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Abstract: Here, we describe selected work on the development and study of nanofluids based
on graphene and reduced graphene oxide both in aqueous and organic electrolytes. A thorough
study of thermal properties of graphene in amide organic solvents (N,N-dimethylformamide,
N,N-dimethylacetamide, and N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone) showed a substantial increase of thermal
conductivity and specific heat upon graphene integration in those solvents. In addition to these
thermal studies, our group has also pioneered a distinct line of work on electroactive nanofluids for
energy storage. In this case, reduced graphene oxide (rGO) nanofluids in aqueous electrolytes were
studied and characterized by cyclic voltammetry and charge-discharge cycles (i.e., in new flow cells).
In addition, hybrid configurations (both hybrid nanofluid materials and hybrid cells combining
faradaic and capacitive activities) were studied and are summarized here.

Keywords: graphene; reduced graphene oxide (rGO); nanofluids; thermal properties; heat transfer fluids;
electrochemical energy storage; electroactive nanofluids

1. Introduction

An increasing number of applications related to energy conversion and storage rely on graphene
because of its extraordinary combination of properties [1,2]. Graphene is a solid material and it has
been used as such in all these applications, however, fluids are strategic materials used in a wide
range of industrial applications, which span from thermal to biomedical or to electrochemical systems.
In particular, nanofluids, which integrate solid nanoparticles dispersed in a base liquid and constitute a
new type of materials with ground-breaking new properties, provide new opportunities to advance in
many fields. Heat transfer is currently the most intensively explored application. However, magnetic
ferrofluids, health applications, and energy storage appear as other promising fields of study and
potential application [3,4].

The nature of the solid phases used in the preparation of nanofluids is extremely varied. In the
case of heat transfer fluids (HTFs), all types of solids, from metals to oxides to carbons have been
widely studied given the superior thermal conductivity of solids as compared to liquids [5], however,
magnetic or electrochemical nanofluids are much more restricted to phases with the necessary magnetic
or electroactive nature. In the latter type, electroactivity can be redox [6,7] or capacitive [8], although
hybrid materials and devices combining both of those are also possible [9]. In electroactive nanofluids,
nanoparticles are dispersed into a base fluid that must be an ionic-conducting electrolyte. This represents
an additional challenge in order to avoid coagulation processes which are frequently associated with
the presence of ionic salts in the medium.
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Electroactive nanofluids can be used in flow cells. These are a special type of energy storage
system in which electroactive fluids are stored out of the electrochemical cell and are forced to circulate
through it by pumping. This configuration leads to the decoupling of energy density (which is
determined by the volume of the external tanks) and power (which will depend on the active area
of the cell electrodes). This has led to the development of modular designs that are best suited for
stationary energy storage, but able to meet any requirement, and therefore are a perfect solution to be
coupled with intermittent power generation similar to that associated with renewable energies.

Graphene nanofluids are prepared by dispersing graphene (or RGO) nanosheets in an adequate
base fluid. They can be stabilized in organic or aqueous solvents [6,8,10,11] in the form of pure,
non-oxidized graphene [11] or rGO [8], but also in the form of hybrids [6,10]. All of these solvents
present useful thermal or electrochemical properties, among others, as we summarize below. Indeed, this
study is an extended overview of our recent work on functional nanofluids with an emphasis on their
thermal and especially on their electrochemical properties and applications, as presented at the 1st
International Conference of Nanofluids [12].

2. Materials and Methods

Graphene flakes with lateral sizes ∼150–450 nm and thicknesses from 1 to 10 layers were prepared
from graphite (Sigma-Aldrich, purity >99% and size <20 µm) by a mechanical exfoliation method, as
described in a previous work [11].

