correct stoichiometry is driven
by the presence of excess boron. Indeed, the addition of excess
boron is also very common in the synthesis of bulk transition
metal borides made by conventional high-temperature routes
and is particularly important for superhard borides to
thermodynamically drive the formation of phase-pure materi-
als. For example, WB4 is typically made at a metal to boron
ratio of 1:12.17 Dodecaborides such as ZrB12 and YB12 are
generally made at a ratio of 1:20.40 Fortunately, in the radial
diffraction experiment, differential strain is measured in a
lattice-specific manner, and so any extra boron content does
not negatively influence the analysis.
In situ XRD studies were conducted under non-hydrostatic

compression up to ∼60, 43, and 53 GPa for n-ReB2, bulk
Re0.52W0.48B2, and n-Re0.52W0.48B2. Two-dimensional diffrac-
tion images at low and high pressure and integration diffraction
patterns obtained at the magic angle (φ = 54.7°, effectively
hydrostatic conditions) at several pressures are presented for
the bulk (Figure 1c,d) and nanoscale samples (Figure 2). Two-
dimensional plots evolve from straight lines at low pressure,
indicating a hydrostatic stress state, to wavy lines at high
pressure, indicating a well-defined high- and low-stress
direction. Integrated diffraction patterns at the magic angle
smoothly shift to higher angle (smaller lattice constant) with
increasing pressure. Note that the pressure for each
compression step was derived from the equation-of-state of
an internal standard,41 using its lattice parameter at φ = 54.7°.
This explains why the diffraction peaks of Pt are present in the
diffraction patterns shown in Figures 1c,d and 2c,d. A small
amount of unreacted Re was found in n-ReB2, as can be seen in
Figure 2a,b. Re is also a common pressure standard, like Pt,
and its equation-of-state has been well studied.42−45 As a result,
no additional internal standard was needed for this sample.
The data show that the addition of tungsten expands the

hexagonal-close-packed metal lattice because W (1.41 Å) is
larger than Re (1.37 Å) in atomic size,46 which causes the
peaks to shift toward lower angles in the ambient pressure
diffraction data in Figure 2d, compared to the stick reference
pattern of ReB2 (Joint Committee on Powder Diffraction
Standards Card #00-006-0541). No pure W phase peaks were
observed in the patterns across the entire pressure range,
suggesting that WB2 and ReB2 do indeed form a solid solution.
All diffraction peaks for Re0.52W0.48B2, n-ReB2, and n-
Re0.52W0.48B2 can be cleanly indexed to the ReB2-type
structure. Note that some peaks and the amorphous humps
below 10° 2θ (labeled with open stars) do not shift with
pressure, and these are from the boron gasket. The background
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scan for the gasket alone can be found in Figure S1. There is
also a small impurity phase found in the n-Re0.52W0.48B2
sample, which is labeled with a solid star.
All of our bulk samples are prepared by arc melting and are

polycrystalline with grain sizes in the micrometer regime. This
results in spotty patterns due to the low grain number statistics,
as can be seen in Figure 1c,d. The spotty nature of the pattern
makes peak intensities unreliable, so that the data cannot be
fully refined. In contrast, the diffraction pattern for the sample
prepared by NaCl flux growth is smooth, indicating a much
finer particle size, which is determined to be between 40 and
150 nm, depending on the sample, as determined by scanning
electron microscopy (SEM) (Figure 3a,b). The overall
morphology of the nanomaterials can be found in the SEM-
EDS images with lower magnification (Figures S2 and S3),
showing that the nanomaterials are reasonably monodispersed
and tend to form agglomerates. Size histograms extracted from
the SEM images for both nanoscale samples are also include in
Figure S2 to demonstrate the breadth of the size distribution.
The average size from these distributions is ∼50 nm for the n-
ReB2 and ∼120 for the n-Re0.52W0.48B2. We note that only a
finite number of SEM images could be collected on more
dispersed parts of the powder, so the size statistics from SEM
may not fully represent the sample. As a result, we generally
use sizes determined form XRD peak widths to describe the
samples.
EDS maps demonstrate that Re is found where there are

powder grains, indicating that the particles in the SEM images
are indeed n-ReB2. For the n-Re0.52W0.48B2 sample, Re and W
colocalize on the EDS maps, again indicating solid-solution
behavior. The Si peak in the EDS spectrum of n-ReB2 arises
from the silicon substrate used in the SEM. The peak situated
at 3.4 keV appears to be Sn. This is very likely an artifact
resulting from the multiple scattering of backscattered
electrons, an effect that is very common when performing
EDS for uneven surfaces such as powders. The chlorine and
sodium peaks found in the spectrum for n-Re0.52W0.48B2 may
result from residual salt flux.

