friried applied
o sciences

Article
Preparation of Co-Ni Alloy Coating with Stable
Composition by Jet-Electrodeposition

Qing Zhang !, Jun Tan %*, Lingdong Meng !, Fengkuan Xie !, Haichao Zhao ! and Zang Yan !

1 Science and Technology on Remanufacturing Laboratory, Academy of Armored Force Engineering,

Beijing 100072, China; 15010199984@139.com (Q.Z.); 13910059560@139.com (L.M.);
xiefengkuan@126.com (FX.); zhchebei@126.com (H.Z.); good_zangyan@163.com (Z.Y.)

Key Laboratory for Surface Engineering, Academy of Armored Force Engineering, Beijing 100072, China
Correspondence: tanjuncn@sohu.com

Received: 19 November 2019; Accepted: 9 December 2019; Published: 16 December 2019 ﬁgecf;t?sr

Abstract: Cobalt-Nickel (Co-Ni) alloy coatings were prepared by jet electrodeposition on brass
substrate under different Co?*/Ni?* ratio contents (M = 2:1, 1:1, 1:2 and 1:3) and solution flow
rates (from 2.0 to 4.5 L/min). The surface morphology, element content, and phase structure of the
coating were observed by scanning electron microscope (SEM), energy dispersive spectrometer (EDS),
and X-ray diffractometer (XRD). The hardness and wear resistance of the coatings were also measured.
The results showed that the Co content in coatings was greater than 70%, no matter at what flow rate
and concentration. With an increase of the flow rate, the Co content in the coating increases, and the
grain size on the surface of the coating decreases, which leads to increased hardness of the coating.
However, the flow rate of the plating solution has little effect on the grain growth orientation, and the
phase structure is dominated by the elemental content of the coating. The coatings are in a single
phase of hexagonal close-packed (HCP) when the Co content is more than 80%, while the coatings
are in dual phases of the HCP and face-centered cubic (FCC) when the Co content is less than 80%.
With an increase in the Co content, the grain size decreases, and consequently, the hardness and wear
resistance of the alloy increase. A Co-Ni alloy coating with stable composition can be obtained when
the ratio of Co?* to Ni?* is 2:1.
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1. Introduction

Electrodeposited cobalt-nickel (Co-Ni) alloy coatings usually have superior properties that are
better than both pure Co and Ni metals [1]. The reason for this is its microstructure, which can be
varied as a function of composition. The Co-Ni co-deposition is an anomalous process, in which the
deposition of Co is preferred, while that of Ni is inhibited [2]. Therefore, the Co/Ni atom ratio in the
coating is generally higher than the Co?*/Ni?* cation ratio in the plating solution. Ni-Co co-deposition
is also a non-equilibrium one, and is controlled by the mass transfer of Co?* in the solution [3].
When Co content in the coating changes, the phase of coating’s structure may change from HCP to
FCC or HCP + FCC [4], therefore showing dramatic variation in its properties. Coatings with HCP
structure have better wear resistance than those with FCC structure, while coatings with FCC structure
possess better corrosion resistance than those with HCP structure [5-7]. Therefore, Ni-Co coatings
have found a wide range of applications, including in microelectromechanical system (MEMS) due
to their good soft magnetic properties [8,9], or for surface protection due to their good resistance to
corrosion, temperature and/or abrasion [10,11].
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Electrodeposition is commonly undertaken in a plating bath, and it has been found that many
parameters, such as bath composition [4,12,13], pH [14], current density [15,16], and others, will
significantly affect the deposition process. E. Gomez et al. [17] studied the influence of plating solution
on the electroplating with grooves, and the results showed that the coating surface was uniform, fine
and dense when the plating solution was stirred. This is because the stirring of the plating solution
in the bath plating affects the mass transfer of the cation. When the current density is fixed, the Co
content in the coating is associated with the ratio of Co?*/Ni?* concentration in the plating solution.
Similarly, electrodeposition can be carried out in jet plating format. Qiao et al. [18] studied the effect
of plating solution flow rate on the composition and properties of jet electrodeposited Co-Ni alloy
coatings. The results showed that the flow rate increased the Co content in the coatings, while reducing
the thickness of the diffusion layer with refined grain and increasing the microhardness of the coating.
The increase of the solution flow rate in the jet electrodeposition process is equivalent to the increase of
the stirring speed in the plating bath.