Graphene oxide (GO) was synthesized from graphite using a modified Hummers method.
Briefly, 5 g NaNO3 and 225 ml H2SO4 were added to 5 g graphite and stirred for 30 min in an ice bath.
Then, 25 g KMnO4 was added to the resulting solution, and the solution was stirred at 50 ◦C for 2 h.
Then, 500 ml deionized water and 30 ml H2O2 (35%) were slowly added to the solution, and the solution
was washed with dilute HCl. Next, the GO product was washed again with 500 ml concentrated
HCl (37%). The reduced graphene oxide was prepared by high temperature treatment of the GO
sample at 800 ◦C.

In the second step, we prepared hybrid materials based on rGO, phosphomolybdic acid
(rGO-PMo12, where PMo12 is the short notation for H3PMo12O40) and phosphotungstic acid (rGO-PW12,
where PW12 is the abbreviation for H3PW12O40). Briefly, 0.25 g of rGO was dispersed in 100 ml of
deionized water with a probe sonicator (of power 1500 watt) for 1 h. Then, 10 mM of the corresponding
POM was added to the presonicated rGO dispersion. This suspension was further sonicated
(ultrasonic bath 200 watt) for 5 h and kept at room temperature for 24 h. Afterwards, the product was
filtered off and dried in a vacuum oven at 80 ◦C, overnight.

Electroactive nanofluids were prepared by direct mixing of rGO with the base fluid. In this study,
the base fluid is distilled water 1 M H2SO4. Nanofluids with different concentrations were prepared
by mixing 0.025, 0.1, and 0.4 wt% of rGO in 1 M H2SO4 aqueous solution. In order to get a stable
dispersion, 0.5 wt% of surfactant (triton X-100) was added and the mixture was kept in an ultrasonic
bath for up to 2 h.

Thermal conductivity was measured using a modified three-omega (3ω) method based on
the work of Oh et al. [13]. Finally, the stability of the dispersions was studied over time by
regular tests every month for four months using dynamic light scattering (DLS) with a ZetaSizer
nano ZS (ZEN3600, Malvern Instruments, Ltd., Malvern, UK). The rheological measurements
were carried out with a rheometer (HAAKE RheoStress RS600, Thermo Electron Corporation).
Electrochemical characterizations such as cyclic voltammetry (CV), galvanostatic charge/discharge
(chronopotentiometry, CP), chronoamperometry (CA), and electrochemical impedance measurements
of rGO nanofluid symmetric cell were carried out with Biologic SP200 and VMP3 potentiostats.

3. Thermal Graphene Nanofluids

We have designed and prepared stable graphene nanofluids for thermal applications.
Several organic solvents were used, in particular N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF),
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N,N-dimethylacetamide (DMAc), and N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone (NMP). Thermal conductivity
data can be found in Figure 1, which allows comparison of pure DMAc and graphene nanofluids in
DMAc (0.09 wt% and 0.18 wt%). A 3-ω method adapted to liquid samples was used to carry out
the measurements [11]. Specific heat, thermal conductivity and sound velocity were all found to
increase with the content of graphene [11]. Thus, a nanofluid with just 0.18 wt% of graphene yielded
an enhancement of 48% in thermal conductivity as compared with the solvent, exemplifying how a
very small amount of graphene leads to a very substantial effect.

Figure 1. Thermal conductivity as a function of temperature measured through the 3-omega technique
for graphene nanofluids in dimethylacetamide solvent.

In order to compare this large effect with theory, we calculated the predicted thermal conductivity
enhancement given by effective medium theory (EMT) using the Maxwell equation, given by:

κm

κ f
=

(
2φ
(
κp − κ f

)
+ 2κ f + κp

)(
−φ
(
κp − κ f

)
+ 2κ f + κp

) (1)

where κm, κ f , and κp are the thermal conductivities of the effective medium (i.e., nanofluid), base fluid,
and nanoparticles, respectively, and φ is the particle volume fraction.