The smooth diffraction patterns of n-ReB2 and n-
Re0.52W0.48B2 enabled us to conduct Rietveld refinement,
which is a whole pattern refinement technique where the
experimental profile is compared with a calculated one.67 An
example of refined data is shown and tabulated in Figure 3c
and Table S1. It is known that the peak broadening can be
attributed to several factors: instrumental broadening,
crystallite size, and stress-induced broadening.33,47 In our
experiments, the instrumental broadening was characterized
using a standard material, CeO2. The Rietveld analysis for the
peak profile from the XRD of the unstressed sample shows that
the crystallite size for n-ReB2 and n-Re0.52W0.48B2 is ∼40 nm
and ∼30 nm with a microstrain of 0.003 and 0.002,
respectively, confirming that the samples are indeed nanosized.
Additional broadening at high pressure can be assigned to
stress. The size determined by XRD, however, appears to be
smaller than that shown in the SEM. This is because SEM
measures the particle size rather than the crystallite size. An
SEM image of the n-Re0.52W0.48B2 shows that its particle size is
100−150 nm (Figure S2), while XRD shows it is ∼40 nm,
which suggests that each particle seen in SEM may be
composed of multiple crystalline domains. In comparison, the
particle size of n-ReB2 observed by SEM is close to the
crystallite size determined using XRD, indicating that the
particles are single domains. As seen in the figure, all diffraction
signals including the ReB2, the unreacted Re, and background
were well refined in the Rietveld fitting, with the exception of
the amorphous hump from the boron/epoxy gasket.
As can be seen in Figure 4a, a linear variation between the

measured d-spacings and orientation function (1−3 cos2 φ) for
the selected lattice planes is observed as expected based on
lattice strain theory (eq 2). The hydrostatic d-spacings are then
determined from the zero intercept of this linear fit, plotted as
a function of pressure (Figure 4b). The d-spacings show a
continuous, linear decrease as the pressure increases with no
abrupt changes. This behavior suggests the samples are stable
in the hexagonal structure upon compression and decom-
pression up to ∼60, ∼43, and 52 GPa.

Figure 3. Scanning electron microscopy images of (a) n-ReB2 and (b) n-Re0.52W0.48B2 prepared using a NaCl flux. Particle sizes range from
∼40 to ∼150 nm for the two samples. (c) Rietveld fitting of nano-ReB2 at ambient pressure. The experimental spectrum is shown with a
black dashed line, and the calculated fit is shown with a solid line in red. The difference pattern is shown in violet. Good agreement is found
for all peaks other than those arising from the boron/epoxy gasket.
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The lattice parameters at each pressure were calculated from
the d-spacings and are summarized in Table S2; these data, in
turn, enable calculation of the bulk modulus. As shown in
Figure 5, the hydrostatic compression curves were fit to the
third-order Birch−Murnaghan equation-of-state, yielding a
bulk modulus as high as 314 ± 12 GPa (K0′ = 7.1), 349 ± 11
GPa (K0′ = 1.7), and 326 ± 2 GPa (K0′ = 4.4) for bulk
Re0.52W0.48B2, n-Re0.52W0.48B2, and n-ReB2, respectively. The
second-order equation-of-state in terms of normalized pressure
and Eularian strain48 can be found in Figure S4. The bulk
modulus of n-ReB2 obtained here under non-hydrostatic
compression is consistent with the reported third-order value

of 340 GPa for bulk ReB2 measured under hydrostatic
conditions,6 and it also falls in the range of 317−383
GPa49−53 obtained from both other experiments and
calculations. This indicates that hydrostatic and non-hydro-
static/magic angle data give results in good agreement with
each other. Moreover, the fact that the bulk modulus does not
change significantly on varying the grain size indicates that the
bulk modulus for ReB2 is a size-independent property. The fact
that bulk Re0.52W0.48B2 shows a slightly lower bulk modulus
than ReB2 can be attributed to a decrease in valence electron
concentration when substituting W for Re. This decrease,
however, seems less significant when determining the bulk