The plating solution flow rate is also one of the key parameters in jet electrodeposition for
preparing particle composite coatings. This affects the mass transfer of the particles and the entry
of the particles into the composite coating [19]. When jet electrodepositing the Co-Ni alloy matrix
and particle composite coating, the plating solution flow rate may affect both the Co content and the
particle content in the coating. In this case, it is difficult to tell the property effect from the alloy matrix
between the composited particles. Therefore, it is necessary to obtain high flow-independent quality of
Co-Ni coating by jet electrodeposition. Unfortunately, there is still a lack of research on this. In this
paper, we conducted a systematic investigation of the effect of jet flow rate on the microstructure
and mechanical properties of jet electrodeposited coatings. Six different flow rates and four kinds of
solutions were tested.

2. Experimental Details

The sample substrate is made of brass sheet 24 mm in diameter and 6 mm thick. Before the
electrodeposition, the surface of the sample is polished with an 800-mesh sandpaper, and is then
electrochemically cleaned using a brush plating device.

The jet electrodeposition equipment consists of a direct current (DC) supply power (produced
by Huake Elelctronic Equipment Co., Ltd.), a numerical control (NC) platform, an electrode plating
solution reservoir, a spray gun, a control valve, a circulating pump and other units, as shown in
Figure 1. The nozzle of the spray gun has an internal diameter of 6 mm. The spray gun reciprocates
linearly and travels at a velocity of 1.2 mm/s. The vertical distance from the bottom of the nozzle to the
sample surface is 10 mm.

The total mass of CoSO4-7H,0O and NiSO4-6H,O was fixed at 300 g/L, and the mass concentration
ratio of Co?*:Ni?* was referred to as M. Four kinds of plating solution were prepared with M 2:1, 1:1,
1:2 and 1:3. Additionally, the solution was mixed with NaCl at 20 g/L and HBOs5 at 30 g/L to maintain a
pH value of 3-4. Jet electrodeposition was conducted at room temperature with a current density of
40 A/dm? and varying the flow rate from 2.0 to 4.5 L/min.

The Nova Nano 450 field emission scanning electron microscope (SEM) was used to observe the
surface morphologies of the coatings. The content of Co and Ni in the coatings was measured using an
Energy Disperse Spectroscopy (EDS). The DX-2700 X-ray diffractometer was used to analyze the phase
structure of the coatings. The surface roughness of the coating was measured by a 2300A-RC profile
roughness measuring instrument at a scan speed of 0.5 mm/s and a scan length of 8 mm. Dry wear test
was also conducted on a MFT-R4000 high-speed reciprocating friction wear tester. The friction pair was
a GCr15 steel ball with a diameter of 4 mm, and the wear scar length was 5 mm at 5 Hz frequency for
10 min. The wear volume was determined from the wear scars using an OL54000 3D laser microscope.
A Buehler automatic microhardness tester was used to measure the microhardness of the coating at
50 g load and 15 s duration. The average of five tests was taken for each sample.
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Figure 1. Schematic of jet electrodeposition system. NC: numerical control; DC: direct current.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Contents of the Coatings

Figure 2 shows the relationship between flow rate and Co content in the coating. It can be seen
that the Co content in coatings is greater than 70%, no matter at what flow rate and concentration.
The highest Co concentration is up to 96% for M = 2:1 at 4.5 L/min flow rate, which shows a significant
anomalous co-deposition. This is similar to what Gémez et al. observed. The formation of Co(OH)* in
the vicinity of the cathode suppresses the passage of Ni2* but not the Co?*, so the precipitation of Ni is
suppressed while the Co content is enhanced [20]. It is also found that the Co content in the coating
increases with the increasing flow rate. This is because the jet electrodeposition is a non-equilibrium
process, and the metal cations are controlled by the mass transfer in the liquid. Due to the cathode
concentration polarization, the consumption rate of metal cations near the cathode is lower than the
supplement rate of the ions. The flow rate of the plating solution will affect the mass transfer rate of
Co?* and Ni?* in the jet electrodeposition, and an increase in the flow rate will help to reduce the
concentration polarization. Therefore, the solution flow rate has a greater influence on the mass transfer
rate of Co?* than that of Ni?*. The degree increase of Co content in the coating is different for different
solutions. For M at 2:1, 1:1, 1:2, and 1:3, the Co content in the coating increased by 0.63%, 1.67%,
6.75%, and 8.54%, respectively. The larger the M value is, the smaller the Co content increase will be.
Obviously, the influence on the mass transfer rate of metal cations is reduced when the concentration
of Co?* in the solution is higher.
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Figure 2. Co content in the coatings with different flow rate and M.
3.2. Phase Structure of the Coatings