If we consider that the κ f << κp (for DMAc and DMF κ f = 0.175 and 0.180 W K−1 m−1, respectively,
while for graphene 300 < κp < 3000 W K−1 m−1 in the limit of small particle concentrations, Equation (1)
is rewritten as:

κm

κ f
�

(1 + 2 φ )

(1 − φ)
≈ (1 + 2 φ )(1 + φ) ≈ 1 + 3φ (2)

Figure 2 (left) shows the comparison using EMT model using Maxwell equation, Equation (1),
and a thermal conductivity value of nanoparticles of kp = 600 W K−1 m−1 and its approximation,
Equation (2). It can be observed that for very low concentration values both Equations (1) and (2)
do not match our experimental observations. Even for a very large span of kp (Figure 2, right) the
enhancement predicted by Equation (1) is negligible.

The very poor matching can be related to the assumptions made within the Maxwell model,
which only takes into account thermal conductivities of the base fluid and particles and volume
fraction of particles, while particle size, shape, and the distribution and motion of dispersed particles,
which are not taken into consideration in this model, may have an unaccounted impact on thermal
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conductivity enhancement. Therefore, the experimental results could not be compared with the
correlated values of this theoretical framework.

Figure 2. Left: Maxwell equation (Equation (1)) and its approximation (Equation (2)) compared with
our measured data. Right: Counterplot of Maxwell equation as a function of volume fraction and kp.

In this context, a number of works have been published showing different expressions for the
effective thermal conductivity of the nanofluids [14]. The modifications to the classical EMT have been
mainly associated to the following: particle size, shape, volume fraction, temperature, agglomeration,
percolation, nanolayering, and static and dynamic conditions of nanoparticles (Brownian motion and
localized convection). Among this sea of theoretical models, one widely used for graphene flakes and
nanowires is the so-called Nan’s model [15]. According to Nan’s model, the thermal conductivity of
the nanofluid can be calculated as follows:

κm

κ f
=
φ (2β11 (1 − L11) + β33 (1 − L33)) + 3

(3 − φ (2β11L11 + β33L33))
(3)

βii =
κp − κ f

Lii
(
κp − κ f

)
+ κ f

(4)

where Lii is a form factor which depends on the geometry of the nanoparticle. For the case of graphene
flakes, the aspect ratio is very high, and therefore L11 = 0 and L33 = 1 [16]. Figure 3 compares Nan’s
model calculations with our experimental data showing a much better correlation with this model.

Figure 3. Nan’s model and its comparison with our measured data.

In addition to the described trend of thermal conductivity enhancement in graphene nanofluids,
we detected a very interesting correlation of this effect (for DMF and DMAc nanofluids) with an overall
shift of specific Raman bands in the series of nanofluids (see Figure 4). No band splitting is observed.
Instead, the whole bands are broadened and clearly shifted to higher frequencies, with the shift being
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proportional to the concentration of graphene. This observation implies that the effect of adding
graphene affects the bulk solvent. It should be noted that this shift only takes place for solvents
in which the thermal conductivity is increased by graphene, in our case DMF and DMAc, whereas
for NMP nanofluids neither a significant thermal conductivity enhancement nor Raman shifts were
observed [17]. Possible mechanisms explaining this behavior have been proposed and analyzed
elsewhere [11,17].

Figure 4. Raman spectra of pure N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF) (bottom) and graphene nanofluids
with increasing concentrations showing the shift and broadening of the rocking mode peak ascribed to
the ”(CH3)N” bond in DMF (from ref [11]).