Figure 4. (a) Linearized plot of d-spacings for Re0.52W0.48B2 as a function of φ angle at the highest pressure reached. The solid lines are the
best linear fit to the data. (b) Measured d-spacings for selected lattice planes as a function of pressure. Error bars that are smaller than the
size of the symbols have been omitted. Data with close symbols were collected upon compression, while those with open symbols were
collected upon decompression. Only the c-axis shows large changes upon addition of W to ReB2.
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modulus of n-Re0.52W0.48B2, since it shows nearly the same bulk
modulus value as bulk ReB2. One possible reason is that the
atomic structure of the surface can undergo reconstruction to
compensate the energy increase when shifting the atoms from
their perfect lattice positions due to the presence of surface
strain. It has been found in hard materials such as SiC that the
bond distances of Si−C, C−C, and Si−Si at the surface of
nanocrystals are different from those within the nanocrystal
center, giving rise to a core−shell structure.54 As a result, the
shell shows higher bulk modulus than the inner core. The
addition of W decreases the valence electron density,
suggesting a lower bulk modulus than ReB2; however, it may
also induce more bonding reconstruction at the surface of the
grains, which becomes more significant at the nanoscale,
explaining the surprising lack of change in bulk modulus.
Generally, a high bulk modulus (i.e., high incompressibility)

is a necessary, but insufficient prerequisite for high hardness.55

Bulk modulus is a measure of elastic deformation, reflecting the
resistance to volume change with respect to pressure, and is
strongly related to the intrinsic properties of a material,
particularly valence electron count and structure.56 Hardness,
defined as the resistance to plastic deformation, is influenced
not only by intrinsic factors such as the strength and
directionality of bonding but also by extrinsic factors, such as
dislocation density and grain morphology. The yield strength is
believed to be one of the most significant determining factors
for hardness, and the ratio of yield strength to shear modulus
(t/G) for each lattice plane can be directly measured from the
slope of the linear fit as shown in Figure 4a. Values of t/G for
selected planes are plotted as a function of pressure for bulk
Re0.52W0.48B2, n-ReB2, and n-Re0.52W0.48B2 in Figure 6a,b and
compared with data for bulk ReB2 from ref 57. For n-ReB2, the
t/G ratio for each plane increases almost linearly with pressure
from the beginning up to ∼15 GPa. The increase rate then
becomes slower and eventually plateaus, indicating the onset of

plastic deformation and that t (the yield strength) has reached
its limiting value.
Similar trends in t/G are observed for all samples, with some

noted differences. In comparing the bulk samples, we find that
Re0.52W0.48B2 shows a higher plateau value of t/G and reaches
that value at a somewhat higher pressure than pure ReB2.
Similarly, both nanomaterials support a higher plateau value
and show a higher plateau pressure compared to their bulk
counterparts. Overall, bulk ReB2 shows both the lowest plateau
pressure and plateau value, indicating that all methods used
here are successful at improving mechanical properties. As seen
in Figure 6a,b the basal plane of the hcp lattice for all samples is
always the lowest, implying it is very likely to be a slip plane.
The t(100)/G, t(101)/G, and t(110)/G values for n-ReB2 are
quite similar, which we also observed for bulk ReB2. In
contrast, the addition of tungsten seems to change the strain
anisotropy. Unlike ReB2, the planes for Re0.52W0.48B2, in both
bulk and nanoscale form, present a significant difference in t/
G, with (100) being the highest followed by the (110) and
(101) planes. This may relate to the greater sensitivity of the c-
axis to the addition of tungsten, as shown in Figure 2b,f.
It is important to calculate t, in addition to t/G, when

comparing yield strength of different materials, since a very low
shear modulus like that found in a soft elastic material can also
produce a high strain. For example, the (200) lattice plane of
Au58 can support a similar amount of differential strain to the
(004) lattice plane of ReB2. As described in the Methods
section, this conversion can be done making two different
limiting assumptions. The Voigt shear modulus assumes iso-
strain conditions, while the Reuss shear modulus assumes iso-
stress conditions. The differential stress under Reuss and Voigt
conditions for bulk and nanoscale Re0.52W0.48B2 and ReB2 was
calculated by using the elastic stiffness constants from refs 59
and 60, respectively. While the real differential stress is a
weighted average of these two conditions, the correct

