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Abstract: In fusion reactors, such as ITER or DEMO, the plasma used to generate nuclear reactions
will reach temperatures that are an order of magnitude higher than in the Sun’s core. Although the
plasma is not supposed to be in contact with the reactor walls, a large amount of heat generated by
electromagnetic radiation, electrons and ions being expelled from the plasma will reach the plasma-
facing surface of the reactor. Especially for the divertor part, high heat fluxes of up to 20 MW/m2 are
expected even in normal operating conditions. An improvement in the plasma-facing material (which
is, in the case of ITER, pure Tungsten, W) is desired at least in terms of both a higher recrystallization
temperature and a lower brittle-to-ductile transition temperature. In the present work, we discuss
three microengineering routes based on inclusions of nanometric dispersions, which are proposed
to improve the W properties, and present the microstructural and thermophysical properties of the
resulting W-based composites with such dispersions. The materials’ behavior after 6 MeV electron
irradiation tests is also presented, and their further development is discussed.

Keywords: materials for fusion applications; high-heat-flux materials; thermophysical properties;
6 MeV electron irradiation

1. Introduction

Obtaining energy from fusion reactions might be the only long-term sustainable
solution for the increasing world energy demand [1]. In a fusion reactor, such as ITER
or DEMO, the plasma used to generate nuclear reactions will reach temperatures that
are an order of magnitude higher than in the Sun’s core, which is close to 200 million
degrees [1]. Although this plasma is not supposed to be in contact with the reactor walls,
a large amount of heat generated by electromagnetic radiation, electrons and ions being
expelled from the plasma will reach the plasma-facing surface of the reactor. Thus, even in
normal operating conditions, a steady heat flux of about 10 MW/m2 [2] is expected for the
divertor (about 5% of the total exposed surface), which will extract, in fact, about 15% of
the energy produced in the reactor. A tokamak divertor is, as its name already suggests,
the part where the magnetic flux lines are open, allowing for unsuitable particles from
plasma to escape [3,4]. Therefore, the heat load at the divertor level will be even higher
at the beginning and the end of each plasma cycle, around 20 MW/m2, albeit for a short
time. Plasma disruptions and turbulences, if not mitigated by magnetic field control, can
even reach half a GW/m2 [5]. Thus, at least the plasma-facing part of the divertor should
be a refractory material, able to withstand temperatures in normal operating conditions of
about 1000 ◦C and, in particular situations, even over 2500 ◦C [5]. Then, the large amount
of heat should be efficiently transferred to the cooling system, implying that the divertor
materials require high thermal conductivity. As it is a general requirement for fusion reactor
materials, the divertor should also be made only from low-activation elements, criteria
that, when considered together, restrict the number of acceptable materials to only a few
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elements. Tungsten (W) was selected as the main divertor armor material for ITER and
is the “base-line” option for DEMO due to its high melting temperature, high physical
sputtering yield, high thermal conductivity and low Tritium retention. These characteristics
are advantages over low-Z elements (e.g., C), which have lower sputtering yields and
higher Tritium retention rates. On the other hand, W will be affected by neutron irradiation
and also by subsequent transmutation and gas (H, He) formation. These considerations
exclude W in the first step as a material for structural applications, but it offers a good
compromise solution for an armor material, at least in the case of the ITER reactor [6],
where a lower neutron irradiation dose is expected. As a consequence, the ITER reactor
will be built with a full W divertor armor [7,8]. In contrast, in DEMO (which will be
the first demonstrative reactor able to provide energy to the grid), higher temperatures
and irradiation doses are foreseen, which demand a more complicated design [9] and, if
possible, better materials [10]. In this context, other W shortcomings become more relevant:

(i) W is a brittle material: i.e., it has a high brittle-to-ductile transition temperature (BDTT)
of about 300–400 ◦C [11]. As a result, W is prone to fail at low temperatures as a result
of brittle fracture, which is a concern even for armor materials [12].

(ii) W has a low (4.5 × 10−6 K−1) thermal expansion coefficient (CTE), which generates
problems related to its joining to structural materials, which in turn have much higher
CTEs (10 ÷ 17 × 10−6 K−1 for steels and 16 ÷ 18 × 10−6 K−1 for Cu alloys). The CTE
mismatch between armor and structural materials is a serious concern since thermal
fatigue in the divertor joints might lead to severe failures.

(iii) W oxidizes easily even at modest temperatures (600 ◦C), and even a small cooling-fluid
accident might compromise the entire reactor for a long time. To address this problem,
the so-called self-passivation or “smart W alloys” might provide a solution [13]. Such
materials contain elements (Cr, Y) that create an oxide barrier limiting O penetration
in the W volume. However, the improved oxidation resistance comes at the expense
of a much lower thermal conductivity (100 W/m/K or even lower), which is not
suitable for the divertor armor.

Taking these considerations into account, the optimal operating temperature for W
might be defined with a lower limit derived from both the BDTT and recovery temperature
under neutron irradiation at around 800 ◦C and an upper limit derived from recrystal-
lization considerations at about 1200 ◦C [14]. On the other hand, for a low-temperature
cooling concept (as in ITER, with the cooling fluid being water), the heat sink materials are
Cu-based alloys [15], such as CuCrZr or GlidCop. Such alloys can operate at a maximum
temperature of 300–350 ◦C. Using new materials such as oxide-dispersion-strengthened
(ODS) Cu alloys [16,17] or W-reinforced Cu [18], the heatsink operating temperature might
be raised up to about 400–450 ◦C. Again, recovery under neutron irradiation imposes a
low-temperature limit for Cu-based materials at about 200 ◦C. Obviously, the operating
temperature windows of the armor and heat sink materials do not overlap. To improve
the divertor component behavior in terms of both the operating temperature window and
CTE mismatch, several interface materials have been proposed, ranging from pure soft
Cu to functional W-Cu graded composites [19,20] and thermal break (or thermal barrier)
materials such as Cu-based composites [21–23]. Such interfaces respond well to the CTE
mismatch problem but fail to completely solve the operating temperature window mis-
match. They also make the production of the divertor components more difficult and
expensive. An alternative solution is to find new structural materials, such as W-laminates
(layered composites made from alternating thin foils of W and other metals) [24,25] or
HEA high-entropy alloys [26,27]. Again, these solutions are either far from technological
maturity or might further increase production costs to higher levels. However, another
alternative approach is to improve W armor materials to better cope with the available
structural materials. A focused approach on a particular weak point of a material might be
successful, as has been demonstrated by the accelerated development of self-passivating W
“smart alloys” [27,28], which are able to solve an important issue for the first wall armor,



Nanomaterials 2023, 13, 1012 3 of 16

although remaining non-applicable to the divertor, where high thermal conductivity values
are essential.