4. Electroactive Graphene Nanofluids

In the area of electrochemical energy storage, our group has pioneered the design and study of
electroactive graphene nanofluids. In this case, rGO (prepared by Hummers method, then thermally
reduced at 800 ◦C) was dispersed in acidic aqueous electrolytes and we were able to demonstrate a
very fast charge transfer [8,10]. Thus, a dispersion of rGO in 1M H2SO4 stabilized in aqueous solution
with the addition of a surfactant (0.5 wt% of triton X-100 and sonicated by ultrasonic bath up to 2 h),
featured low viscosity values, close to those of water (in the shear rate range of 25 to 150 per s at
room temperature). Dispersions of graphene in organic solvents, as the ones described for thermal
nanofluids, could also be used for the development of electroactive nanofluids, provided a suitable salt
could be dissolved to form the necessary electrolytic solution. Organic solvents would be best suited
for (non-oxidized) graphene materials, whereas aqueous electrolytes are perfect to disperse GO or rGO.
In our case, preliminary tests, with the addition of various salts to pure graphene in organic solvents,
led to dispersions which were less stable in time than those of rGO in dilute sulfuric acid, which is
why we proceeded with the latter as a case study for electroactive nanofluids. The specific capacity
of this dispersion was similar to that found for solid electrodes in conventional rGO supercapacitors
(169 F/g(rGO)). Remarkably, these nanofluids were able to work at faster rates, up to 10,000 mV/s,
in 0.025, 0.1, and 0.4 wt% rGO (Figure 5). This fast response confirms the great potential of these
nanofluid materials for applications in novel devices which we could call flowing supercapacitors.
We should note that even very dilute nanofluids led to full utilization of the dispersed active material.

This effective charge-transfer capacity was corroborated by studying the nanofluid performance
under continuous flow conditions. Under flowing conditions, the CVs show identical profiles and
they remain identical as flow rates are changed (Figure 6, LEFT). Moreover, we found that the specific
capacitance improves under flow conditions (Figure 6 RIGHT) in contrast to semisolid viscous slurries,
for which the conductivity, and therefore the capacitance, decrease notably under flow conditions [18].
We found the maximum capacitance at a flow rate of 10 ml/min in our homemade serpentine flow
channel cell.
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Figure 5. (a) Rheological properties of the three nanofluids studied showing low viscosity suitable for
efficient pumping, cyclic voltammetry (CV) curves of (b) rGO nanofluids of different concentration
at 20 mV/s scan rate in static condition and (c) rGO nanofluid of 0.025 wt% concentration at different
scan rates (data from ref. [8]) (d) scheme of the electrochemical system used.

Figure 6. LEFT: CVs (20 mV/s) of 0.025 wt% rGO nanofluids at various flow rates. RIGHT: Specific
capacitance of varios rGO nanofluids as a function of flow rate (data from ref. [8]).

Concerning the viscosity of our nanofluids, we tried to compare our experimental results with
theoretical models (Einstein-Batchelor) but the results showed a poor agreement between our data
and the model. However, this is not too surprising given the strong assumptions made in that model,
especially the spherical nature of the nanoparticle modeled as compared with the strongly anisotropic
nature of graphene nanosheets.

We have also studied nanofluids based on hybrids which in turn were made combining graphene
as a conductive and capacitive material with redox-active inorganic species. Thus, some of the



Energies 2019, 12, 4545 7 of 11

hybrid electroactive nanofluids (HENFs) that we have prepared integrate faradaic and capacitive
storage mechanisms simultaneously in a nanofluid. Specifically, we have designed and prepared
“liquid electrodes” based on a stable nanocomposite of rGO and polyoxometalates (POMs) and have
studied them in a novel flow cell that differs from conventional ones precisely in the use of nanofluids.
Two rGO nanocomposites were prepared and a surfactant was used to disperse them in 1M H2SO4.
The hybrids used two different polyoxometalates (POMs), phosphomolybdic acid (rGO-PMo12) and
phosphotungstic acid (rGO-PW12), which were synthesized by mixing rGO with a solution of the
corresponding POM as previously reported [19].

We used a homemade flow cell system (carved serpentine flow 200 mm long path, 5 mm wide,
and 1mm in depth, with total cell size of 7 cm × 6 cm × 1 cm) to study these hybrid electroactive
nanofluids (HENFs) both under flowing and static conditions [10]. Both nanofluids showed a viscosity
very close to that of water (Figure 7a). It should be pointed out that even at low concentrations of
rGO-POM (0.025 wt%) high values of specific capacitance were measured for rGO-PW12 (273 F/g) and for
rGO-PMo12 (305 F/g) leading to high specific energy and power densities (Figure 7). Furthermore, after
2000 cycles a good coulombic efficiency (~77% to 79%) was reached and an excellent cycling stability
(~95%). According to these results, our POM HENFs act as genuine liquid electrodes and feature
outstanding properties. This supports the potential application of this type of HENFs for energy
storage applications in nanofluids flow cells.