Figure 5. Hydrostatic compression curves of Re0.52W0.48B2 (black), nano-ReB2 (blue), and nano-Re0.52W0.48B2 (red) obtained at the magic
angle, φ = 54.7°. The solid line is the best fit to the third-order Birch−Murnaghan equation-of-state.
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weighting for our experimental conditions is not known, so we
simply calculated both values as upper and lower limits on the
actual values. As seen in Figure 7a−c, both nanomaterials
clearly show higher differential stress values than that of their
bulk counterparts. For example, the (100) plane for the
Re0.52W0.48B2 system is found to be the strongest plane with a
plateau value of ∼16−19 GPa for the bulk material and ∼20−
25 GPa for the nanoscale material. The (002) is always the
weakest plane regardless of size and composition, again
suggesting that this is a slip plane. When comparing different
methods to enhance the yield strength, we found the strength
for the (002) and (101) planes of n-ReB2 is almost the same as
that of bulk Re0.52W0.48B2. However, the (100) and (110)
planes of n-ReB2 are clearly weaker than those of bulk
Re0.52W0.48B2, indicating that bulk Re0.52W0.48B2 possesses an
overall higher yield strength than n-ReB2 and thus that solid-
solution effects are more beneficial than finite size effects alone
in this system.
Finite size effects are significant, however, as even the

weakest plane of n-ReB2 still exhibits a higher yield strength
than the strongest plane of bulk ReB2, demonstrating that finite
size effects are an effective approach to hardness enhancement

for superhard metal borides. Because the different lattice planes
show more variation in t for Re0.52W0.48B2 then for ReB2, a
clean separation of t values is not observed between bulk and
nanoscale Re0.52W0.48B2, but the nanoscale material still shows
a significant enhancement in t under both iso-stress and iso-
strain assumptions. When the crystallite size is reduced into the
nanorealm, the nucleation of dislocations becomes more
energetically unfavorable. Moreover, dislocations are also
harder to propagate due to the high density of grain
boundaries, which in turn is responsible for the higher yield
strength of n-ReB2. Solid-solution effects similarly result in a
higher yield strength because dislocation movement is
impeded by the atomic size mismatch between tungsten and
rhenium. Importantly, it appears to be possible to take
advantage of both solid-solution hardening and size effects in a
synergistic manner, as n-Re0.52W0.48B2 exhibits the highest
differential stress of all samples studied.
In order to correlate the yield strength for a polycrystalline

sample to its hardness, the yield strength for many different
diffraction planes needs to be considered, because many lattice
planes are compressed by the diamond indenter in a
polycrystalline material at the same time during the hardness
test. While we never know what specific grain orientations are
below any given indentation, to get a sense of the average yield
strength, here we took the average of all lattice planes that we
could track to get an effective average differential stress and
plotted the data in Figure 7d. For example, the differential
stress of n-ReB2 shown in Figure 7d was obtained by taking the
average of t/G for the (002), (100), (101), (102), (103),
(104), (110), and (112) planes followed by multiplying by the
aggregate shear modulus of 273 GPa.60 In Figure 7d, the
differential stress for bulk Re0.52W0.48B2 is slightly higher than
that for n-ReB2, and they are both greater than that of bulk
ReB2. This result is consistent with the hardness previously
reported for both bulk materials (Hv = 40.5 GPa for bulk ReB2,
Hv = 47.2 GPa for bulk Re0.52W0.48B2).

9 Since n-ReB2 and n-
Re0.52W0.48B2 were made only in powder form, no hardness
values are available. However, it is reasonable to believe that
the hardness of a compact made from n-ReB2 should be higher
than bulk ReB2 and close to or slightly lower than bulk
Re0.52W0.48B2 based on the differential stress data, while the
hardness of a compact made from n-Re0.52W0.48B2 would likely
be even higher than the bulk solid-solution value.
We end by taking advantage of our ability to refine the

nanocrystal diffraction patterns as a function of pressure to
learn more about the available slip systems in these superhard
materials. When shear stress is applied to polycrystals,
individual grains deform preferentially on slip planes. This
results in crystallite rotations, generating lattice-preferred
orientation or texture, which manifests as changes in peak
intensity with pressure.61 Unfortunately, the diffraction pattern
for the coarse-grained bulk samples (Figure 2a) only allows us
to analyze the diffraction line shifts and the evolution of the
differential strain upon compression, while peak intensity
variation with azimuth angles cannot be correlated to the slip
systems because of the low grain number statistics. As a result,
in addition to the high strength, another advantage of
nanocrystalline samples is that quantitative texture information
can be obtained from high-pressure data through Rietveld
analysis.
The orientation distribution or texture is represented using

an inverse pole figure (IPF), as shown in Figure 8, which
denotes the probability of finding the poles (normal) to lattice