In order to design a new approach to improving W, it is important to start with the
processing of W, which is already used on an industrial scale. Its production includes the
high-temperature sintering of blocks, which are then hot-rolled (i.e., at temperatures above
the recrystallization temperature of W) and transformed into large plates with thicknesses
down to a few centimeters. The rolling temperature decreases with decreasing thickness,
and cold-rolling processes are also sometimes used, e.g., to produce thin foils (down to
0.05 mm).

In contrast to other bcc materials, the W microstructure (grain size, texture) plays a
major role in its mechanical behavior, particularly its intergranular fracture behavior, which
is responsible for the high BDTT of W. Taking into account the high-temperature processing
of W, it was initially assumed that the inherent impurities that accumulate between W
grains induce intergranular fracture [29]. More recent results have shown that the impurity
effect is much smaller than expected [30,31], while low cohesion at high-angle (high means
more the 15◦) grain boundaries might be the decisive factor in W fracture [32–36]. This
assumption is also supported by the fact that severely deformed W (e.g., cold-rolled) has
a highly anisotropic behavior, with two transitions: one from brittle to delamination and
one from delamination to ductile [11]. Thus, one can assume that using W powders with
suitable grain dimensions and different types of ceramic or metallic dispersions in an
SPS (Spark Plasma Sintering)-based processing route might be able to both increase the
recrystallization temperature and decrease the DBTT transition of W while maintaining a
high value of thermal conductivity. More specifically:

• Severe plastic deformation of W produces ultrafine grains or texture [37,38], which
decreases the W DBTT, even to values well below room temperature.

• Grain growth and recrystallization can be shifted to higher temperatures by nanometric
dispersions, but to the best of our knowledge, no systematic study has been performed to
evaluate the effect of the dispersion type and dimensions. Additionally, in some cases, the
effects are complex, i.e., a decrease in the brittle-to-delamination transition temperature
but an increase in the delamination-to-ductile transition temperature [11,39].

In this work, aiming to improve W in terms of both a higher recrystallization tem-
perature and a lower brittle-to-ductile transition temperature, three microengineering
routes based on inclusions of nanometric dispersions are investigated, and the further
development of the materials is discussed.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Design Approach

The experimental work is based on the fast-forward screening of some ceramic and
metallic candidate dispersions. Considering the high-temperature processing of W-based
materials and the high oxidation rate of W (producing W oxides, which are unstable when
the temperature is changing), we excluded oxide-type ceramics from this study. Thus, the
focus was on 3 types of nanometric dispersions:

• Carbides such as SiC or ZrC and diamond, with the last one most likely producing
W-C. In fact, Z.M. Xie et al. have shown that hot-rolled W with ZrC exhibits improved
malleability [40], while SPS-ed W with nanometric dispersions of ZrC [41] shows
better recrystallization behavior and improved mechanical properties.

• Metals that can interact with W during SPS processing, such as Cr. Using nanometric
Cr powders, we expect a limited reaction at the bigger W grain borders, as depicted in
the diagram below:
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Table 1. Summary of the test materials’ compositions. 

Material No. of Samples Wt. % Concentration Vol. % Concentration 
W-SiC 5 0.2–0.6 1.19–3.49 
W-ZrC 4 0.5–0.8 1.42–2.27 
W-D 4 0.2–0.5 1.08–2.68 
W-Cr 6 0.5–1.0 1.34–2.65 
W-Fe 6 0.5–1.0 1.21–2.41 

• Metals that melt during SPS but do not react strongly with W, such as Fe. Small
amounts of such metals can be included in W without causing the entire sample to
melt in SPS processing or in further heating above the Fe melting temperature. Here,
we might also expect a “pseudo-ductility effect” created by the coating of W grains
with Fe, as observed in the W fibers/W matrix in the case of coated fibers [42].

2.2. Materials Processing

The samples were consolidated by SPS using a mixture of 75% 40 µm and 25% 800 nm
W powders. Such compositions are expected, based on previous results [43], to provide
higher densities. The W powders, together with nanometric ceramic or metallic dispersions,
were mixed under a controlled atmosphere in a glovebox (Ar, with <0.5 ppm O2 and
<0.8 ppm H2O) by hand, then closed in Agate-coated vials with a small number of φ 5 mm
Agate balls and mechanically mixed with a planetary ball mill at 50 rpm for 5 min. Then,
the powders were transferred to molds, also inside the glovebox. An SPS cycle with 3 steps
was used (see Figure 1), which, for pure W powders, produces samples with densities
above 95%. Disc samples with a 12.5 mm diameter and ~2 mm thickness were produced
using ceramic and metallic dispersions: SiC (20 nm), ZrC (20 nm), diamond (10 nm), Cr
(40 nm) and Fe (60 nm). A summary of the materials produced can be seen in Table 1.
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Figure 1. SPS cycle used to produce the samples for fast-forward screening.

Table 1. Summary of the test materials’ compositions.

