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Abstract: Nd-Fe-B magnets containing no heavy rare earth (HRE) elements exhibit insufficient
coercivity to withstand the demagnetization field at elevated temperatures. The grain boundary
diffusion (GBD) process provides the best route to fabricate high-coercive Nd-Fe-B magnets with
low consumption of expensive HRE resources. Here we give a special review on the grain boundary
diffusion sources and their coating methods. Up to now, various types of grain boundary sources
have been developed, starting from the earliest Tb or Dy metal. The HRE-M eutectic alloys were firstly
proposed for reducing the cost of the diffusion source. After that, the diffusion sources based on light
rare earth and even non rare earth elements have also been proposed, leading to new understanding
of GBD. Now, the diffusion sources including inorganic compounds, metals, and alloys have been
employed in the industry. At the same time, to coat the diffusion source on the magnets before
diffusion treatment, various methods have been developed. Different from the previous review
articles for GBD, this review gives an introduction of typical types of diffusion sources and their
fabrication approaches. The effects of diffusion source on the microstructure and magnetic properties
are summarized briefly. In particular, the principles and applicability of different coating approaches
were discussed in detail. It is believed that this review can provide a technical guidance for the
industry for designing the diffusion process and products meeting specific requirements.
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1. Introduction

Nd-Fe-B permanent magnets have been widely used in various fields including con-
ventional electric motors, renewable energy, and mobile communication industries [1–3].
The total world production of sintered Nd-Fe-B magnets in 2019 was 1.9 × 105 tons, and
the demand of Nd-Fe-B magnets is constantly increasing due to the large employment
of electric motors and generators in the near future [4]. The magnets in the motors and
generators should operate at temperatures greater than 150 ◦C [3], but the Nd-Fe-B magnets
without the addition of heavy rare earth (HRE) elements have insufficient coercivity (Hcj) to
withstand the demagnetization field at high such temperatures because the hard magnetic
Nd2Fe14B (2:14:1 phase) compound has a low Curie point (Tc) of ~312 ◦C, and its anisotropy
field (HA) decreases drastically with the increasing temperature [5,6]. A conventional route
for fabricating high-coercive Nd-Fe-B magnets is adding the HRE elements of Dy and Tb
during smelting. However, it results in a large consumption of expensive HRE resource and
a sacrifice of remanence (Jr).

The grain boundary diffusion (GBD) process for the Nd-Fe-B magnets, which was
firstly proposed in 2005, provides the best route to enhance the Hcj with less consumption
of HRE [7,8]. By this way, HRE infiltrates from the surface to the interior of the magnets
during a diffusion heat treatment, mainly strengthening the surface of Nd2Fe14B grains by
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forming (Nd,HRE)2Fe14B structured shells. With the coercivity increment of 560 kA/m, the
amount of Dy introduced by GBD is only 10% of that added by the conventional route [8].
Up to now, GBD has attracted much interest from both industry and academic, and it has
become an important approach for the industry to fabricate cheap yet strong products.
Now, most commercial Nd-Fe-B magnets with Hcj > 1600 kA/m (SH grade) are fabricated
by GBD [9]. Their maximum working temperatures can be greater than 150 ◦C.

The HRE-based compound is regarded as the first generation of diffusion source. To
get rid of the dependence of HRE, in 2010, a diffusion alloy of Nd-Cu without any HRE
element was demonstrated effective for coercivity enhancement, which started the research
and development (R&D) of the second generation of sources based on light rare earth
(LRE) elements [10]. Subsequently, in 2015, a cost-effective diffusion source of MgO was
proposed [11]. It gave an idea that the non-rare earth (non-RE) compound or alloy can be
used to modify the grain boundary (GB) phase as the next generation of diffusion source.

The GBD process for the Nd-Fe-B magnets have been extensively reviewed in some
recently published articles [12–16]. The development of GBD sources and their positive
effects on magnetic properties have been discussed in detail. Different from them, this
review mainly focuses on the introduction of the design and fabrication of several typical
types of GBD sources. Their coating methods of the diffusion sources are described in detail.
The advantages, disadvantages, and the applied ranges of various coating methods are
discussed. Since the Nd-Fe-B products are mainly fabricated under customization, different
diffusion sources and coating methods can be employed to meet the specific applications. It
is believed that this review can provide a technical guidance for the industry for designing
the diffusion process and products.