Figure 6. (a) Comparison of the differential strain, given by the
ratio of differential stress t to aggregate shear modulus G, as a
function of pressure between nano-ReB2 (blue) and bulk ReB2
(green). (b) Differential strain as a function of pressure for nano-
Re0.52W0.48B2 (red) and bulk Re0.52W0.48B2 (black).
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planes in the compression direction. The texture strength (i.e.,
pole density) is measured in multiples of the mean random
distribution (m.r.d.), where m.r.d. = 1 indicates a fully random
distribution, and a higher m.r.d. number represents stronger
texture. The n-ReB2 initially exhibits a nearly random
distribution at ambient pressure. The texture strength evolves
with pressure and shows a maximum at (0001) at 59 GPa,
indicating the (0001) lattice planes are oriented with an
alignment of the c-axis to the high-stress direction. This
experimental observation confirms that the (001) plane is
indeed a slip plane, consistent with our differential stress data
and the theoretical slip system of (001)[11̅0] for ReB2.

38 As
shown in Figure 1, the (001) planes are the planes parallel to
the boron layers, and it has been reported that the puckered
boron layers become more flattened with increasing pressure;62

therefore the observed slip plane can be attributed to the lack
of constrained bonding between layers.
The preferred orientation for n-Re0.52W0.48B2 was also

observed in the (0001) lattice plane, as can be seen in Figure
8b, suggesting that the tungsten added did not change the
primary slip system. More interestingly, the texture area
(brown in color) for n-ReB2 grows larger and larger with
pressure, implying new slip systems gradually opened up with
the development of the plastic deformation. This increase in
the number of available slip systems may be the root of the
indentation size effect, which is the phenomenon where the
measured hardness decreases with increasing indentation
load.5 The indentation size effect is always strongly observed

in these superhard metal borides.9,17,29 Interestingly, the
texture for n-Re0.52W0.48B2 is more restricted at the (0001)
corner. This suggests that the addition of tungsten helps
suppress the formation of new slipping paths, resulting in
higher yield strength, greater mechanical stability, and
presumably higher hardness.
The quantitative texture strength also provides information

about the microscopic deformation mechanisms controlling
the plastic behavior of these materials. Dislocation creep and
grain boundary processes are believed to be the two main
mechanisms for plastic deformation in compressed powders.63

Dislocation creep on preferred slip systems has been reported
to produce a strong texture, while grain boundary sliding and
mechanical twinning usually randomize the texture.35,61,64

Interestingly, both n-ReB2 and n-Re0.52W0.48B2 exhibit fairly
weak texture, with an index of ∼1.3 m.r.d. at the highest
pressure reached in our experiment, suggesting that the
dislocation-mediated processes are not the dominant mecha-
nism for plasticity. Indeed, the low value indicates that the n-
ReB2 and n-Re0.52W0.48B2 maintain a low dislocation density
upon non-hydrostatic compression up to ∼60 GPa, a result
that also explains why the nanomaterials show a much higher
yield strength than their coarse-grained counterparts. Im-
portantly for the design of future compacts based on
nanocrystalline superhard metal borides, these results also
indicate that grain boundary strengthening is the key to
enabling high hardness in practical superhard nanoscale metal
borides.