Material No. of Samples wt.% Concentration vol.% Concentration

W-SiC 5 0.2–0.6 1.19–3.49
W-ZrC 4 0.5–0.8 1.42–2.27
W-D 4 0.2–0.5 1.08–2.68
W-Cr 6 0.5–1.0 1.34–2.65
W-Fe 6 0.5–1.0 1.21–2.41

In order to speed up the investigations, a fast-forward screening was performed by
producing several samples with different amounts of dispersions from the first-candidate
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composites. The main selection criteria are the sample density (at least 95% of the theoretical
density in order to make the other investigations relevant), the microstructure (to determine
whether the dispersions are located as expected) and the thermal conductivity value (which
is needed to fulfill divertor requirements). Further, in order to have materials adequate
for plasma environment conditions, irradiation with electron beams was performed, and
the modification of the exposed surface was evaluated. The thermal expansion behavior
was also investigated to verify the possibility of further including the materials in divertor-
type components. A composition from the most promising material (W-ZrC) was also
produced with larger dimensions and then cut into shapes for 3p-bending tests, which
were performed from RT to above 600 ◦C.

2.3. Sample Characterization

The microstructures of the samples were analyzed using a field-emission scanning
electron microscope (FESEM) (Zeiss Gemini 500) equipped with a backscattered electron
detector. Its sensitivity to Z allows for the identification of different elements even at a
nanometric resolution, in contrast to classic EDX analyses. The exposed surfaces of the
irradiated samples were investigated using an FEI Inspect S50 SEM with an Everhart–
Thornley detector (ETD) to work with secondary electrons (SEs).

The thermophysical properties were investigated using a Laser Flash Analyzer (Net-
zsch LFA 457 Microflash) from room temperature up to 1000 ◦C, and the expansion coeffi-
cients were determined in the same temperature range using a Netzsch 402 C dilatometer.
The LFA equipment allows for the direct measurement of thermal diffusivity, α, by analyz-
ing the temperature variation on one surface of the sample when a calibrated laser pulse
is applied to the other surface. The specific heat of the materials, Cp, can be determined
by using a differential method using a reference sample (in this case, Mo, NIST certificate
SRM781). The thermal conductivity can then be calculated as λ = α × ρ × Cp, where ρ is
the density of the sample. The sample density was determined at room temperature by the
Archimedes method in water using a high-resolution balance.

Three-point bending tests were carried out with INSTRON 5982 equipment able to
apply forces up to 100 kN and equipped with a high-temperature furnace. The tests were
performed on samples in the shape of rectangular bars with a size of 20 mm length, 2 mm
width and 1.5 mm thickness. A bending load was applied with a speed of 0.05 mm/min.

2.4. Sample Irradiation

Samples of W-D, W-Fe, W-ZrC, W-SiC and W-Cr were irradiated by electron beams
of 6 MeV under low-vacuum conditions using the ALID-7 electron beam accelerator at
NILPRP (see Figure 2). Each sample was irradiated for 10 min and then left inside the
vacuumed chamber for 30 min until cooled to room temperature. No active cooling was
applied during irradiation.
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The materials were irradiated with a beam fluency of 1 × 1012 e−/cm2 per pulse, and
the corresponding charge per electron beam pulse was 8.8 × 10−7 C. The peak beam current
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per pulse was 5.4 × 10−1 A, while the current density reached a value of 4.1 × 10−2 A/cm2.
The flux density was 2.5 × 1017 e−/s/cm2. The frequency of the beam was 53 Hz with a
pulse duration of 4 µs.

3. Results
3.1. Density and Microstructure

Usually, for ceramic (hard) dispersions included in a hard metal matrix without a
mechanical alloying step and without interactions during the consolidation process, the
ceramic material is located between the matrix grains, and taking into account geometric
(volume-filling) considerations, at least a part of the dispersion is trapped at the grain
boundaries of the matrix grains. In the present case, the samples contain mixtures of
particles with very different grain sizes (40 microns and 800 nanometers for W and a few
tens of nanometers for the dispersions). Therefore, the main interest is related to answering
the following questions: (i) Are enough dispersions located at grain boundaries? (ii) Are
the dispersions more concentrated in areas with smaller W grains (that is, following the
volume-filling trend) or uniformly distributed? (iii) How does the chemical interaction
(as expected for W-SiC and W-diamond) affect the dispersion distribution? To answer
these questions, we used a backscattered electron detector (EBS), since this technique is
able to provide a Z-sensitive image at a higher resolution in comparison to the classic
EDX analysis, which cannot offer a nanometric-scale spatial resolution. Additionally, to
prevent possible reactions, the samples were not etched, and to prevent contamination,
polishing was performed using diamond grinding plates with a mesh well above the
dispersion dimensions.

In the case of the W-SiC material, as illustrated in Figure 3, in spite of the apparent
uniform distribution of the dispersions at the W grain boundaries (Figure 3, left), some areas
seem to have a larger content of dark dots, which might be connected to agglomerations
of smaller W grains. Since the EBS is also sensitive to the depth of the surface, a more
detailed analysis is required to discriminate between SiC grains and pores. To clarify the
situation, an image with a larger magnification obtained in a fractured part of the sample
(Figure 3, right) shows that SiC is more agglomerated in areas with smaller W grain sizes
(the areas marked in red). Here, larger pores can also be observed (e.g., the one marked by
the yellow arrow). Moreover, the density of the materials has no clear correlation with the
dispersion content, possibly due to the W-SiC interaction and the formation of W-C and
W-Si compounds. This reaction has already been documented for SiC matrix-W-dispersion
composites [44] but, in the present case, leads to the local contraction of W-SiC-reacted
material and the generation of pores.
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The diamond dispersions seem to be distributed both at W grain boundaries and on
the grains (see Figure 4). It also appears, as expected, that C has reacted with W, forming
W-carbides. In this image, the diamond inclusions appear different in terms of dimensions
and colors, possibly suggesting different formations. However, since diamond grains are
very small (APS 10 nm), they are more difficult to find, especially at high magnifications.
Thus, the explanation for the morphological differences from the selected image is most
likely due to random factors (distribution and size of diamond grains’ agglomerations).
These dispersions are also too small to act as grain growth inhibitors, and larger diamond
grains, even if they do not completely dissolve in W, will be graphitized under neutron
irradiation. However, the samples have good densities, which increase with the diamond
content. For W samples with larger WC insertions, improved mechanical properties have
been observed [45].