2. Development of Diffusion Sources and Their Fabrication

Figure 1 shows a comparison of the coercivity increment after GBD by HRE, LRE,
and non-RE based diffusion sources, as well as their underlying mechanisms of coercivity
improvement. Among the three types of GBD sources, the HRE-based one can directly
enhance the Hcj by increasing the HA of 2:14:1 phase, and has been industrialized. Generally,
a two-step diffusion heat treatment is needed for commercial sintered magnets. During
the first step GBD, the heating temperature range is generally selected at 800 to 1000 ◦C
to ensure that the melting GB phase provides effective diffusion channels for HRE atoms.
At this stage, the surface of Nd2Fe14B grains also melts due to the eutectic reaction of
Nd-Nd2Fe14B system at ~685 ◦C [17], which is lower than the temperature of the first step
GBD. In this case, HRE atoms substitute Nd atoms in the 2:14:1 lattice at the surface of the
2:14:1 grain, forming (Nd,HRE)2Fe14B shells around the hard magnetic grains [18,19]. The
temperature of the second step GBD is usually selected between 400 to 600 ◦C to modify
the distribution of GB phase, i.e., facilitating the formation of continuous GB layers for
magnetic decoupling. The reported HRE-based diffusion sources can enhance the Hcj by >
900 kA/m for the magnets with a thickness of <5 mm. The effective HRE containing GBD
sources mainly include fluorides, hydrides, and metals/alloys [20–29].

The LRE-based alloys with low melting points can form thick and continuous GB
layers, effectively isolating the hard magnetic grains for decoupling. The GBD conditions
of LRE sources are similar to those of the HRE sources, i.e., using a two-step heat treatment
process. At present, the effective LRE-based diffusion sources mainly include Pr- and
Nd-based low-melting alloys [30–36]. The coercivity increment caused by Pr-Al-Cu reaches
700 kA/m and ~500 kA/m for 2 mm- and 10 mm-thick magnets, respectively [33]. In
addition to the Pr- and Nd-based diffusion alloys, high-abundance La- and Ce-based
alloys have been also studied as diffusion sources recently [34–36]. However, their caused
coercivity enhancement is still marginal. Some recent researches demonstrated that the non-
RE elements have positive effects on microstructure modification, i.e., wetting the GB phase
and reducing the defects at 2:14:1grain/GB interfaces [11,36–39]. Therefore, various non-RE
metals, alloys, and compounds have been selected as the diffusion sources. The diffusion
of ZnO can lead to a coercivity enhancement of 205 kA/m in a 4-mm thick magnet [37].
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So far, although the coercivity enhancement by the non-RE diffusion (<250 kA/m) is still
much lower than that by the RE diffusion, the non-RE GBD is expected to improve the
corrosion resistance and mechanical properties of the magnets.
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Figure 1. A comparison of coercivity increment in sintered magnets for different types of diffusion sources, including HRE,
LRE, and non-RE based metals, compounds and alloys. The main mechanisms of the three generations of diffusion sources
on coercivity enhancement are given.

2.1. HRE-Based Diffusion Sources and Their Fabrication

The HRE-based diffusion sources mainly include fluorides, hydrides, and metals/alloys.
Generally, various rare earth (RE) oxides symbiotically exist in ores, and HRE elements
should be separated from other RE elements for application. HRE oxides can be directly
used for diffusion sources, but, due to their great stability and high melting points of
>2000 ◦C, they generally exhibit poor diffusion efficiency [7,40]. Furthermore, the HRE
atoms are difficult to enter into the 2:14:1 phase from the oxides, leading to a low coercivity
enhancement. Therefore, the HRE oxides should be further modified to the diffusion
sources with higher efficiency.