Figure 7. Differential stress (t) calculated under the Reuss (iso-stress) condition (a, b) and Voigt (iso-strain) condition (c). Part (a)
compares bulk and nanoscale ReB2, while part (b) shows bulk and nanoscale Re0.52W0.48B2. Lattice planes are indicated in the figure. Part (c)
compares all four samples, and the indexing is the same as that used in parts (a) and (b). Part (d) shows the evolution of the average
differential stress over all observed lattice planes with pressure for the same four samples.
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CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, nanoscale ReB2 and Re0.52W0.48B2 were
synthesized through a molten salt flux growth method. Their
high-pressure behaviors were explored and compared with
coarse-grained ReB2 and Re0.52W0.48B2 using synchrotron-
based X-ray diffraction under non-hydrostatic compression up
to ∼60 GPa. The equation-of-state(s) for n-ReB2,
Re0.52W0.48B2, and n-Re0.52W0.48B2 were determined using the
hydrostatic volume data measured at the magic angle (φ =
54.7°). Little difference was found in the bulk modulus of n-
ReB2 compared with bulk ReB2, while nano Re0.52W0.48B2 was
found to be more incompressible than bulk Re0.52W0.48B2.
Lattice-dependent strength anisotropy indicates that the basal
planes of the samples support the least differential stress,
indicating that (00l) is a slip plane limiting the strength of
ReB2. This hypothesis was further confirmed by texture
analysis. Moreover, the yield strengths of bulk Re0.52W0.48B2,
n-ReB2, and n-Re0.52W0.48B2 were all found to be much higher
than that of bulk ReB2, demonstrating that solid-solution
hardening and nanostructuring are two effective approaches to
hardness enhancement for superhard transition metal borides.
Importantly, these two effects can be synergistically combined
to produce the highest yield strength in n-Re0.52W0.48B2.
Finally, the plastic deformation mechanism for n-ReB2 and n-
Re0.52W0.48B2 was examined, and it was found that the
dislocation density remains very low level, despite compression
to ∼60 GPa.

METHODS
Synthesis of n-ReB2. Elemental rhenium (99.99%, CERAC Inc.,

USA) and amorphous boron (99+%, Strem Chemicals, USA)
powders were uniformly mixed in the molar ratio Re:B = 1:4 using
an agate mortar and pestle. Note that the reaction needs the excess
boron to avoid forming lower borides. We then added 100× excess
NaCl (99.5%, Sigma-Aldrich, USA) by weight to the mixture and
ground for 30 min, followed by transferring into an alumina boat for
heat treatment in a tube furnace under flowing argon. The heating
profile was set as follows: ramp up to 850 °C over 1.5 h, dwell for
another 1.5 h, and then cool down to room temperature over 5 h.
Each sample was washed in water and centrifuged several times in
order to remove the NaCl. The resulting powders were characterized
by powder X-ray diffraction (PXRD) and SEM.

Synthesis of Bulk Re0.52W0.48B2. Bulk Re0.52W0.48B2 was prepared
by arc melting. Tungsten and rhenium powders were mixed with
amorphous boron at a molar ratio (total metal:boron) of 1:2.25
followed by pressing into pellets. Subsequently, the pellets were arc
melted and cooled in argon gas. The synthesis details can be found in
ref 9. The ingot was then crushed and ground with a Plattner’s-style
hardened tool-steel mortar and pestle set (Humboldt Mfg., model H-
17270). The resulting powder was sieved with a No. 635 mesh sieve
(Humboldt Mfg.) to ensure its particle size is ≤20 μm.

Synthesis of n-Re0.52W0.48B2. Tungsten and rhenium metal
powders were mixed and prealloyed in an arc melter. The resultant
ingot was then crushed and ground with a Plattner’s-style hardened
tool-steel mortar and pestle set (Humboldt Mfg., model H-17270).
Subsequently, the metal powders were mixed with boron and NaCl
following the same experimental procedure used for the n-ReB2
synthesis.

Synthesis of Bulk ReB2. Bulk ReB2 was prepared by arc melting.
Rhenium powders were mixed with amorphous boron at a molar ratio
of 1:2.05 followed by pressing into pellets. The extra 0.05 mol of

Figure 8. Inverse pole figures for (a) n-ReB2 and (b) n-Re0.52W0.48B2, showing texture evolution with pressure. Both samples exhibit only
weak texture, even when compressed above 50 GPa. For both samples, the (00l) direction is found to be the primary slip system. In pure
ReB2, other slip systems become accessible at higher pressures, but these additional slip systems appear to be suppressed in the n-
Re0.52W0.48B2.
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boron compensates for boron evaporation during arc melting. The
pellets were then liquefied in an arc melting furnace under argon gas.
The detailed description of the synthesis can be found in a previous
report.8 The ingot was then crushed and ground followed by sieving
with a No. 635 mesh sieve (Humboldt Mfg.) to ensure its particle size
is ≤20 μm.
Radial X-ray diffraction. The in situ angle-dispersive X-ray