Nanomaterials 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 16 
 

 

Figure 3. Cross-section SEM images obtained using a backscattered electron detector for W-SiC ma-
terials: low magnification (left) and higher magnification in a fractured part, also near a larger pore 
(right). Here, the areas marked in red correspond to agglomerations of smaller W grains, while the 
yellow arrow indicates a pore. The inset summarizes the density values of these materials. 

The diamond dispersions seem to be distributed both at W grain boundaries and on 
the grains (see Figure 4). It also appears, as expected, that C has reacted with W, forming 
W-carbides. In this image, the diamond inclusions appear different in terms of dimensions 
and colors, possibly suggesting different formations. However, since diamond grains are 
very small (APS 10 nm), they are more difficult to find, especially at high magnifications. 
Thus, the explanation for the morphological differences from the selected image is most 
likely due to random factors (distribution and size of diamond grains’ agglomerations). 
These dispersions are also too small to act as grain growth inhibitors, and larger diamond 
grains, even if they do not completely dissolve in W, will be graphitized under neutron 
irradiation. However, the samples have good densities, which increase with the diamond 
content. For W samples with larger WC insertions, improved mechanical properties have 
been observed [45]. 

 
Figure 4. Cross-section SEM image obtained using a backscattered electron detector for W-diamond 
materials: the green arrows indicate the dispersion located at grain boundaries, while the red ones 
indicate the dispersion located on the grains. The inset summarizes the density values of these ma-
terials. 

In the case of W materials with ZrC dispersions, as shown in Figure 5, one can ob-
serve the dispersion distributed at the W grain boundaries (marked by green arrows). 
Sharp intergrain surfaces suggest a possible effect of the dispersion even in the SPS con-
solidation process. The samples also have good densities; however, lower ZrC concentra-
tions seem to provide higher density values. All of these results could in fact be expected, 
taking into account the work of Z.M. Xie et al. [40]. 

Figure 4. Cross-section SEM image obtained using a backscattered electron detector for W-diamond
materials: the green arrows indicate the dispersion located at grain boundaries, while the red
ones indicate the dispersion located on the grains. The inset summarizes the density values of
these materials.

In the case of W materials with ZrC dispersions, as shown in Figure 5, one can observe
the dispersion distributed at the W grain boundaries (marked by green arrows). Sharp
intergrain surfaces suggest a possible effect of the dispersion even in the SPS consolidation
process. The samples also have good densities; however, lower ZrC concentrations seem to
provide higher density values. All of these results could in fact be expected, taking into
account the work of Z.M. Xie et al. [40].

In the case of W-Cr materials, the nanometric Cr dispersions distributed at the W grain
boundaries and also Cr agglomerations, as identified in the red frames, appear to have
reacted with W, as expected (see Figure 6), and may have produced a similar blocking effect.
To clarify this, HRTEM investigations are needed. However, their present sizes might also
be too small for the expected effect; thus, in future work, larger dimensions should be
considered. The densities at higher dispersion contents are also decreased, suggesting that
further material optimization is needed.

The Fe dispersions (see Figure 7) are distributed between W grains and at W grain
boundaries, as expected from the melting of Fe during the SPS consolidation. In contrast
to the case of W-SiC materials, here, the W grains can only barely be seen. This can be
explained by the smaller volume of Fe and also by its melting. As some preliminary inves-
tigations have shown, for samples with about a 4% volume of micrometric Fe dispersions
in a micrometric grain W matrix, pools of Fe should be easily observed. In the present case,



Nanomaterials 2023, 13, 1012 8 of 16

on the one hand, the lower Fe content could be mostly hidden in areas with nanometric W
grains, and on the other hand, as also observed in the previous experiments, due to the
reduction in the Fe-specific volume upon cooling, we can presume that Fe remains glued to
W and generates pores. Indeed, some large pores can be also observed, and the emergence
of Fe at the exposed surface during irradiation experiments (see Section 3.3) might be proof
of this assumption. However, the concentrations seem to be too small to also allow for an
expected “coating” of W grains, therefore avoiding possible pseudo-ductility generated by
that behavior. Additionally, only the higher concentrations provide acceptable densities.
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W-Cr solid solution formation, and similar smaller points are also detected between grains as seen in
the red frame (right). The inset summarizes the density values of these materials.
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pores. The inset summarizes the density values of these materials.

3.2. Thermophysical Properties

A value of at least 100 W/m/K for the thermal conductivity of a divertor armor
material is required in the DEMO reactor design, assuming a steady-state operation, with
the exposed surface reaching values close to about 1000 ◦C. For the SPS-ed W materials with
ceramic dispersions, the temperature-dependent thermal conductivities are summarized
for different dispersion contents in Figure 8.
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Figure 8. Temperature-dependent thermal conductivity of W-ceramic composites for different disper-
sion concentrations: (a) W-SiC materials, (b) W-diamond materials and (c) W-ZrC materials.

For W-SiC materials, low-density specimens also have low thermal conductivity val-
ues (Figure 8a), but no clear trend could be determined between sample densities and
thermal conductivity values or between specific heat (see Figure S1 in the Supplementary
File) and thermal conductivity. However, the thermal conductivity data follow the trend of
the thermal diffusivity (see Figure S2 in the Supplementary File), which is dependent on the
sample morphology at both microscopic and macroscopic scales. Taking into account that
thermal conductivity is calculated as λ = α× ρ× Cp, an almost constant thermal diffusivity
combined with an increase in specific heat for increasing temperatures leads to an increase
in thermal conductivity values upon a temperature increase. A physical explanation might
be assumed from the following grounds: (i) the thermal conductivity of a usual material is
given by the sum of the electronic and lattice contributions; (ii) at high temperatures, the
electrons’ contribution to thermal conductivity is almost constant with the temperature
(Wiedeman Franz law), while the lattice contribution is determined mostly by phonon
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Umklapp processes, i.e., a 1/T temperature dependence, leading to an overall 1/T behav-
ior; and (iii) in the case of many point-like defects, J. Callaway and H.C. Von Baeyer [46]
proposed a negative linear dependence on 1/T for the lattice contribution, which was able
to explain the increase in the thermal conductivity with increasing temperatures for various
disordered oxides. Similar thermal conductivity behavior was observed also for some
W-Cu materials [20] and Cu-ceramic composites [22,23]. In the W-SiC materials, we also
expect [44] a W + SiC reaction that forms W-Si and W-C compounds, which might also
depend on the W grain sizes and their distribution in the sample. The thermal transport
phenomenology for such composite materials is rather complex (see, e.g., [47]) and exceeds
the scope of the present work. Nevertheless, all specimens are unacceptable from the point
of view of the 100 W/m/K limit imposed for a divertor material. In contrast, in the case of
W-diamond (Figure 8b) and W-ZrC (Figure 8c) materials, all concentrations tested show
thermal conductivity values above the required limit. This is a promising behavior, taking
into account that the materials are not optimized from the point of view of density. More-
over, for both types of materials, the thermal conductivity, thermal diffusivity and specific
heat values show small variations at different concentrations (see, e.g., Figures S3 and S4
in the Supplementary File for W-ZrC specific heat and thermal diffusivity, respectively).