Figure 7. (a) The viscosity of rGO, rGO-PMo12 and rGO-PW12 HENFs of different concentrations with
shear rate. (b) Ragone plot for rGO, rGO-PW12 and rGO-PMo12 nanofluids described in this paper and
comparison with other energy storage technologies [9,20–23]. (c) Galvanostatic cycling performance
for rGO-POMs hybrid electroactive nanofluids of 0.025% at various current densities for 2000 cycles
(data from ref [10]).

It should be underscored that we were able to fully utilize the dispersed rGO nanosheets.
Both our energy and power density values are even slightly better (6 to 30 Wh kg−1rGO-POM and 2
to 9 kW kg−1rGO-POM) than those reported in the literature for the corresponding solid electrodes [24].
On the one hand, it should also be noted that in our case only a small fraction of the fluid mass is
electroactive (in contrast with conventional solid electrodes). Indeed, increasing the load of active
material is the most important remaining challenge for these novel electroactive nanofluids. A greater
concentration of electroactive rGO or a greater concentration of POM in rGO-POM would lead to a
proportionally greater capability to store electrons per unit volume of bulk fluid. On the other hand,
both aqueous reduced graphene nanofluids showed limited stability. Ten hours after dispersion a
change in the opacity of the nanofluids could be appreciated due to the precipitation of rGO, and after
40 hours almost all the rGO had precipitated.

We developed a new kind of aqueous nanofluid as proof of concept to obtain a solution with
increased stability of the rGO without using any surfactant and at the same time keeping the fast charge
transfer capability and low viscosity. Thus, in order to improve the stability of rGO, we dissolved an
aromatic molecule in the dispersion with the potential to establish π–π interactions with rGO, avoiding
or at least hindering its restacking and precipitation, but at the same time leaving free the edges to
transfer the charge between rGO layers without increasing the viscosity. We used 3,4-diaminobenzoic
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acid (DABA) as the dissolved aromatic molecule to stabilize rGO. We found that with a 40:1 mass ratio
of DABA to rGO (0.3g/L) the nanofluid is stable up to 97 h instead of 10 h, which is a very substantial
improvement [6]. This nanofluid also had LiOH to adjust the pH to seven to ensure good solubility of
DABA and as electrolyte salt.

LiFePO4 was chosen as a typical battery material to test the charge transfer capacity of our
DABA-stabilized rGO nanofluid. Thus, various amounts of LiFePO4 nanoparticles were added to
the DABA/rGO nanofluid. On the one hand, it should be noted that neither rGO alone, nor LiFePO4

nanoparticles alone (both dispersed in the same LiOH/1M Li2SO4 electrolyte), showed any redox
response (Figure 8).

On the other hand, LiFePO4 nanoparticles dispersed in the DABA/rGO nanofluid showed the
characteristic redox peaks corresponding to Li+ de- and intercalation in LiFePO4. These redox peaks
were clearly observed even at fast scan rates (for an intercalation material) of 25 mV/s (Figure 9), indeed,
we were able to detect the redox peaks at 100mV/s, but above 25 mV/s the separation between them
increased, implying an excessive resistance at those scan rates.

Figure 8. CVs of (a) reduced graphene oxide (rGO) and (b) LiFePO4 (1.4 g/L) in water electrolyte
(scan rate 5 mV/s). (Reprinted with permission from Rueda-García, Daniel et al. This article was
published in Electrochemica Acta, 281, 598 (2018), copyright 2018 Elsevier.)

