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Abstract: The performance of potassium sodium niobate ((K, Na) NbO3, KNN)-based lead-free
piezoelectric ceramics has significantly improved over the past decade. However, the performance
bottlenecks of KNN-based ceramics cannot be ignored. Here, the Nb2O5 precursor is obtained
after thermal pretreatment, which can evidently improve the piezoelectric properties and strain
temperature stability of KNN-based ceramics. With the help of the Nb2O5 precursor treated at 800 ◦C,

the optimal piezoelectric constant d33 of 303 pC/N, inverse piezoelectric constant
∗
d33 of 378 pm/V,

Curie temperature TC of 310 ◦C and electromechanical coupling factor kp of 42% are obtained, and
the value of d33 improves by about 30% compared with that of the ceramic prepared with untreated
Nb2O5 as raw material. Additionally, in comparison with the strain temperature stability of the
ceramics prepared with untreated Nb2O5 as raw material, the temperature stability is enhanced.
Therefore, this study provides a useful approach to break the existing performance bottleneck and
further improve the properties of KNN-based ceramics.

Keywords: potassium sodium niobate; Nb2O5 precursor; piezoelectric properties; temperature stability

1. Introduction

Since Jaffe discovered the piezoelectric properties of PZT [1], lead-based ceramics have
dominated the piezoelectric ceramics market. However, Pb-based ceramics has caused
a number of environmental problems, due to the toxicity of lead. Because of concerns
about environmental protection, a series of laws, such as the Restriction of Hazardous
Substances Directive (RoHS), have been issued to limit the production and applications
of lead-based ceramics [2,3]. Due to their excellent piezoelectric properties, potassium
sodium niobate KNN-based ceramics are considered as one of the most promising choices
to replace lead-based ceramics [4,5].

In the current research, the modification routes of KNN through doping are used
to shift the phase transformation temperatures and build phase boundaries near room
temperature [6–9]. Past research on KNN-based ceramics has always focused on the
influence of external element doping on their properties, but ignored the influence of
raw materials. The properties of ceramics strongly depend on the raw materials, not
only because of the unknown trace elements in the raw materials, but also because of the
variety of crystal structures of uncertain proportions in raw materials. As the raw material
with the largest amount of KNN-based ceramics, any change in phase composition of
Nb2O5 may affect the properties of ceramics. Previous studies have reported that there are
monoclinic and orthorhombic crystal structures in Nb2O5 [10], and the Nb2O5 that we use
in the preparation of KNN-based ceramics is orthorhombic [11–15]. However, our recent
experiments find that a small amount of Nb2O5 with a monoclinic structure, instead of
Nb2O5 with orthorhombic structure, will significantly improve the piezoelectric properties
and strain temperature stability of KNN-based ceramics.

For KNN-based ceramics, the most commonly used perovskite additive (Bi0.5Na0.5)ZrO3
can effectively shift the transition temperatures of rhombohedral–orthorhombic (TR-O) and
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orthorhombic–tetragonal (TO-T) phases simultaneously, finally constructing phase bound-
aries such as R-O-T or R-T around room temperature [16–21]. In addition, Fe2O3 can also
be used to modulate the phase boundaries and improve the densification, microstructure,
piezoelectric, as well as ferroelectric, properties of KNN ceramics [22,23]. Hence, the intro-
duction of BNZ and Fe2O3 can effectively increase the electric properties of KNN-based
ceramics. In this paper, a 0.95(K0.45Na0.55)NbO3-0.05(Bi0.5Na0.5)ZrO3-0.4%Fe2O3 (KNN-
BNZ-Fe) system is designed, and pretreated Nb2O5 in different pretreated temperatures is
used, following its conversion from an orthorhombic structure to a monoclinic structure, to
verify the above findings systematically. Under the reactions of Nb2O5 with an orthorhom-
bic structure and monoclinic structure, the piezoelectric properties of the ceramics change;
the d33 value of the ceramics increases from 231 pC/N to 303 pC/N with a 31% increase

and the
∗
d33 values of the ceramics rise from 319 pm/V to 378 pm/V with a 16% increase.

Furthermore, the temperature stability of the ceramics significantly improves. KNN-based
ceramics with higher piezoelectric properties and better temperature stability are prepared
on the basis of this work. In addition, the related physical mechanisms are also explained.