The temperature-dependent thermal conductivities are summarized in Figure 9 for the
two types of W-metal composites. Again, using the 100 W/m/K rule, it can be concluded
that for W-Cr materials, the thermal conductivity values are acceptable, while for W-Fe
materials, the obtained values are too low for divertor applications. It is interesting to note
that the lowest thermal conductivity value for W-Fe materials is obtained for the sample
with the highest concentration of Fe, which has also the highest density. This might indicate
that the W-Fe interfaces are responsible for decreasing the thermal conductivity, as can also
be deduced for the thermal diffusivity values, which, in this case, are less than 80% of the
value measured for the lowest Fe concentration. One can also observe that, in the case of
W-Fe materials, the thermal conductivity temperature dependence deviates from the classic
1/T behavior expected for metallic materials. Although slight Fe-W interdiffusion cannot
be completely excluded, we assume that the almost-flat behavior is determined by the W-Fe
interface effects. Indeed, the thermal boundary conductance [48] is expected to be almost
constant at temperatures above 300–400 K, and there is also a dependence on the interfacial
bonding strength. This can explain the additional increase in the thermal conductivity
at temperatures approaching 1000 ◦C, where the thermal expansion of Fe increases the
pressure on adjacent W grains. On the other hand, for the W-Cr materials, the highest
values for thermal conductivity are obtained with the highest Cr concentration, suggesting,
as also observed from the microstructure investigations, that either the Cr content or the Cr
particle dimensions used in this study are not sufficient to produce a better material.
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The dilatometry measurements performed on some of the samples show, as illustrated
in Figure 10, that the thermal expansion of all materials is not significantly affected by the
dispersions, with the values being very close to that of pure W. In fact, a survey of the
derived CTEs shows that, for most of the composites, the values are slightly higher than
that for pure W, which can help to reduce thermal-induced stresses in components with Cu
and/or steel parts.

Nanomaterials 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 16 
 

 

 
Figure 9. Temperature-dependent thermal conductivity of W-metal composites for different disper-
sion concentrations: (a) W-Cr materials and (b) W-Fe materials. 

The dilatometry measurements performed on some of the samples show, as illus-
trated in Figure 10, that the thermal expansion of all materials is not significantly affected 
by the dispersions, with the values being very close to that of pure W. In fact, a survey of 
the derived CTEs shows that, for most of the composites, the values are slightly higher 
than that for pure W, which can help to reduce thermal-induced stresses in components 
with Cu and/or steel parts. 

 
Figure 10. Temperature-dependent CTEs of selected W−dispersion composites. For comparison, 
values obtained for typical pure W materials are also included. 

3.3. Post-Irradiation Analyses of Exposed Surfaces 
Figures 11 and 12 summarize the sample surface morphologies after irradiation with 

6 MeV electrons (flux density was 2.5 × 1017 e−/s/cm2) for W-ceramic and W-metallic com-
posites, respectively. With these values and in the absence of active cooling of the surface, 
taking into account the theoretical loss of energy for the electrons in pure W (thus neglect-
ing the dispersions’ presence) of 16.8 MeV/mm, we can assume that all of the energy is 
absorbed in about 350 microns from the exposed surface, and this leads to a possible sur-
face temperature of up to around 1800 °C during irradiation. Of course, this is a crude 
estimation, and the materials should have different behaviors depending on their proper-
ties and also on the electron beam inhomogeneity at the microscopic scale. 

Figure 10. Temperature-dependent CTEs of selected W−dispersion composites. For comparison,
values obtained for typical pure W materials are also included.

3.3. Post-Irradiation Analyses of Exposed Surfaces

Figures 11 and 12 summarize the sample surface morphologies after irradiation with
6 MeV electrons (flux density was 2.5 × 1017 e−/s/cm2) for W-ceramic and W-metallic
composites, respectively. With these values and in the absence of active cooling of the
surface, taking into account the theoretical loss of energy for the electrons in pure W (thus
neglecting the dispersions’ presence) of 16.8 MeV/mm, we can assume that all of the
energy is absorbed in about 350 microns from the exposed surface, and this leads to a
possible surface temperature of up to around 1800 ◦C during irradiation. Of course, this is
a crude estimation, and the materials should have different behaviors depending on their
properties and also on the electron beam inhomogeneity at the microscopic scale.