HRE fluorides are important raw materials for producing single HRE metals by
thermal reduction. In the industry, the fluorides with high purity are generally fabricated
from oxides by using hydrogen fluoride (HF) and ammonium hydrogen fluoride (NH4HF2)
gases, and their reaction equations are HRE2O3 + 6HF→ 2HREF3 + 3H2O, and HRE2O3 +
6NH4HF2 → 2HREF3 + 6NH4F + 3H2O (HRE = Dy, Tb), respectively. By using the HF gas
as the reducing agent, less impurity is introduced, but, due to its high reaction temperature
of 600 to 700 ◦C and strong causticity, it is difficult to treat the tail gas. In comparison,
the reaction product from using NH4HF2 is easy to be recycled due to its relatively low
reaction temperature of <300 ◦C, but it needs several repeated fluorination processes for
controlling the oxygen content. DyF3 and TbF3 have much lower melting points of 1360
and 1172 ◦C, respectively, than their oxides, indicating that the HRE-F bonds have stronger
tendency than HRE-O to be broken during the diffusion heat treatment at ~900 ◦C. This is
beneficial for HRE atoms to enter into the 2:14:1 grain for improving the HA. In addition, F-

has positive effects on saving the HRE resources. For instance, since a reaction of Nd2O3 +
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2DyF3 → (Nd,Dy)4O3F6 occurs during GBD, Dy is suppressed to be consumed at a stable
(Nd,Dy)2O3 phase [41,42]. The chemical potential for Dy diffusion can be increased by F−

anions in Nd2Fe14B grain, and thus the Dy atoms in the (Nd,Dy)4O3F6 phase can diffuse
into the 2:14:1 lattice [43,44].

Mass-produced HRE metals with high purity are mainly prepared by thermal reduc-
tion from their fluorides. Active non-RE metals of Ca, Mg, and Li can be employed as
reductants, and Ca metal is used most widely in the industry. The reaction of 2HREF3
+ 3Ca→ 2HRE + 3CaF2 occurs during the reduction process. The melting points of Dy
and Tb are 1409 and 1356 ◦C, respectively, slightly higher than their fluorides. However,
it has been reported that Dy and Tb have a higher diffusion rate than their fluorides due
to the different reactions occurring in the GB phase, and thus perform better in coercivity
enhancement [45]. For achieving higher efficiency, the metallic HRE can be alloyed by LRE
elements of Pr, Nd, La, and Ce, and non-RE elements of Al, Cu, Mg, etc., to form eutectic
alloys with low melting points [26,28,32,45–47]. These added elements also play important
roles in enhancing the coercivity through thickening the GBs for magnetic decoupling
or reducing the defects at the interface to hinder the nucleation of reversed domains. In
addition, the HRE content in the diffusion source can be reduced for reducing the material
cost.

The HRE hydrides can be produced from HRE metals under a hydrogen pressure at
350 to 450 ◦C [48]. Compared with the HRE metals, the HRE hydride powders are more
stable, indicating that the hydrides can be fabricated into the powders with smaller size.
Furthermore, the hydrogen tends to be desorbed during the diffusion heat treatment. For
instance, two dehydrogenation reactions of DyH3 are 2DyH3→ 2DyH2 + H2 (352.4 ◦C, ∆H
> 0) and DyH2 → Dy + H2 (984.5 ◦C, ∆H > 0) [48]. Once the hydrogen is desorbed, the
powders become very reactive, which is beneficial to the diffusion of HRE. Furthermore,
since a reaction of NdOx + xH2 → Nd + xH2O occurs during GBD, the deoxidized Nd-
rich phases have better wettability with the main phase grain, helping the formation of
continuous GB layer surrounding the 2:14:1 grain for decoupling. This is also beneficial
to forming the uniform HRE-rich shells [19,41,48]. However, during the GBD, the 2:14:1
could also absorb the hydrogen with a reaction of Nd2Fe14B + (2 ± x) H2 → 2NdH2±x +
12Fe +Fe2B + ∆H2. The caused volume expansion could lead to the propagation of crack
along the GB, which is not beneficial to the mechanical properties of the magnets.

Figure 2 summarizes the fabrication steps of the HRE-based diffusion sources. With the
further treatment of HRE oxides, the diffusion efficiency of HRE sources can be enhanced.
As a result, a higher coercivity increment can be obtained, and a thicker magnet can be
treated. However, the processing cost of the diffusion sources is also increased. Therefore,
the industry should select the diffusion source reasonably according to the performance
requirement of the products.
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2.2. Design of LRE-Based Diffusion Sources

In comparison to the HRE-based diffusion sources, the LRE-based ones are still not
widely industrialized. Due to their much lower material prices, the LRE-based diffusion
sources will attract more attention in the near future and have a foreseeable development.
This section mainly introduces several principles to design LRE-based diffusion alloys.