2. Materials and Methods

The 0.95(K0.45Na0.55)NbO3-0.05(Bi0.5Na0.5)ZrO3-0.4%Fe2O3 (KNN-BNZ-Fe) ceramics
are fabricated through solid-phase synthesis. K2CO3 (99.0%), Na2CO3 (99.8%), ZrO2
(99.0%), Bi2O3 (99.999%), Fe2O3 (99.99%) and Nb2O5 (99.5%) are used as raw materials.
Nb2O5 is heated under 600 ◦C, 700 ◦C, 800 ◦C, 850 ◦C, 900 ◦C, 950 ◦C and 1000 ◦C,
respectively, in a sintering furnace for 2 h to produce ceramics with different proportions
of orthorhombic structure and monoclinic structure compositions. In order to more easily
distinguish between the KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics prepared with Nb2O5 as the raw material
at different pretreated temperatures, the KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics prepared by untreated
Nb2O5 are labeled as KNN-UN, and the other KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics prepared by the
Nb2O5 precursor pretreated at 600 ◦C, 700 ◦C, 800 ◦C, 850 ◦C, 900 ◦C, 950 ◦C and 1000 ◦C are
labeled as KNN-600, KNN-700, KNN-800, KNN-850, KNN-900, KNN-950 and KNN-1000,
respectively. Other detailed experimental processes can be observed in previous reports by
our group [24] with the patent CN. 2022113031604.

After aging for 24 h, the piezoelectric constant (d33) values of the poled samples are
measured using a quasi-static d33 testing meter (ZJ-3A, Institute of Acoustics, Chinese
Academy of Sciences, China), while an impedance analyzer (HP 4294A, Agilent, Santa
Clara, USA) is used to obtain the planar electromechanical coupling factor (kp) values and
mechanical quality factor (Qm) values. For the crystal structures of the ceramics, the X-ray
diffraction (XRD) patterns of grinded powder of the ceramics is measured using an X’ Pert
Pro MPD (DY120 PANalytical, Almelo, Netherlands) with Cu radiation (λKα1 = 1.54056Å),
operating at 40 kV and 30 mA, a step scan of 0.02◦/step and a counting time of 30 s per step.
The dielectric constants (εr) against the temperature curves are collected by an LCR analyzer
(HP 4980, Agilent, Santa Clara, USA). The surface morphologies of the sintered pellet are
characterized using a scanning electron microscope (SEM, Se3400N, Hitachi, Tokyo, Japan).
The domain structures are investigated using a piezo-response force microscope (PFM,
Asylum Research, Oxford, UK). The field-dependent polarization P-E loops, unipolar and
bipolar S-E curves are measured using a ferroelectric analyzer (TF Analyzer 2000, aix ACCT,
Aachen, Germany).

3. Results and Discussion

Figure 1 shows the XRD patterns of the pretreated Nb2O5 powder samples at different
temperatures. The un-pretreated Nb2O5 displays a typical orthorhombic structure [9],
and when the pretreatment temperature rises to 800 ◦C, new peaks appear, indicating the
appearance of monoclinic Nb2O5 [15] and the coexistence of orthorhombic and monoclinic
structures. As the temperature continues to increase from 850 ◦C to 1000 ◦C, only the
monoclinic Nb2O5 remains.
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Figure 1. XRD patterns of Nb2O5 precursor powders treated at different temperatures, in the
following ranges: (a) 20◦ < θ < 90◦; (b) 20◦ < θ < 30◦.The blue square indicates the presence of
monoclinic Nb2O5.