For W-SiC (Figure 11a,b) and W-diamond materials (Figure 11c,d), strong reactions
at the heated surface (exposed to e− flux) and crystal formation (W + C + Si and W + C,
respectively) can be observed in the SEM images. The number of crystalline formations on
the exposed surface increases with the dispersion concentrations. On the other hand, for W-
ZrC materials (Figure 11e,f), an overall good behavior was detected, with only small defects
on the exposed surface and clearly without large-crystal formation. For W-Cr materials
(Figure 12a,b), strong reactions at the heated surface (exposed to e flux), repeated melting
and crystal formation (W + Cr + O) can be observed, reminiscent of the behavior observed
for self-passivating W alloys. However, the low concentration of Cr and the absence of Y
will probably not be the best premises for effective protection (note that also the amount of
O in the irradiation chamber was reduced). For W-Fe materials (Figure 12c,d), the images
of the exposed surfaces show evidence of the repeated melting of Fe, which was expelled
on the surface (almost the entire surface is covered with Fe).
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Figure 11. SEM images, obtained using a secondary electron detector, of the exposed surfaces of
different W-ceramic materials after 6 MeV electron irradiation: (a) W-SiC 0.2%, (b) W-SiC 0.4%,
(c) W-diamond 0.2%, (d) W-diamond 0.4%, (e) W-ZrC 0.5% and (f) W-ZrC 0.6.
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different W-metallic materials after 6 MeV electron irradiation: (a) W-Cr 0.6%, (b) W-Cr 1.0%, (c)
W-Fe 0.5% and (d) W-Fe 1.0%.

4. Discussion

Based on microstructural and thermophysical and their evolution under e- irradiation,
ZrC- and Cr-containing materials have been selected for further investigations, while the
other three dispersions have been deprioritized. Taking into account this selection, new
samples have been produced for mechanical tests.

The first preliminary results obtained on W-ZrC 0.5 wt.% are plotted in Figure 13 for
different temperatures: 20, 156, 206, 290, 395, 484 and 625 ◦C. Surprisingly, even the sample
tested at 156 ◦C shows some ductility in these tests, as do all of the other samples tested at
higher temperatures, with curves and values similar to those obtained by Xie et al. [41] on
similar SPS-ed samples but, in this work, at much lower temperatures, approaching the
results obtained by the same group [40] on hot-rolled W-ZrC.

Even more surprisingly, most of the samples maintained macroscopic integrity in spite
of severe cracking during the test.

Post-mortem SEM analyses are ongoing and should clarify the type of fractures
produced. The tests will also be repeated with other similar materials in order to verify
the reproducibility and understand the role of the dispersions. Moreover, the materials’
quality can be significantly improved by improving the SPS process and subsequent thermo-
mechanical treatment.
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5. Conclusions

A screening study was performed to investigate the effects produced by metallic
and ceramic nanometric dispersions in W. Based on microstructural and thermophysical
properties and their evolution under e− irradiation, ZrC- and Cr-containing materials have
been selected for further investigations, while SiC-, diamond- and Fe-containing materials
have been deprioritized. For W-ZrC (0.5 wt.%), promising mechanical properties have
already been observed in temperature-dependent 3p bending tests.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/nano13061012/s1. Figure S1: Specific heat of the W-SiC com-
posites; Figure S2: Thermal diffusivity for W-SiC composites; Figure S3: Specific heat of the W-ZrC
composites.; Figure S4: Thermal diffusivity for W-ZrC composites.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.G. and A.G.; investigation, all authors; writing—
original draft preparation, all authors. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This work has been carried out within the framework of the EUROfusion Consortium,
funded by the European Union via the Euratom Research and Training Programme (Grant Agreement
No. 101052200—EUROfusion). The views and opinions expressed are, however, those of the author(s)
only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Commission. Neither
the European Union nor the European Commission can be held responsible for them. Fees were
provided by the Project to Support Institutional Excellence, contract 35PFE/2022 (funded by the
Romanian Ministry of Research, Innovation and Digitization).

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author.

Acknowledgments: The authors thank Mihai Grigoroscuta and Petre Badica for the support provided
in the 3-points bending test.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Donne, T.; Morris, W. European Research Roadmap to the Realisation of Fusion Energy. Updated 2018. Available online:

https://www.euro-fusion.org/eurofusion/roadmap (accessed on 3 January 2023).
2. De Vicente, S.M.G.; Dudarev, S.; Rieth, M. Overview of the Structural Materials Program for Fusion Reactors under EFDA. Fusion

Sci. Technol. 2014, 66, 38. [CrossRef]
3. Shafranov, V.D. Plasma Equilibrium in a Magnetic Field. Rev. Plasma Phys. 1966, 2, 103.

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/nano13061012/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/nano13061012/s1
https://www.euro-fusion.org/eurofusion/roadmap
http://doi.org/10.13182/FST13-764


Nanomaterials 2023, 13, 1012 15 of 16

4. Albanese, R.; Villone, F. The linearized CREATE-L plasma response model for the control of current, position and shape in
tokamaks. Nucl. Fusion 1998, 38, 723. [CrossRef]

5. You, J.H.; Mazzone, G.; Bachmann, C.; Coccorese, D.; Cocilovo, V.; De Meis, D.; Di Maio, P.A.; Dongiovanni, D.; Frosi, P.; Di
Gironimo, G.; et al. Progress in the initial design activities for the European DEMO divertor: Subproject “Cassette”. Fusion Eng.
Des. 2017, 124, 364. [CrossRef]

6. Pitts, R.A.; Bardin, S.; Bazylev, B.; van den Berg, M.A.; Bunting, P.; Carpentier-Chouchana, S.; Coenen, J.W.; Corre, Y.; Dejarnac, R.;
Escourbiac, F.; et al. Physics conclusions in support of ITER W divertor monoblock shaping. Nucl. Mater. Energy 2017, 12, 60.
[CrossRef]

7. Federici, G.; Bachmann, C.; Biel, W.; Boccaccini, L.; Cismondi, F.; Ciattaglia, S.; Coleman, M.; Day, C.; Diegele, E.; Franke, T.; et al.
Overview of the design approach and prioritization of R&D activities towards an EU DEMO. Fusion Eng. Des. 2016, 109, 1464.

8. Crescenzi, F.; Greuner, H.; Roccella, S.; Visca, E.; You, J.H. ITER-like divertor target for DEMO: Design study and fabrication test.
Fusion Eng. Des. 2017, 124, 432. [CrossRef]

9. You, J.H. A review on two previous divertor target concepts for DEMO: Mutual impact between structural design requirements
and materials performance. Nucl. Fusion 2015, 55, 113026. [CrossRef]

10. Pintsuk, G.; Diegele, E.; Dudarev, S.L.; Gorley, M.; Henry, J.; Reiser, J.; Rieth, M. European materials development: Results and
perspective. Fusion Eng. Des. 2019, 146, 1300–1307. [CrossRef]

11. Rieth, M.; Armstrong, D.; Dafferner, B.; Heger, S.; Hoffmann, A.; Hoffmann, M.D.; Jäntsch, U.; Kübel, C.; Materna-Morris, E.;
Reiser, J.; et al. Tungsten as a Structural Divertor Material. Adv. Sci. Technol. 2010, 73, 11.