Based on the basic underlying mechanism of the LRE-based diffusion sources on
coercivity improvement, most of the effective LRE sources are low-melting alloys at present.
Forming LRE-M (LRE = Pr, Nd, La, Ce; M = Cu, Al, Mg, Zn, Ni) eutectic alloys by melting
is a common method to obtain the low-melting diffusion sources (Figure 3a). The LRE
elements, on the one hand, play significant roles in increasing the amount of the RE-rich
intergranular phase for magnetic decoupling, and on the other hand, could replace Nd
atoms within the 2:14:1 grains. In this case, Pr2Fe14B exhibits higher HA of 87 kOe than
Nd2Fe14B (67 kOe) at 300 K [6], and thus the substitution of Nd by Pr in the main phase
can enhance the coercivity. In contrast, poor intrinsic magnetic properties were found in
the 2:14:1 compounds of La and Ce [5,49], and the induced La and Ce are expected to
segregate at GB. Previous results showed that the La, Ce-based alloys still performs much
more inferior than the Pr/Nd-based ones as the diffusion source [36]. This is attributed to
not only the different diffusion behavior of RE elements, but also the different wettability
between the modified intergranular phase and the 2:14:1 grain.
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The non-RE elements play important roles in lowering the melting points of the
diffusion source, and they also should exhibit positive effects on magnetic properties.
These non-RE elements can greatly influence the diffusion behavior of LRE elements, and
determine the improvement of magnetic properties at a certain extent. For instance, it was
found that the coercivity enhancement caused by Pr-Al-Cu diffusion was quite sensitive to
the ratio of Al/Cu [33]. The diffusion of Pr70Al20Cu10 alloy can lead to an Hcj increase of
712 kA/m, much higher than that caused by Pr70Al10Cu20 diffusion (360 kA/m). A similar
phenomenon can be observed in the La-Al-Cu system [34]. Therefore, the selection of
non-RE alloying elements is very important for designing effective LRE-M diffusion source.
Furthermore, the non-RE elements such as Al and Ni can also modify the 2:14:1 phase
by substituting Fe for a higher HA [16]. The positive effects of the non-RE elements on
microstructure modification have been summarized in a recent review article [16], which is
not described in detail here.

Since the intergranular phases possess much lower corrosion potentials than the
Nd2Fe14B main phase, a galvanic corrosion tends to occur in corrosive medium, leading to
a preferential failure of GB phases and a resultant detachment of main phase grains [50,51].
Therefore, the corrosion resistance of the magnets should be considered for practical
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applications, especially for those employed in seashore wind turbines. However, recent
results showed that the diffusion of LRE-based alloys, such as Pr-Al-Cu and La-Al-Cu,
unexpectedly decreased the corrosion resistance of the magnets due to the formed multiple
intergranular phases [36]. In this case, introducing the non-RE elements with high chemical
stability in GB through GBD could be a feasible route to improve the corrosion resistance of
the magnets, and this deserves more attention for the future investigations. Furthermore,
since LRE elements are reactive to oxygen [52], the oxidation of the alloy diffusion sources
during storage and diffusion heat treatment could be a crucial reason which limits the
employment of the LRE-based diffusion sources. The oxidation could severely decrease
the diffusion efficiency, and particularly, deteriorate the wettability between the liquid GB
phase and the 2:14:1 phase. In this case, theoretically, the non-RE elements of Al, Ni, Ti, and
Cr, which exhibit a self-passivation effect in air, can be selected to alloy with the LRE to
form diffusion alloys for a higher oxidation resistance. However, not many investigations
have been focused on this point at the present. Much effort should be made to reveal the
effects of the non-RE elements on the chemical stability of LRE-M diffusion alloys.