We compared the pure K0.45Na0.45NbO3 (KNN) and K0.45Na0.45NbO3-0.4%Fe2O3
(KNN-Fe), which presented pure perovskite orthorhombic structures, with 0.95(K0.45Na0.55)
NbO3-0.05(Bi0.5Na0.5)ZrO3 (KNN-BNZ), which presented three-phase coexistence states
of R, O and T phases. KNN-UN (KNN-BNZ-Fe) ceramics also displays evidence of
rhombohedral–orthorhombic–tetragonal (R-O-T) multiphase coexistence at room tem-
perature, as shown in Figure S1. The Rietveld refinement for KNN, KNN-Fe, KNN-BNZ
and KNN-UN is carried out to confirm the crystal structures, which are refined by the
R3m (rhombohedral), Amm2 (orthorhombic) and P4mm (tetragonal) symmetry models, as
shown in Figure S2, confirming the O phase of KNN and KNN-Fe and R-O-T multiphase
coexistence in KNN-BNZ and KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics. The corresponding parameters
obtained from the Rietveld refinement are shown in Table S1. Figure 2(a1,a2) show the XRD
patterns of all the studied KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics with different Nb2O5 precursors. All
the diffraction peaks in this scanning region suggest a perovskite structure. The Rietveld
refinement for KNN-UN is carried out to confirm the existence of KNN-UN ceramics
with rhombohedral–orthorhombic–tetragonal (R-O-T) multiphase coexistence at room tem-
perature, which is refined by the R3m (rhombohedral), Amm2 (orthorhombic) and P4mm
(tetragonal) symmetry models, and the Rietveld refinement for KNN-600~1000 is carried
out to confirm the coexistence of rhombohedral–tetragonal (R-T) multiphases, which are
refined using the R3m (rhombohedral) and P4mm (tetragonal) symmetry models [16], as
shown in Figure S3. The corresponding refined parameters are listed in Table S2 in the
supporting information. Good fitting results between the original data and calculated lines
can be observed, indicating the accuracy of the refinements. The specific phase contents
based on the Rietveld refinement of XRD patterns of each sample are shown in Figure 2b.
The R-O-T phases coexist in KNN-UN, and R-T phases coexist in KNN-600~1000, corre-
spondingly. The change in the content of the R phase shows a trend of first increasing and
then decreasing, reaching the maximum value at KNN-800, which is the opposite of the T
phase. The changes in the XRD patterns of KNN-UN with the increase in temperature from
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room temperature to 450 ◦C are measured as shown in Figure 2(c1,c2). Rietveld plots of the
KNN-UN ceramic are displayed in Figure S4. The specific phase structure proportion is
reflected in Figure 2d and the corresponding refined parameters obtained through Rietveld
refinement are listed in Table S3, which are in good agreement with the changes in XRD
diffraction peaks of the KNN-UN ceramic. The composition and content of the ceramic
phases change dramatically in this temperature range. The R phase of KNN-UN decreases
rapidly as the temperature rises from room temperature to 100 ◦C. When the temperature
rises to 200 ◦C, the ceramic maintains the composition of the O and T phases. When the
temperature reaches 300 ◦C, the peaks of (002) and (200) begin to merge, meaning the
appearance of the cubic (C) phase. The peaks of (002) and (200) completely merge into
one peak until 400 ◦C, revealing that the ceramics have completely changed into the C
phase. The temperature dependence of the XRD patterns for KNN-800 is measured as
shown in Figure 2(e1,e2). Rietveld plots of the KNN-800 ceramic are displayed in Figure S5.
The specific phase structure proportion from room temperature to 450 ◦C is reflected in
Figure 2f and the corresponding refined parameters are listed in Table S4 in the supporting
information. From room temperature to 100 ◦C, the content of the R phase gradually
decreases until it disappears, accompanied by the increase in the T phase content. With
further increasing temperature (200 ◦C < T < 300 ◦C), two splitting peaks shift close to each
other, the T phase dominates and the emergence of the C phase in this temperature range
and temperature-induced lattice distortion can be observed [25]. When the temperature
reaches 350 ◦C and above, the peak completely merges into a single peak, showing that the
ceramic has mostly transformed into the C phase.

Normally, the piezoelectric properties of KNN-based ceramics are closely related to
their microstructures. Therefore, the SEM micrographs for KNN-UN~1000 are shown in
Figure S6. The KNN-UN ceramic is evidently different from other ceramics, as all the sizes
of the grains of KNN-UN are on a micron and uniform scale, with fine pores distributed
between the grains. The uniformly distributed pores of the KNN-UN ceramic may be
caused by the incomplete coupling between large grains. However, in the coupling effect
of small grains, the holes of KNN-800 ceramics are obviously reduced, and the holes in
other ceramics may be caused by the emergence of oxygen vacancies, resulting in the
volatilization of alkali metals [26]. Further elaboration of the grains is due to the different
reaction rates of K/Na and Nb2O5 with different crystal structures, resulting in irregular
growth behavior [27]. Figure 3a–h show the grain size statistics of KNN-UN~1000, and the
average grain size distributions of all the ceramics are shown in Figure 3i, displaying a trend
of initial decline and rise afterwards, which is the least noticeable for the KNN-800 ceramic.