12. Lassner, E.; Schubert, W.D. Tungsten—Properties, Chemistry, Technology of the Element, Alloys, and Chemical Compounds; Springer:
Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 1999.

13. Koch, F.; Köppl, S.; Bolt, H. Self passivating W-based alloys as plasma-facing material. J. Nucl. Mater. 2009, 572, 386–388.
[CrossRef]

14. Zinkle, S.J.; Ghoniem, N.M. Operating temperature windows for fusion reactor structural materials. Fusion Eng. Des. 2000, 51, 55.
[CrossRef]

15. Li-Puma, A.; Richou, M.; Magaud, P.; Missirlian, M.; Visca, E.; Ridolfini, V.P. Potential and limits of water cooled divertor concepts
based on monoblock design as possible candidates for a DEMO reactor. Fusion Eng. Des. 2013, 88, 1836. [CrossRef]

16. Carro, G.; Muñoz, A.; Monge, M.A.; Savoini, B.; Galatanu, A.; Galatanu, M.; Pareja, R. Thermal conductivity and diffusivity of
Cu-Y alloys produced by different powder metallurgy routes. Fusion Eng. Des. 2017, 124, 1156. [CrossRef]

17. Munoz, A.; Savoini, B.; Monge, M.A.; Ortega, Y.; Dura, O.J. Fabrication and characterization of Cu reinforced with Y-enriched
particles following a novel powder metallurgy route. Nucl. Mater. Energy 2021, 29, 101075. [CrossRef]

18. Müller, A.V.; Ewert, D.; Galatanu, A.; Milwich, M.; Neu, R.; Pastor, J.Y.; Siefken, U.; Tejado, E.; You, J.H. Melt infiltrated
tungsten–copper composites as advanced heat sink materials for plasma facing components of future nuclear fusion devices.
Fusion Eng. Des. 2017, 124, 455. [CrossRef]

19. Richou, M.; Gallay, F.; Chu, I.; Li, M.; Magaud, P.; Missirlian, M.; Rocella, S.; Visca, E.; You, J.H. Status on the W monoblock type
high heat flux target with graded interlayer for application to DEMO divertor. Fusion Eng. Des. 2017, 124, 338. [CrossRef]

20. Galatanu, M.; Enculescu, M.; Galatanu, A. High temperature thermo-physical properties of SPS-ed W–Cu functional gradient
materials. Mater. Res. Express 2018, 5, 026502. [CrossRef]

21. Barrett, T.R.; McIntosh, S.C.; Fursdon, M.; Hancock, D.; Timmis, W.; Coleman, M.; Rieth, M.; Reiser, J. Enhancing the DEMO
divertor target by interlayer engineering. Fusion Eng. Des. 2015, 98-99, 1216. [CrossRef]

22. Galatanu, M.; Enculescu, M.; Ruiu, G.; Popescu, B.; Galatanu, A. Cu-based composites as thermal barrier materials in DEMO
divertor components. Fusion Eng. Des. 2017, 124, 1131. [CrossRef]

23. Galatanu, M.; Enculescu, M.; Galatanu, A. Thermophysical properties of Cu-ZrO2 composites as potential thermal barrier
materials for a DEMO W-monoblock divertor. Fusion Eng. Des. 2018, 127, 179. [CrossRef]

24. Reiser, J.; Garrison, L.; Greuner, H.; Hoffmann, J.; Weingärtner, T.; Jäntsch, U.; Klimenkov, M.; Franke, P.; Bonk, S.; Bonnekoh, C.;
et al. Ductilisation of tungsten (W): Tungsten laminated composites. Int. J. Refract. Met. Hard Mater. 2017, 69, 66. [CrossRef]

25. Hancock, D.D.; Homfray, D.; Porton, M.; Todd, I.; Wynne, B. Refractory metals as structural materials for fusion high heat flux
components. J. Nucl. Mat. 2018, 512, 169–183. [CrossRef]

26. Pickering, E.J.; Carruthers, A.W.; Barron, P.J.; Middleburgh, S.C.; Armstrong, D.E.J.; Gandy, A.S. High-Entropy Alloys for
Advanced Nuclear Applications. Entropy 2021, 23, 98. [CrossRef]

27. Litnovsky, A.; Wegener, T.; Klein, F.; Linsmeier, C.; Rasinski, M.; Kreter, A.; Unterberg, B.; Vogel, M.; Kraus, S.; Breuer, U.; et al.
Smart alloys for a future fusion power plant: First studies under stationary plasma load and in accidental conditions. Nucl. Mater.
Energy 2017, 12, 1363. [CrossRef]

28. Klein, F.; Litnovsky, A.; Tan, X.; Gonzalez-Julian, J.; Rasinski, M.; Linsmeier, C.; Bram, M.; Coenen, J.W. Smart alloys as armor
material for DEMO: Overview of properties and joining to structural materials. Fusion Eng. Des. 2021, 166, 112272. [CrossRef]

29. Tran-Huu-Loi Morniroli, J.P.; Gantois, M.; Lahaye, M. Brittle fracture of polycrystalline tungsten. J. Mater. Sci. 1985, 20, 199.
[CrossRef]

30. Gludovatz, B.; Wurster, S.; Weingärtner, T.; Hoffmann, A.; Pippan, R. Influence of impurities on the fracture behaviour of tungsten.
Philos. Mag. 2011, 91, 3006–3020. [CrossRef]