In summary, the design principles for LRE-M diffusion alloys in selecting non-RE
alloy elements are present in Figure 3b. Firstly, the non-RE elements should be able to form
eutectic alloys with the LRE elements for high diffusion efficiency. Secondly, these elements
should enhance the chemical stability of the diffusion sources to avoid the oxidation during
the storage and diffusion heat treatment. Finally, the added non-RE elements should also
have positive effects on optimizing the microstructure. Noted that the microstructure
modification is not only for enhancing the coercivity by forming continuous GB phase
or reducing the amount of defects at the GB/2:14:1 interface, but also for improving the
corrosion resistance of the magnets by reducing the corrosion potential between the GB and
2:14:1 phases. If the coercivity and corrosion resistance can be simultaneously enhanced by
GBD process, the surface protection by anti-corrosion coatings for the Nd-Fe-B products can
even be canceled, which is beneficial to further cut down the process cost. Unfortunately,
the reported LRE-M diffusion sources tend to deteriorate the corrosion resistance of the
magnets due to the formation of multiple RE-rich intergranular phases [36]. Therefore, the
LRE-M systems should be painstakingly optimized in future investigations.

2.3. Design of Non-RE-Based Diffusion Sources

Inspired from the LRE-based diffusion alloys, if any introduced elements can modify
the microstructure and wet the liquid phase to form continuous and uniform GB layers,
they are candidates to be employed in the diffusion sources for the Nd-Fe-B magnets. This
indicates that the critical RE elements may be not necessary for GBD. The reported non-RE
based diffusion sources includes compounds and metals/alloys [34–36]. Although their
positive effects on coercivity enhancement are still weaker than those of RE-based sources,
it was found interesting that the diffusion of non-RE elements is effective to improve the
chemical stability of the magnets [34–36]. The existing results imply that the non-RE GBD
could have a broader application range than the RE GBD.

Previous investigations gave several feasible approaches to enhancing corrosion re-
sistance of the Nd-Fe-B magnets by non-RE diffusion with different physical mechanisms.
Figure 4a shows the corrosion mechanism of Nd-Fe-B magnets. Due to the strong corrosion
tendency of intergranular phase, the corrosion tends to occur along the GB and corrosive
media such as H2O, O2, and Cl- can easily enter from the surface into the interior of the mag-
nets through the wide corrosion channels. The GBD of non-RE oxides, including MgO [11]
and ZnO [37], have been demonstrated effective to resist the corrosive medium infiltrating
into the magnet. As shown in Figure 4b, the diffusion of non-RE oxides mainly lead to the
formation of stable block oxides, such as Nd-Fe-O-Mg and Nd-Fe-O-Zn at triple-junction
regions, which narrows the corrosion channels. The low-melting non-RE metals or alloys,
such as Al [38] and Al75Cu25 [36], enhance the chemical stability of the magnets mostly by
modifying the GB phases to increase their corrosion potentials (Figure 4c). These two types
of non-RE sources mainly resist the corrosion process from kinetics and thermodynamics
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aspects, respectively, but their protection may not be as effective as that caused by an
anti-corrosion coating. Since the anti-corrosion coatings can greatly isolate the reactive
magnet substrate from the corrosive environment, we proposed an annealed Al-Cr coating
recently for combining both surface coating and GBD [39]. Refractory Cr element was
selected to modify the diffusion of Al, i.e., during the annealing, a small amount of Al
was allowed to enter into the magnet for GB modification, while the added Cr led to a
dense surface coating (Figure 4d). The results showed that the coercivity of the Al62.5Cr37.5
diffused magnet was increased from 1089 to 1178 kA/m. Meanwhile, in 3.0 wt.% NaCl
solution, the corrosion current density of this magnet decreased significantly from 35.32
to 2.53 µA/cm2. This method gives an idea to integrate the surface protection with the
GBD process, which could further improve the competitiveness of non-RE based diffusion
sources.
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3. Coating Methods of Diffusion Sources

Section 2 introduced various sources for GBD. Compared with the investigations of
diffusion sources, the studies about how the sources can be deposited onto the magnets
are relatively insufficient. However, this issue is quite critical for the industry. With the
development of GBD process, more and more coating techniques have been employed for
coating the diffusion sources. This section summarizes various coating methods for GBD
sources and show how they have been applied or they will be employed. As shown in
Figure 5, at present, the coating methods for GBD sources can be mainly classified into
three types: adhesive coating, electrodeposition, and vapor deposition.
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3.1. Adhesive Coating

By the adhesive coating, the powder-form diffusion sources are firstly mixed with
liquid organic binders to obtain suspensions or slurries. Subsequently, the suspensions
or slurries are deposited onto the surface of the magnets by dipping, spraying, and roller
coating.