Generally, the dielectric constant versus temperature (εr − T) curves can also identify
the phase structure related to the compositions. Therefore, the changes in the permittivity of
different ceramics with temperatures between −120 ◦C and 200 ◦C have been measured, as
shown in Figure S7a–h. As we can observe, there are two peaks in the εr − T diagram of the
KNN-UN ceramic, which indicates two phase transitions below 200 ◦C, but only a single
peak in those of KNN-600~1000, which indicates one single phase transition below 200 ◦C.
With the increase in the pretreatment temperature of Nb2O5, the TR-T values of the ceramics
first increase, which is then followed by a decline, consistent with the changing trend of
the R phase content in Figure 2b. In order to further characterize the phase transition of
the ceramics within a high temperature range, the εr − T curves of the sample from room
temperature to 450 ◦C are measured as shown in Figure S7i. It can be observed that the
TC values of the KNN-UN to KNN-800 ceramics decrease from 347 ◦C to 310 ◦C gradually,
and increase to 334 ◦C for KNN-850, then remaining almost unchanged. According to
the analysis of the previous experimental results [9], KNN-UN to KNN-700 ceramics are
prepared using Nb2O5 with an orthonormal phase, while KNN-850 to KNN-1000 ceramics
are made from Nb2O5 with a monoclinic phase, indicating that the TC of the ceramics
prepared with orthonormal-phase Nb2O5 as raw material will decrease slightly.
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Figure 2. (a1) XRD pattern of KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics, in the following range:
10◦ < θ < 90◦; (a2) 44◦ < θ < 47◦. (b) The phase content of KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics with differ-
ent Nb2O5 precursors; (c1) XRD patterns of KNN-UN measured from room temperature to 450 ◦C, in
the following range: 10◦ < θ < 90◦; (c2) 44◦ < θ < 47◦. (d) The change in phase content of KNN-UN
from room temperature to 450 ◦C; (e1) XRD patterns of KNN-800 measured from room temperature
to 450 ◦C, in the following range: 10◦ < θ < 90◦; (e2) 44◦ < θ < 47◦;.(f) The change in phase content of
KNN-800 from room temperature to 450 ◦C.



Crystals 2022, 12, 1778 6 of 12

Crystals 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 12 
 

 

between the grains. The uniformly distributed pores of the KNN-UN ceramic may be 
caused by the incomplete coupling between large grains. However, in the coupling effect 
of small grains, the holes of KNN-800 ceramics are obviously reduced, and the holes in 
other ceramics may be caused by the emergence of oxygen vacancies, resulting in the vo-
latilization of alkali metals [26]. Further elaboration of the grains is due to the different 
reaction rates of K/Na and Nb2O5 with different crystal structures, resulting in irregular 
growth behavior [27]. Figure 3a–h show the grain size statistics of KNN-UN~1000, and 
the average grain size distributions of all the ceramics are shown in Figure 3i, displaying 
a trend of initial decline and rise afterwards, which is the least noticeable for the KNN-
800 ceramic. 

 
Figure 3. Grain size statistics: (a) KNN-UN; (b) KNN-600; (c) KNN-700; (d) KNN-800; (e) KNN-850; 
(f) KNN-900; (g) KNN-950; (h) KNN-1000; (i) average grain size distribution of KNN-UN~KNN-
1000 ceramics. 

Generally, the dielectric constant versus temperature (εr−T) curves can also identify 
the phase structure related to the compositions. Therefore, the changes in the permittivity 
of different ceramics with temperatures between −120 °C and 200 °C have been measured, 
as shown in Figure S7a–h. As we can observe, there are two peaks in the εr −T diagram of 
the KNN-UN ceramic, which indicates two phase transitions below 200 °C, but only a 
single peak in those of KNN-600~1000, which indicates one single phase transition below 
200 °C. With the increase in the pretreatment temperature of Nb2O5, the TR-T values of the 
ceramics first increase, which is then followed by a decline, consistent with the changing 

Figure 3. Grain size statistics: (a) KNN-UN; (b) KNN-600; (c) KNN-700; (d) KNN-800; (e) KNN-850;
(f) KNN-900; (g) KNN-950; (h) KNN-1000; (i) average grain size distribution of KNN-UN~KNN-
1000 ceramics.