Figure 3 shows the XRD patterns of the coatings obtained at different flow rates. The analytical
results show that Co-Ni alloys are all solid solutions, with Co solvent and Ni solute. When the M of the
plating solution is 2:1 or 1:1, the coating is in the structure of HCP (Co). The main diffraction pattern is
(110), (100), (101), and the texture direction (110) of the coating does not change with the flow rates.
When the M is 1:2 and the flow rate is 2.0 L/min, the (111) peak of the FCC structure appears, except
for the diffraction peaks of the HCP. When M is 1:3 in the bath, the diffraction peaks of the FCC (111)
can be found at many more flow rates. This means that both HCP and FCC coexist in these coatings.
The main reason for the change of the coating structure with different flow rates is that the flow rate
changes the Co content in the plating coating. When the M in the plating solution is 2:1 and 1:1, the Co
content in the coating does not change significantly, so does the structure of coatings. When M is 1:2
and 1:3, the Co content in the coating is lower than 80%, and the coating coexists in two phases.

2150

(a) 1600
F 1720 (b) -
E 1200

L os0

3
Indensity

Fea0

Indensity

Fa30

fo (100)
Lo
L.

Fa20

=+ (100)

(101)

2.0Lmin
b + LS. I 2.0L/min
2.5Umin N ‘
. 2 2.5Limin
3.0L/min . R
.
’ 3.0L/min
3.5Umi . [
* ] s
- s oumin a ]
J 4.0Umin
4.5Lmin . J
T T 45Limin
W 50 50 7 80
20 P 50 60 70 )
20 ()
} 2800
(C) + Cohep Eooio + Cohep 20
u Co fec » Co fec
g Froso 5 wo .
H g < 5
R F1i20 8 + .. 460 8
. £ . . £
.
5~ M RS F 560 M 230
2E L |
g .
|
2.0Lmin - 2.0Lmin
.
2.5Limin 2 5Limin
. VAN
3.0L/min ry - '3.0L/min
. I Lot ]
4 sLimin 3. 5Limin
: | YA LI ]
4.0L/min '3 4.0Limin
b J pame. J
4.5Umin 4.5Lmin
@ 50 5 70 8 P 50 50 70 50
20 () 20 ()

Figure 3. X-ray diffraction patterns of the Co-Ni coatings obtained at different mass concentration.
ratios: (a)M =21 (b)M =11, (c) M =1:2, (d) M = 1:3.
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3.3. Surface Morphology of the Coatings

Figures 4-7 show the surface morphology of the coatings under different solution flow rates.
It can be seen that the grain sizes on surface decrease with the increasing flow rate. This change is more
dramatic at higher M values. When M is 2:1 or 1:1, the surface of the coating is generally uniform and
angularly conical tapered crystal at lower flow rates. As the flow rate of the plating solution increases,
the grain size of the coating surface decreases slightly, and the surface becomes smoother. This trend is
more obvious when M is at 1:1 than at 2:1. Since the Co content in the two plating baths is basically
not affected by the flow rate of the plating solution, the plating solution flow rate has a direct effect
on the plating surface. This is because the flow rate of the plating solution reduces the range of the
diffusion layer on the surface of the cathode, which increases nucleation during deposition and leads
to fine grains. In addition, at the same flow rate, the grain size of Co-Ni coatings obtained with M at
2:1 is smaller than that at 1:1. When M is at 1:2 or 1:3 in the plating solution, the variation of surface
grain structure is more significant as the flow rate of the plating solution increases. This is because
the Co content of coatings increases with the increasing flow rate, leading to decreasing grain size.
Meanwhile, the increase of the flow rate reduces the thickness of the diffusion layer. At the same time,
the kinetic regime may switch to a mixed or activation-controlled regime because of reducing mass
transport resistance, and the surface of the Co-Ni coatings are further refined.
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Figure 4. Surface morphology of coatings obtained with M = 2:1 in the plating solution at different
flow rates: (a) 2.0 L/min, (b) 2.5 L/min, (c) 3.0 L/min, (d) 3.5 L/min, (e) 4.0 L/min, (f) 4.5 L/min.
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Figure 5. Surface morphology of coatings obtained with M = 1:1 in the plating solution at different
flow rates: (a) 2.0 L/min, (b) 2.5 L/min, (c) 3.0 L/min, (d) 3.5 L/min, (e) 4.0 L/min, (f) 4.5 L/min.
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Figure 6. Surface morphology of coatings obtained with M = 1:2 in the plating solution at different
flow rates: (a) 2.0 L/min, (b) 2.5 L/min, (c) 3.0 L/min, (d) 3.5 L/min, (e) 4.0 L/min, (f) 4.5 L/min.
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Figure 7. Surface morphology of coatings obtained with M = 1:3 in the plating solution at different
flow rates: (a) 2.0 L/min, (b) 2.5 L/min, (c) 3.0 L/min, (d) 3.5 L/min, (e) 4.0 L/min, (f) 4.5 L/min.