Dipping has been a common method to deposit the HRE inorganic compounds,
including oxides [7], fluorides [7,53], and hydrides [19,41,53]. The particle size of those
compounds is generally controlled at 1 to 5 µm [7,41]. By this method, the magnets are
immersed in the suspensions of the diffusion source, soaked for a short time, and then
removed from the container, as shown in Figure 6a. During the removal of the coated
magnets, the excess diffusion sources will flow back into the container. Therefore, the
dipping exhibits a high production efficiency and a simple process to deposit thick coatings
with a thickness of 20 to 30 µm. However, it was suggested that the dipped coatings of
diffusion sources are uneven and rough [22], indicating that it could cause an unexpected
waste of HRE resource or an inhomogeneous diffusion. Furthermore, the consumption
of diffusion source cannot be greatly controlled, which is not beneficial to obtaining the
products with high stability.
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Spraying is also effective for the inorganic compounds with small particle size of
several micrometers. By the spraying, the suspensions of the diffusion source are atomized
by a spray gun and deposited onto the surface of magnets, as shown in Figure 6b. This
method also possesses a high production efficiency, and is suitable for both manual work
and automatic production. Compared with the dipping, the spraying can easily fabricate
a flat coating of diffusion source, but more diffusion sources will be consumed upon the
deposition process. In addition, the highly dispersed spray can lead to a fierce volatilization
of the organic solvents, which is not environmentally friendly and does harm to human
health. Both the dipping and the spraying can treat profiled and large-scale magnets. For
these two methods, the viscosity of the suspension greatly influences the quality of the
coatings, i.e., an over-low viscosity causes an insufficient thickness of coatings while an
over-high viscosity leads to a formation of uneven and over-thick coatings.

In comparison to the inorganic compounds, HRE metals/alloys are more difficult to
suspend in the organic solvents due to their relatively low affinity to the organic solvents.
It requires the metal/alloy powders to have a much smaller size than inorganic compound
particles. However, the metal/alloy powders, especially the LRE-based alloys, are too
reactive to be pulverized into fine powders. Hence, most of the reported alloy sources such
as Dy-Ni-Al [3], Pr-Al [54], and Pr-Dy-Al [54], were mixed with paraffin and polyvinyl
pyrrolidone (PVP), respectively, and were painted onto the surface of magnets. In this
case, the roller coating provides a feasible approach to deposit the metal or alloy diffusion
source carried by a roller (Figure 6c), since it is applied for not only the suspensions, but
also the slurries with high viscosity. This method exhibits a simple process and is suitable
to treat the large-scale magnets with regular shapes such as cube and cuboid.

In general, the adhesive coating methods exhibit a simple process and are suitable to
treat magnets with large sizes. However, the amount of source coating cannot be precisely
controlled. Furthermore, the organic solvents added into the diffusion sources play quite
important roles to obtain an appropriate viscosity of adhesive coatings, but they have not
been the focus of research. In addition, high contents of carbon [55] and oxygen [56,57] in
the magnets have negative impacts on GBD since they facilitate the formation of refractory
Nd-carbides and Nd-oxides, respectively, in GB. Therefore, during the temperature-rise
period of diffusion heat treatment, the organic solvents should decompose into products
with strong volatility to ensure the less residual carbon and oxygen on the surface of
magnets. For industrialization, more attention should be focused on develop suitable
solvents for various diffusion sources.
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3.2. Electrodeposition

The electrodeposition for GBD sources mainly includes electroplating and electrophore-
sis. These two methods have quite different deposition principles, and thus exhibit different
applications.