As the electrical properties of perovskite piezoelectric ceramics are closely related
to their domain structures [28–31], and to further analyze the contributions of domain
structures to the temperature stability of the piezoelectric effect, the piezo-response force
microscopy (PFM) amplitude and phase images are investigated. The PFM images for
KNN, KNN-Fe and KNN-BNZ ceramics are presented in Figure S8. Large, blocky and strip
domains exist in both KNN and KNN-Fe ceramics. With the addition of BNZ, the domain
of KNN-BNZ becomes smaller and more uniform. The KNN-UN and KNN-800 ceramics
are measured as shown in Figure 4a,b. The domain boundaries can be observed from the
amplitude images because the domain boundaries display almost no piezoelectric response,
and the phase images correspond well to their amplitude images [32]. However, there is
a considerable gap between the amplitude image of KNN-UN and that of KNN-800, that
is, unevenly distributed micron and submicron domains exist in the amplitude image of
the KNN-UN ceramic, and evenly distributed submicron domains exist in the amplitude
image of the KNN-800 ceramic. Larger domains cannot be easily inverted under applied
electric fields, which may be result in low piezoelectric performances. The Litho mode
of PFM is used to check the domain-switching dynamic behavior. Firstly, the four small
areas of 1 × 1 µm2 on the KNN-800 ceramic are subjected to different bias voltages (5 V,
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10 V, 15 V and 20 V, respectively). The PFM mappings are recorded after removing the
bias voltage. As presented in the Figure 4c, a bias voltage equal to or greater than 15 V can
reverse the ferroelectric domains of ceramics and cause them to approach saturation. The
in situ PFM images from room temperature to 100 ◦C are analyzed to further check the
thermal stability of the switched domain under different temperatures. The Litho mode
of the domains, including the amplitude and phase images of the KNN-800 ceramic at
20 ◦C, 60 ◦C, 80 ◦C and 100 ◦C, are shown in Figure 4c,e. As the temperature increases
from 20 ◦C to 60 ◦C, the amplitude and phase response domain decreases slightly, due
to the change in domain orientation caused by thermal excitation. All the domains will
align with the electric field direction in the initial state of the Litho mode. With increasing
temperatures, thermal excitation will disrupt the domain orientation, finally decreasing
the amplitude of the domains [32]. As the applied electric field decreases, the thermal
excitation phenomenon becomes more obvious. When temperature increases to 80 ◦C, the
response domain decreases sequentially, but the amplitude increases suddenly, which may
be caused by the phase transition close to TR−T. The synergistic effect of the reduction in
the response domain and the increase in the amplitude may be the reason for the good
temperature stability of its external performance at this temperature. Finally, the amplitude
response domain and intensity of KNN-800 decreases slightly at 100 ◦C, indicating good
temperature stability.

Crystals 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 12 
 

 

 
Figure 4. (a) The piezo-response force microscopy (PFM) amplitude and phase images of KNN-UN 
with a scan area of 3 × 3 μm; (b) the piezo-response force microscopy (PFM) amplitude and phase 
images of KNN-800 with a scan area of 3 × 3 μm; (c–f) the Litho mode of KNN-800 at 20 °C, 60 °C, 
80 °C and 100 °C, including amplitude and phase images with a scan area of 3 × 3 μm. 

Figure 5a shows the P−E hysteresis loops of KNN-UN~1000, as all the ceramics pre-
sent typical ferroelectric loops. The Pr (remnant polarization) and Ec (coercive electric field) 
are shown in Figure 5b. The Pr values of the ceramics first decrease then increase, and the 
minimum value is recorded for the KNN-800 ceramic. The decrease in Pr is mainly due to 
the reduced grain size because of the domain wall clamping from grain boundaries [33]. 
In addition, the TR-T values of KNN-600~950 ceramics near room temperature can cause 
the instability of the polarization state and the polarization direction can be easily rotated 
by external fields, which results in enhanced Pr values. In perovskite ceramics, the phase 
structure at low temperatures often presents higher spontaneous polarization values [34], 
so the high content of the R phase in KNN ceramics results in higher Pr values. Hence, the 
KNN-based ceramics with the pretreated Nb2O5 powder at different temperatures can de-
crease the Pr values and also increase them. However, the abnormal increase for KNN-
1000 is mainly due to the leakage current of the ceramic, meaning that the measured value 
is an exchange charge rather than a real Pr [35]. With the increase in Nb2O5 pretreatment 
temperatures, the Ec values show an upward trend first, and then decrease. From the point 
of view of crystallographic physics, the domain wall motion in a tetragonal structure is 
more easily performed than the domain wall motion of a rhombohedral structure. Hence, 
a rhombohedral structure requires a higher Ec in the 180o domain and the Ec in a tetragonal 
structure is smaller than that of a rhombohedral structure. According to the XRD patterns 
and Rietveld refinement, the change in the content of the R phase shows a trend of first 
increasing and then decreasing, and the maximum value is reported for KNN-800, which 
is the opposite of the T phase. In addition, the piezoelectric properties of ferroelectric pol-
ycrystals are closely associated with domain morphologies [31], and the decreasing grain 
sizes can enhance domain wall mobility and increase the orientation resistance of the do-
mains, eventually leading to an increased coercive field [36]. The unipolar curves of KNN-
UN~1000 ceramics are shown in Figure 5c. The strain values and d33