The variation of the coating surface with flow rate can be explained by mass transfer theory.
According to diffusion mass transfer theory [21], the diffusion thickness can be expressed as:

5= D3/3y1/6y1/2u61/2 (1)

where 6 is the thickness of the diffusion layer, D; is the diffusion coefficient, 1 is the tangential initial
velocity of the liquid flow, p is the dynamic viscosity coefficient, and y is the distance from a point on
the surface of the cathode to the impact point yg. For the same plating solution, increasing the flow rate
of the plating solution can reduce the thickness of the diffusion layer, which is beneficial to the limited
current density of the electrodeposition and also the cathode overpotential [22]. The size and number
of nuclei are controlled by overpotential and can be expressed by Kelvin's electrochemical formula [23]:

2eV

=27
Zeo|n|

@

where 7 is the radius formed by the critical nucleus, ¢ is the surface energy, V is the atomic volume
in the crystal, Z is the elementary charge, and ) is the overpotential. It can be seen from the Kelvin
formula that when there is a high overpotential, a small crystal nucleus can be formed. Therefore,
an increase in the flow rate of the plating solution facilitates the formation of a small crystal nucleus,
whereby the size of the crystal grains is reduced, and the structure is refined.

3.4. Surface Roughness of Coatings

To further verify the influence of the plating flow rate on the surface texture of the coatings,
the surface roughness of the coating was measured. Figure 8 shows the relationship between the
surface roughness of the coatings and the flow rate of the plating solution. It can be seen that the
surface roughness of the coatings obtained by the four plating solutions decreases with the increase
of the flow rate of the plating solution. This indicates that the increase of the flow rate of the plating
solution makes the surface structure of the plating layer finer and smoother. When the M value in the
plating solution is higher, the surface roughness of the plating layer is relatively lower under the same



Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 5545 8of 12

plating solution flow rate. When the M value in the plating solution is 2:1, the surface roughness of the
plating layer is the lowest, which is consistent with the change of the observed surface morphology.
It is obvious that the higher the Co content in the coating is, the smother the surface of the coating
will be.
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Figure 8. Surface roughness of coatings.
3.5. Cross-Section Morphology of Coatings

Figure 9 shows the cross-sectional morphology of the coatings with different mass concentration
ratios of Co?™:Ni?* at a solution flow rate of 2.5 L/min. As seen from the results, the cross-section
of each coating is dense and there are no gaps or bubbles between the interface of the coating and
the substrate. When M is 2:1 and 1:1, as shown in Figure 9a,b, the uppermost edge of the coating is
quite smooth, without any significant protrusions. When M in the plating solution is 1:2 and 1:3, as
shown in Figure 9¢,d, the surface of the plated layer becomes irregular and serrated. The profile of
the cross-section morphology is similar to that of the surface morphology. This is attributed to the
high content of Co in the coating, which generates the fine grains and relatively smooth surface of
the coating.
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Figure 9. The cross-sectional morphology of the coatings with different M in the plating solution when
the flow rate is 2.5 L/min: (a) M = 2:1, (b) M = 1:1, (¢) M = 1:2, (d) M = 1:3.
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3.6. Microhardness and Wear Volume of the Coatings

Figure 10 shows the variation of the microhardness of the coatings obtained with different
concentration ratios of Co?*:Ni?* and solution flow rates. It can be seen that the microhardness of the
coatings generally increases with the increasing flow rate. The microhardness for M = 2:1 is the highest
(about 420 @ (HV)) for all flow rates, and the microhardness for M = 1:3 is the lowest for each flow rate.
There is only a small change for M = 2:1 or 1:1, but a large change for M = 1:3. The microhardness of the
coating is mainly related to the content of the elements and the grain size in the coating [19]. In Co-Ni
alloy coatings, the presence of Ni element plays an important role in solid solution strengthening.
The increase of the plating solution flow rate decreases the content of Ni in the coating, which leads to
the reduction of the solid solution strengthening. On the other hand, the decrease of the Ni content
makes the grain size of the coatings smaller, leading to the enhancement of the dominating fine grain
strengthening. This dominated grain strengthening mechanism of the coating can explain the higher
microhardness for M = 2:1 or 1:1. As the grain size for M = 1:2 or 1:3 decreases significantly with the
increasing flow rate, there is a relatively large change in the microhardness of the coating.
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Figure 10. Microhardness of the coatings.