diffraction experiments under non-hydrostatic pressure were carried
out at synchrotron beamline 12.2.2 of the Advanced Light Source
(ALS, Lawrence Berkeley National Lab). Nano-ReB2, bulk
Re0.52W0.48B2, and nano-Re0.52W0.48B2 samples were loaded individu-
ally into a sample chamber, with a hole drilled by a laser (∼60 μm in
diameter) in a boron disc (∼400 μm in diameter and ∼60 μm in
thickness), which is made of amorphous boron and epoxy,
subsequently embedded in a rectangular Kapton tape.65 For most
samples, a small piece of platinum foil (∼15 μm in diameter) was
intentionally placed on top of the sample to serve as an internal
pressure standard. No pressure-transmitting medium was added to
ensure the presence of non-hydrostatic stress upon compression.
More technical details for the DAC may be found in ref 33. In this
experiment, the incident monochromatic X-ray beam (25 keV in
energy, 20 × 20 μm in beam size) was perpendicular to the loading
axis. The diffracted intensity was recorded using an MAR-345 image
plate with pressure steps of ∼4 GPa. Calibration of the sample-to-
detector distance, beam center, and detector tilt was carried out by
using a CeO2 standard and the program FIT2D.66 The ring-like
diffraction patterns were then “unrolled” into cake diffraction patterns,
where azimuthal angle η (with 0° and 180° the low-stress directions
and 90° and 270° the high stress directions as shown in Figures 1c
and 2a,c) was plotted versus 2θ. For bulk Re0.52W0.48B2, the diffraction
patterns were imported into Igor Pro (WaveMetrics, Inc.), where each
diffraction line was analyzed individually. The diffraction data of n-
ReB2 and n-Re0.52W0.48B2 were analyzed by the Rietveld refinement
method67 as implemented in the software package MAUD.68

The combination of radial X-ray diffraction and lattice strain
theory69−71 enabled us to study the stress state of samples under non-
hydrostatic compression in a DAC. A set of orthogonal stress
components were applied to the sample upon compression. The stress
component σ1 is parallel to the incident X-ray beam, while σ3
coincides with the loading axis. The difference between σ1 and σ3 is
termed the uniaxial stress component or differential stress, which is
limited by the yield strength of the specimen material according to
von Mises yield criterion, eq 1:72

t 2 y3 1σ σ τ σ= − ≤ = (1)

where τ is the shear strength and σy is the yield strength. The lattice
strain produced by t is given by eq 2:

d hkl d hkl d hkl Q hkl( ) ( ) / ( ) (1 3 cos ) ( )m p p
2 φ[ − ] = − (2)

This equation can be rearranged to a commonly used form as follows:

d hkl d hkl Q hkl( ) ( ) 1 (1 3 cos ) ( )m p
2 φ= [ + − ] (3)

where dm(hkl) denotes the observed d-spacing in the presence of a
deviatoric stress component, while dp(hkl) is the d-spacing under
hydrostatic pressure alone, where φ is the angle between the loading
axis and the diffraction plane normal to it.69−71 Note that the actual
stress state of the sample lies between the two extremes determined
by the iso-strain73 and iso-stress74 conditions; therefore Q(hkl) can be
expressed as given in eq 4:
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Here GV and GR(hkl) are the Voigt shear modulus (iso-strain) and
Reuss shear modulus (iso-stress), respectively. For a hexagonal
system, the GV is given by eq 5:75

G c c c c c30 7 5 4 12 2V 11 12 13 44 33= − − + + (5)

The expressions of GR(hkl) in terms of elastic compliance [Sij] can be
found in ref 71. Approximately, the differential stress from eq 4 can be
written as

t G Q hkl6 ( )= (6)

where ⟨Q(hkl)⟩ stands for the average value over the observed
crystallographic reflections and G is the aggregate shear modulus.
Equation 3 indicates a linear relation between dm(hkl) and (1−3 cos2

φ). The slope of the linear fit yields the product dp(hkl)Q(hkl), which
can be used to evaluate and describe contributions of both plastic and
elastic deformation.76,77 The dp(hkl) obtained from the intercept
(with x = 0 corresponding to φ = 54.7°) reflects compression
behavior due to the hydrostatic component of stress, which can yield
the equivalent hydrostatic compression curve. The zero-pressure bulk
modulus, K0, and pressure derivative can then be determined by
fitting the compression curve to the third-order Birch−Murnaghan
equation-of-state,78
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Here, the pressure, P, and the unit cell volume, V, are measured at φ =
54.7°.
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