As shown in Figure 7a, by the electroplating, reduction-oxidation (REDOX) reactions
occur and the metal ions in electrolytes are reduced on the surface of magnets to form
metal/alloy source coatings. The magnet substrate generally acts as a cathode. In Nd-
Fe-B industry, the electroplating is mainly used for depositing anti-corrosion coatings,
such as Ni-P and Ni/Cu/Ni [58,59]. If the metal or alloy diffusion sources can be also
prepared by electroplating, it is convenient for the companies to make full use of the existing
production line. The metal and alloy source coatings, including Dy [60] and Nd-Cu [61],
have been successfully fabricated by electroplating. The composition of alloy coatings can
be controlled by the mixing ratio of their precursors. For instance, the Nd/Cu ratio can
be regulated by changing the ratio of Nd(NO3)3 and Cu(NO3)2 in the electrolytes or the
deposition potential [61]. The electroplating has a distinct advantage on fabricating smooth
and thick coatings. However, the environmental concerns still exist and the pollution
problems are urgent to be solved.
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Compared with the electroplating, the electrophoresis is more applicable for GBD
sources of inorganic compounds, such as Dy2O3 [40], DyF3 [22,62], and TbF3 [63,64]. As
shown in Figure 7b, during the electrophoretic process, the charged particles of diffusion
sources in the suspensions move towards the magnet electrodes with an opposite polarity,
and the deposition can be realized. Based on the different polarity of the source particles,
the magnet substrate can be anode or cathode. It was suggested that compared with
the dipping, the electrophoretic deposition can fabricate the uniform coatings with lower
porosity, which is beneficial to the efficient use of diffusion sources [22,64]. Under the
same condition of diffusion heat treatment, the DyF3 coatings deposited by dipping and
electrophoresis enhanced the coercivity of the sintered magnets from 1200 to 1540 and
1620 kA/m, respectively [22]. However, by the electrophoretic deposition, the bonding
between source particles in the coating is mainly dependent on the van der Waals force,
indicating that the coatings could be easily detached from the magnets due to the poor coat-
ing/substrate adhesion. Therefore, the agglomerants such as polyethyleneimine (PEI) [40],
are needed to be introduced into the suspensions.
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Generally, the electrodeposition methods are applicable to treating the profiled mag-
nets. They have advantages on fabricating dense and even coatings with thickness >10 µm,
which is easy to employ for mass production. The thickness of the coating can be controlled
by regulating deposition potential and keeping time. However, their processing cost is
higher than that of adhesive coating methods due to their relatively longer processing
cycle.

3.3. Vapor Deposition

Up to now, the vapor deposition for GBD sources is mainly physical vapor depo-
sition (PVD). PVD is a rapidly growing technology in recent decades, which vaporizes
the material source into gaseous atoms and molecules, or partially ionizes into ions by
physical methods under vacuum, and realizes the deposition of films at room temperature.
In comparison to the two mentioned coating methods of the adhesive coating and the elec-
trodeposition, PVD can prepare the GBD source coatings without any effluent disposal, and
therefore it can be regarded as the “greenest” coating techniques for GBD sources [65,66].
Based on the different ways to vaporize or ionize the material sources, the PVD can be
mainly clarified into three types: evaporation deposition, sputtering deposition, and ion
plating.

By evaporation deposition, the heated GBD sources are vaporized and sublimated
onto the surface of the magnet. This method is mostly applicable for fabricating metallic
and alloy coatings, and its deposition rate is relatively high among the PVD methods.
Table 1 presents the temperature of several RE elementary substances for GBD in different
vapor pressures. Generally, the temperature at which the saturated vapor pressure is 10−2

Torr is defined as the vaporization point. All of the listed RE metals for GBD exhibit the
high vaporization points of >1000 ◦C, indicating that the costs from both equipment and
energy consumption are undoubtedly increased. Previous work mainly paid attention to
the evaporation of HRE metals of Dy [67] and Tb [68,69]. Among the critical RE elements
of Pr, Nd, Dy, and Tb, the vaporization points of Nd and Dy are relatively low, and thus
their metals and alloys are more capable for evaporation deposition.

Table 1. Temperatures of several RE metals in different vapor pressures. The data are extracted from [52].

RE Metal
Temperature in ◦C for a Vapor Pressure of

10−8 Atm
(7.60 × 10−6 Torr)

10−6 Atm
(7.60 × 10−4 Torr)

10−4 Atm
(7.60 × 10−2 Torr)

10−2 Atm
(7.60 Torr)

La 1301 1566 1938 2506
Ce 1290 1554 1926 2487
Pr 1083 1333 1701 2305
Nd 955 1175 1500 2029
Tb 1124 1354 1698 2237
Dy 804 988 1252 1685