Figure 10 shows the wear volume of coatings prepared with different mass concentration ratios
of Co?*:Ni?* and solution flow rates. It can be seen that when M = 1:2 or 1:3, the wear volume of
the coating remains largely unchanged. When M is 1:2, the wear volume of the coating decreases
slightly. When M is 1:3, the wear volume of the coatings is high, and the wear volume of the coating
decreases rapidly. Therefore, the wear volume of the coating is affected by the element content,
microhardness, and surface microstructure of the coatings. When M is 2:1 or 1:1 in the plating solution,
the increase of the flow rate of the plating solution does not substantially change the element content
of the coating, and the decrease in the crystal size of the coatings and the reduction in the surface
roughness are not obvious, so that the wear volume of the coating changes little. When M is 1:2 or 1:3
in the plating solution, the increase of the flow rate of the plating solution increases the Co content in
the coatings, and the grain of the coatings are obviously refined, the surface roughness is reduced,
and the microhardness is increased, so the wear volume of the coating is reduced and wear resistance
is improved.

Figure 11 shows the wear volume of coatings prepared with different mass concentration ratios
of Co?*:Ni?* and solution flow rates. It can be seen that the wear volumes are relatively small for
all coatings, except for M = 1:3. The coating with M = 2:1 has the highest wear resistance among all
coatings. The wear resistance decreases gradually with the increasing Co?*:Ni?* ratio. There is also a
decreasing trend in the wear volume with the increasing flow rate for all coatings. In general, the trend
of wear volume variation is inversely correlated with the microhardness variation of the coating.
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It can be seen that the wear volume of the coating is affected by the element content, microhardness,
and surface microstructure of the coatings.
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Figure 11. Wear volume of the coatings.

When M is 2:1 in the plating solution, the coating has a high Co content and fine grain for all flow
rates, so the wear resistance is high and there is no substantial variation among the coatings. For M = 1:3
in the plating solution, there is a large variation in grain size, surface roughness, and microhardness as
the flow rate changes, and similar for the wear resistance of this coating. It can be seen that the flow
rate plays a significant role in the performance of Co-Ni coatings by jet electrodeposition, and that
high-quality flow-independent Co-Ni coatings can be obtained when Co?*/Ni?* ratio in the solution
is 2:1.

4. Conclusions

Co-Ni alloy coatings were prepared by jet electrodeposition on brass substrate under different
Co?*/Ni%* ratio contents (M = 2:1, 1:1, 1:2 and 1:3) and solution flow rates (from 2.0 to 4.5 L/min).
The influence of Co-Ni content and flow rate of the plating solution on the coating morphology and
mechanical properties was investigated. Following are the main conclusions of the present studies

(1) Increasing the flow rate of the plating solution reduces the concentration polarization of the
cathode, so that the Co content in the coating increases accordingly. The range of increase is
affected by the ratio of the main salt concentration of Co and Ni. If the ratios of Co%*/Ni?* in the
plating solution are 2:1, 1:1, 1:2, and 1:3, the change ranges of Co content are 0.63%, 1.67%, 6.75%,
and 8.54%, respectively, when the flow rate changes from 2 to 4.5 L/min.

(2) The surface morphology of the coating is determined by the flow rate of the plating solution.
When plated at a higher flow rate, the coatings have a higher Co content, with a smaller grain size
and a denser structure. The phase structure of the coating is mainly determined by the content of
Co in the coating. The flow rate of the plating solution changes the Co content in the coating, so
does the phase structure of the coating. When the Co content is more than 80%, the coating is a
single HCP structure. When the Co content is less than 80%, the coating has a structure with both
HCP and FCC coexisting.

(3) The mechanical properties of the coating are mainly determined by the grain size. The coating
with higher Co content has a smaller grain size, higher hardness, and stronger wear resistance.
The increase of the flow rate increases the Co content in the coating, reducing the grain size of the
coating, increasing the hardness of the coating, and decreasing the wear volume.
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(4) The flow rate plays a significant role in the performance of Co-Ni coatings by jet electrodeposition.
High-quality flow-independent Co-Ni coatings can be obtained when Co?*:Ni?* ratio in the
solution is 2:1.
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