*  ሺ𝑑ଷଷ∗ ൌ 𝑆௠௔௫/

Figure 4. (a) The piezo-response force microscopy (PFM) amplitude and phase images of KNN-UN
with a scan area of 3 µm × 3 µm; (b) the piezo-response force microscopy (PFM) amplitude and phase
images of KNN-800 with a scan area of 3 µm × 3 µm; (c–f) the Litho mode of KNN-800 at 20 ◦C,
60 ◦C, 80 ◦C and 100 ◦C, including amplitude and phase images with a scan area of 3 µm × 3 µm.
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Figure 5a shows the P − E hysteresis loops of KNN-UN~1000, as all the ceramics
present typical ferroelectric loops. The Pr (remnant polarization) and Ec (coercive electric
field) are shown in Figure 5b. The Pr values of the ceramics first decrease then increase, and
the minimum value is recorded for the KNN-800 ceramic. The decrease in Pr is mainly due
to the reduced grain size because of the domain wall clamping from grain boundaries [33].
In addition, the TR-T values of KNN-600~950 ceramics near room temperature can cause
the instability of the polarization state and the polarization direction can be easily rotated
by external fields, which results in enhanced Pr values. In perovskite ceramics, the phase
structure at low temperatures often presents higher spontaneous polarization values [34],
so the high content of the R phase in KNN ceramics results in higher Pr values. Hence,
the KNN-based ceramics with the pretreated Nb2O5 powder at different temperatures
can decrease the Pr values and also increase them. However, the abnormal increase
for KNN-1000 is mainly due to the leakage current of the ceramic, meaning that the
measured value is an exchange charge rather than a real Pr [35]. With the increase in
Nb2O5 pretreatment temperatures, the Ec values show an upward trend first, and then
decrease. From the point of view of crystallographic physics, the domain wall motion
in a tetragonal structure is more easily performed than the domain wall motion of a
rhombohedral structure. Hence, a rhombohedral structure requires a higher Ec in the
180 domain and the Ec in a tetragonal structure is smaller than that of a rhombohedral
structure. According to the XRD patterns and Rietveld refinement, the change in the content
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of the R phase shows a trend of first increasing and then decreasing, and the maximum
value is reported for KNN-800, which is the opposite of the T phase. In addition, the
piezoelectric properties of ferroelectric polycrystals are closely associated with domain
morphologies [31], and the decreasing grain sizes can enhance domain wall mobility and
increase the orientation resistance of the domains, eventually leading to an increased
coercive field [36]. The unipolar curves of KNN-UN~1000 ceramics are shown in Figure 5c.

The strain values and
∗
d33 (d∗33 = Smax/Emax) values (shown in Figure 5d) firstly increase

and reach their maximum values for the KNN-850 ceramic; with further increasing Nb2O5

pretreatment temperatures, the strain values and
∗
d33 values begin to fall. The

∗
d33 reaches

its maximum value (~378 pm/V) for KNN-800; the coexistence phase boundary of multiple

ferroelectric phases can result in the highest values of Suni and
∗
d33 for KNN-800. The

changes in the dielectric constant (εr) and dielectric loss (tan δ) are shown in Figure 5e.
The εr values first decrease then increase and the tan δ values remain almost unchanged
with different Nb2O5 pretreatment temperatures. The piezoelectric constant d33 values and
electromechanical coupling factor (kp), as shown in Figure 5f, first increase then decrease,
reaching their maximum values for KNN-800. The quality factor (Qm) values are also shown
in Figure 5f, showing the trend of first decreasing and then increasing. The optimal d33

values of 303 pC/N and
∗
d33 of 378 pm/V, with a kp value of 42%, are obtained for KNN-800.