By sputtering deposition, solid GBD source targets are bombarded by accelerated
particles, and the escaped atoms or molecules reach the surface of the magnet substrates to
form coatings. This approach has been widely used to deposit not only HRE metals/alloys
of Dy [20,70], Tb [70], Dy-Zn [71], and Dy-Mg [72], but also non-RE diffusion sources
of MgO [11], ZnO [37], and Al [38]. Compared with the evaporation, the sputtering
deposition can obtain greater coating/substrate adhesion and more stable product quality.
Furthermore, the thickness of coatings can be precisely controlled at a nanometer level by
modifying the sputtering power and deposition time. Therefore, sputtered GBD sources is
also promising to treat Nd-Fe-B films for micromechanical devices and magnetic recording
media. A sputtered 50-nm thick Dy film can enhance the coercivity from 963 for a 120-nm
thick Nd-Dy-Fe-B layer to 1552 kA/m, obtaining an increase of 61% [73]. However, the
sputtering targets are consumable items, and in particular, the effective availability of
targets are of <30%, which increase the processing cost to a certain extent.



Metals 2021, 11, 1434 12 of 16

Ion plating is a method which integrates the evaporation and the sputtering, i.e., the
evaporated GBD sources can be partially ionized by gas discharge, and the ions can be
accelerated by an electric field to reach the surface of the magnet substrates. This leads to
a significantly improved ionization rate and, therefore, the deposition rate of ion plating
is generally higher than that of the sputtering. In addition, the high ionization rate is
beneficial to treat profiled magnets because the ions can move along the electric field,
wrapping around the substrate and forming uniform coatings. However, the ion plating
has not been widely used for depositing GBD sources, mostly due to the high evaporation
temperatures of the RE metals and the caused difficulty in the equipment manufacture.

Table 2 summarizes the advantages, disadvantages, and application ranges of different
coating approaches for diffusion sources. Among the mentioned coating methods, the
vapor deposition has an overwhelming advantage regarding environmental protection.
Meanwhile, it can precisely control the consumption of GBD sources, which is beneficial
for saving the critical RE resources and improving the stability of the product. However,
owing to the necessary vacuum environment and the relatively low deposition rate, the
production efficiency is lower than those of the adhesive coating and the electrodeposition.
Furthermore, the vapor deposition still exhibits high costs from equipment and processing.
Therefore, this approach applies to small quantities of products.

Table 2. Advantages, disadvantages, and application ranges of various coating methods for depositing GBD sources.

Coating Method Subdivision of
Coating Method

Costs Advantage
from Process and

Equipment
Production
Efficiency

Level for
Materials

Saving
Quality of

Coating
Level of
“Green” Applicable GBD Source

Adhesive coating
Dipping

High High
Low Low Moderate Inorganic compounds

Spraying Low Moderate Low Inorganic compounds

Roller coating Moderate Low Moderate Inorganic compounds and
metals/alloys

Electrodeposition
Electroplating

Moderate Moderate
Moderate High Low Metals/alloys

Electrophoresis Moderate Moderate Moderate Inorganic compounds

Vapor deposition
Evaporation

Low Low
High High High Metals/alloys

Sputtering High High High Inorganic compounds and
metals/alloys

Ion plating High High High Inorganic compounds and
metals/alloys

4. Summary and Future Prospect

With the R&D of GBD process for over 20 years, the diffusion sources for Nd-Fe-B
magnets have been developed for three generations of HRE, LRE, and non-RE based
compounds or metals/alloys, in order to reduce the use critical RE elements and cost. At
present, the GBD process can be employed to enhance not only the magnetic properties,
but also other service performance such as corrosion resistance. Since the permanent
magnets with less critical RE elements emerge rapidly in recent years, such as multi-main
phase (MMP) magnets [54,74] and (La,Ce,Y)-Fe-B magnets [75,76], the non-RE diffusion
sources are competitive to treat these cost-effective magnets. With the industrialization of
GBD, various coating approaches for diffusion sources have been employed, including
adhesive coating, electrodeposition, and vapor deposition. These methods have their
own advantages, disadvantages, and application ranges. Since the Nd-Fe-B products are
mainly fabricated under customization, the different diffusion sources and the various
coating methods will be selected to meet specific applications. GBD is still in its rapid
development and is far from mature. For the future investigations, more attention should
be paid to develop not only efficient yet cheap diffusion sources, but also cost-effective
coating methods.
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