Figure 9. CV of faradaic LiFePO4 (1 g/L) with capacitive3,4-diaminobenzoic acid reduced graphene
oxide (DABA/rGO) (40:1). (Reprinted with permission from Rueda-García, Daniel et al. This article
was published in Electrochemica Acta, 281, 598 (2018), copyright 2018 Elsevier.)

The detection of LiFePO4 redox peaks only in the presence of rGO proves that rGO provides
the electrons needed for the redox process of the LiFePO4 nanoparticles in an effective way that the
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inorganic nanoparticles could not get by themselves due to their sluggish diffusion in the current
collectors. Moreover, we were also able to fully charge and discharge the LiFePO4 nanoparticles
dispersed with high coulombic efficiency which proves that rGO provides charge to the total volume
of the nanofluid, thus, leading to a full charge and discharge of the bulk material in the nanofluid.

5. Summary and Conclusions

Notwithstanding the importance of nanofluids for thermal energy transfer and storage, which we
have also studied, we have shown in this article the potential of nanofluids in other novel applications,
namely, electrochemical energy storage. From the results shown here, we can induce important
general conclusions concerning the extended effects of small amounts of solid (in our case graphene)
throughout the whole volume of the nanofluid. These effects are present both in thermal, as well
as in electrochemical systems. Thus, thermal conductivity is notably enhanced (48%) by a tiny
amount of graphene (0.18%) because, surprisingly, this tiny amount of graphene affects the bulk of the
solvent molecules. Furthermore, other properties such as specific heat and sound velocity also change
remarkable, and we have been able to show a correlation between the enhancement of these thermal
properties and the Raman spectra of the bulk fluids.

Nevertheless, we have proven that stable rGO water dispersions are able to transfer charge
through all the nanofluid volume, which lead to the whole nanofluid acting as a supercapacitor
electrode storing charge through a capacitive mechanism. Indeed, the rGO aqueous nanofluid showed
an extremely fast charge transfer, capable of cycling at 10V/s. Thanks to this fast charge transfer we
were able to completely charge, and discharge, dispersed redox active nanoparticles of LiFePO4 and
clearly detect its redox waves even at 25 mV/s. Moreover, doping the rGO with molecular active
redox species, such as the polyoxometalates, we developed hybrid systems with improved power and
capacity with respect to the pure rGO nanofluid.

Finally, we have shown the outstanding stability of graphene nanofluids in amide solvents
(DMF, DMAc, and NMP) in the absence of any surfactant and have shown how to stabilize rGO in
aqueous saline electrolytes (we proved that aqueous rGO nanofluids can improve their stability by
dissolving an aromatic molecule (DABA) able to stabilize rGO by π–π interactions while keeping its
good electrical conductivity). All of this has been possible maintaining the viscosity of the nanofluids
developed very close to that of the parent solvents, which will facilitate their final application in real
flowing devices. However, the low concentration of graphene nanosheets could be a handicap for the
application of these materials in high-energy density devices. Therefore, an important goal is increasing
the loading of electroactive nanoparticles. Other pioneering groups, for example, Timofeeva et al.
have been able to show that it is possible to develop electroactive nanofluids which can maintain low
viscosity and high loading of electroactive nanoparticles (surface-modified TiO2 in their case) [7,25],
thus, showing that this is not an intrinsic barrier for this type of material.

Furthermore, other groups are also contributing to the development of this field, working both
with polyoxometalate clusters [26] or oxides (Fe2O3) [27] and exploring new media such as ionic
liquids as base fluid for electroactive nanofluids [27].

In summary, we have designed and prepared nanofluids based on graphene but also on graphene
hybrids, both in aqueous and organic electrolytes. We have shown how these novel nanofluid materials
can feature outstanding performances even in the case of very dilute systems. Both, in the case of
thermal properties as well as when it comes to electrochemical properties, we have demonstrated
nonlinear effects, leading to remarkable properties with small amounts of graphene dispersed in
the nanofluids. Thus, our work underscores the solid potential of these systems as heat transfer fluids
and energy storage applications, respectively.
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