Temperature stability is an indispensable and non-negligible area of research. The

temperature dependence of unipolar strain curves, strain values and
∗
d33 values of KNN-

UN and KNN-800 are shown in Figure 6a–d. It can be observed that the temperature
stability behaviors of KNN-UN and KNN-800 ceramics show significant differences. Both

the strain and
∗
d33 values of KNN-UN ceramics show an increasing trend first, then decrease

with increasing temperatures. The variations in the strain and
∗
d33 values of KNN-800

ceramics are less noticeable, and demonstrate slow downward trends, showing improved
temperature stability.
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4. Conclusions

In summary, significant performance improvements of KNN-BNZ-Fe ceramics can be
achieved through the pretreatment of the raw material Nb2O5 from 600 ◦C to 1000 ◦C, and
its structure and physical origin are revealed. The effect of the pretreatment temperature of
Nb2O5 on the microstructure and electrical properties, as well as strain thermal stability, is
illuminated in detail. The change in phase composition and content enhances the piezoelec-
tric properties. The surface morphologies indicate that the pretreatment temperature of
Nb2O5 has a great inhibition effect on grain growth. Correspondingly, both the piezoelectric
properties and strain temperature stability of ceramics achieve their optimal value when
the raw material Nb2O5 is pretreated at 800 ◦C, and an optimal d33 value of 303 pC/N
can be obtained for the ceramic, which is improved by about 30% compared with that of
the ceramic prepared with untreated Nb2O5 as raw material. In addition, in comparison
with the strain temperature stability of the ceramic prepared with untreated Nb2O5 as raw
material, the temperature stability increases from 30 ◦C to 150 ◦C. Therefore, this research
reports the enhanced performance of KNN-based ceramics.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/cryst12121778/s1: Figure S1: XRD patterns of KNN, KNN-Fe,
KNN-BNZ, KNN-BNZ-Fe and KNN-UN from (a) 20◦ < θ < 90◦, (b) 44◦ < θ < 47◦; Figure S2: (a–d) The
Rietveld refinement for KNN, KNN-Fe, KNN-BNZ, KNN-UN ceramics; Figure S3: (a–h) The Rietveld
refinement for KNN-UN, KNN-600, KNN-700, KNN-800, KNN-850, KNN-900, KNN-950, KNN-
1000; Figure S4: (a–h) the Rietveld refinement for KNN-UN from room temperature to 450 ◦C;
Figure S5: (a–h) the Rietveld refinement for KNN-800 from room temperature to 450 ◦C; Figure S6:
(a–h) Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM) micrographs for KNN-UN, KNN-600, KNN-700, KNN-
800, KNN-850, KNN-900, KNN-950, KNN-1000; Figure S7: (a–h) The εr − T curves of KNN-UN,
KNN-600, KNN-700, KNN-800, KNN-850, KNN-900, KNN-950, KNN-1000 from −120 ◦C to 200 ◦C;
(i) the εr − T curves of KNN-UN, KNN-600, KNN-700, KNN-800, KNN-850, KNN-900, KNN-950,
KNN-1000 from room temperature to 450 ◦C; Figure S8: (a) The piezo-response force microscopy
(PFM) amplitude and phase images of KNN with a scan area of 3 µm × 3 µm; (b) the piezo-response
force microscopy (PFM) amplitude and phase images of KNN-Fe with a scan area of 3 µm × 3 µm;
(c) the piezo-response force microscopy (PFM) amplitude and phase images of KNN-BNZ with
a scan area of 3 µm × 3 µm; Table S1: Parameters of KNN, KNN-Fe, KNN-BNZ and KNN-UN
ceramics obtained from Rietveld refinement; Table S2: Parameters of KNN-UN~KNN-1000 obtained
from Rietveld refinement; Table S3: Parameters of KNN-UN~KNN-1000 obtained from Rietveld
refinement; Table S4: Parameters of KNN-UN~KNN-800 obtained from Rietveld refinement.
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