31. Gludovatz, B. Fracture Behaviour of Tungsten. Ph.D. Thesis, University Leoben, Leoben, Austria, 2010.

http://doi.org/10.1088/0029-5515/38/5/307
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2017.03.018
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.nme.2017.03.005
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2017.02.014
http://doi.org/10.1088/0029-5515/55/11/113026
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2019.02.063
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnucmat.2008.12.179
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0920-3796(00)00320-3
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2013.05.114
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2017.01.017
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.nme.2021.101075
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2017.01.042
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2017.03.087
http://doi.org/10.1088/2053-1591/aaa860
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2015.03.031
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2017.02.031
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2018.01.011
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijrmhm.2017.07.013
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnucmat.2018.09.052
http://doi.org/10.3390/e23010098
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.nme.2016.11.015
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2021.112272
http://doi.org/10.1007/BF00555913
http://doi.org/10.1080/14786435.2011.558861


Nanomaterials 2023, 13, 1012 16 of 16

32. Rupp, D.; Weygand, S.M. Experimental investigation of the fracture toughness of polycrystalline tungsten in the brittle and
semi-brittle regime. J. Nucl. Mater. 2009, 386–388, 591. [CrossRef]

33. Rupp, D.; Mönig, R.; Gruber, P.; Weygand, S.M. Fracture toughness and microstructural characterization of polycrystalline rolled
tungsten. Int. J. Refract. Met. Hard Mater. 2010, 28, 669. [CrossRef]

34. Rupp, D.; Weygand, S. Anisotropic fracture behaviour and brittle-to-ductile transition of polycrystalline tungsten. Philos. Mag.
2010, 90, 4055. [CrossRef]

35. Gludovatz, B.; Wurster, S.; Hoffmann, A.; Pippan, R. Fracture toughness of polycrystalline tungsten alloys. Int. J. Refract. Met.
Hard Mater. 2010, 28, 674. [CrossRef]

36. Rieth, M.; Hoffmann, A. Impact Bending Tests on Selected Refractory Materials. Adv. Mater. Res. 2009, 59, 101. [CrossRef]
37. Faleschini, M.; Kreuzer, H.; Kiener, D.; Pippan, R. Fracture toughness investigations of tungsten alloys and SPD tungsten alloys. J.

Nucl. Mater. 2007, 367–370, 800. [CrossRef]
38. Faleschini, M.; Knabl, W.; Pippan, R. Fracture Toughness Investigations of Severe Plastic Deformed Tungsten Alloys. Nano Eng.

Mater. Struct. B 2006, 2T15, 445.
39. Rieth, M.; Hoffmann, A. Influence of microstructure and notch fabrication on impact bending properties of tungsten materials.

Int. J. Refract. Met. Hard Mater. 2010, 28, 679. [CrossRef]
40. Xie, Z.M.; Liu, R.; Miao, S.; Yang, X.D.; Zhang, T.; Wang, X.P.; Fang, Q.F.; Liu, C.S.; Luo, G.N.; Lian, Y.Y.; et al. Extraordinary

high ductility/strength of the interface designed bulk W-ZrC alloy plate at relatively low temperature. Sci. Rep. 2015, 5, 16014.
[CrossRef]

41. Xie, Z.M.; Zhang, T.; Liu, R.; Fang, Q.F.; Miao, S.; Wang, X.P.; Liu, C.S. Grain growth behavior and mechanical properties of
zirconium micro-alloyed and nano-size zirconium carbide dispersion strengthened tungsten alloys. Int. J. Refract. Met. Hard
Mater. 2015, 51, 180. [CrossRef]

42. Riesch, J.; Höschen, T.; Linsmeier, C.; Wurster, S.; You, J.H. Enhanced toughness and stable crack propagation in a novel tungsten
fibre-reinforced tungsten composite produced by chemical vapour infiltration. Phys. Scr. 2014, T159, 014031. [CrossRef]

43. Ticos, C.M.; Galatanu, M.; Galatanu, A.; Luculescu, C.; Scurtu, A.; Udrea, N.; Ticos, D.; Dumitru, M. Cracks and nanodroplets
produced on tungsten surface samples by dense plasma jets. Appl. Surf. Sci. 2018, 434, 1122. [CrossRef]

44. Galatanu, M.; Popescu, B.; Enculescu, M.; Tiseanu, I.; Craciunescu, T.; Galatanu, A. Direct sintering of SiC-W composites with
enhanced thermal conductivity. Fusion Eng. Des. 2013, 88, 2598. [CrossRef]

45. Novak, S.; Kocen, M.; Zavasnik, A.S.; Galatanu, A.; Galatanu, M.; Tarancon, S.; Tejado, E.; Pastor, J.Y.; Jenus, P. Beneficial effects of
a WC addition in FAST-densified tungsten. Mater. Sci. Eng. A 2020, 772, 138666. [CrossRef]

46. Callaway, J.; Von Baeyer, H.C. Effect of Point Imperfections on Lattice Thermal Conductivity. Phys. Rev. 1960, 120, 1149. [CrossRef]
47. Toberer, E.S.; Baranowski, L.L.; Dames, C. Advances in Thermal Conductivity. Annu. Rev. Mater. Res. 2012, 42, 179. [CrossRef]
48. Monachon, C.; Weber, L.; Dames, C. Thermal Boundary Conductance: A Materials Science Perspective. Annu. Rev. Mater. Res.

2016, 46, 433. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnucmat.2008.12.184
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijrmhm.2010.05.006
http://doi.org/10.1080/14786435.2010.504198
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijrmhm.2010.04.007
http://doi.org/10.4028/www.scientific.net/AMR.59.101
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnucmat.2007.03.079
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijrmhm.2010.04.010
http://doi.org/10.1038/srep16014
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijrmhm.2015.03.019
http://doi.org/10.1088/0031-8949/2014/T159/014031
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.apsusc.2017.11.057
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fusengdes.2013.05.036
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.msea.2019.138666
http://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.120.1149
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-matsci-070511-155040
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-matsci-070115-031719

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Design Approach 
	Materials Processing 
	Sample Characterization 
	Sample Irradiation 

	Results 
	Density and Microstructure 
	Thermophysical Properties 
	Post-Irradiation Analyses of Exposed Surfaces 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

