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Abstract: The present paper deals with the hardness of cement mortars prepared with recycled
materials that are potential supplementary cementitious materials (SCM). Two potential SCMs
(aerated concrete powder (ACP) and concrete powder) were investigated and compared with a
reference (neat cement) sample and a sample containing metakaolin (MK). The long-term performance
of the mortars was studied up to the age of one year. Based on the compressive strength tests at
different ages, neither concrete powder nor ACP significantly decreases the compressive strength
at a 10% substitution ratio. The samples were studied with two types of static hardness tests: the
Brinell hardness test and the depth sensing indentation test at two different load levels. The hardness
test results indicated that the standard deviation of the results is lower at a higher load level. In the
case of metakaolin and concrete powder, the change in the compressive strength was observable in
the hardness test results. However, in case of the ACP, the compressive strength decreased, while the
hardness increased, which can be traced back to the filler effect of aerated concrete powder. Finally,
using the DSI test, the hardness results were analyzed on an energy basis. The analysis highlighted
that the change in the hardness is connected to the elastic indentation energy, while it is independent
from the dissipated (plastic) indentation energy.
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, there is an increased interest in civil engineering for the use of recycled
materials in concrete mixes. There is a wide range of recycled materials that can be used in
concrete, but the most promising results have been achieved with recycled construction
waste materials [1–6]. Two of those that are available in huge amounts are waste concrete
and waste aerated concrete. Studies are available about the application of these materials as
coarse aggregate, and there have been attempts to use them as supplementary cementitious
materials (SCM) [7–9]. In a powder form, the recycled material can be added to the concrete
mix, and it is incorporated into the cement matrix. Thus, it can modify the mechanical,
durability, and other properties of the concrete. It is known from the literature how
these powders modify the strength of the concrete, but how they influence the surface
hardness of the material, which is more important when these concretes are investigated in
existing buildings, has not yet been investigated [10]. Hardness tests on concrete are mostly
performed using in situ dynamic hardness tests, such as the rebound hammer test [11].
However, there were studies where it was shown that using laboratory static hardness
testing methods, a more accurate result can be reached. Brinell hardness tests on concrete
samples with promising results can be found in the literature [12].

The aerated (or cellular) concrete powder (also known in Europe under the brand
name Ytong, after the name of one of its largest producers) could be easily collected and
used as an additive to concrete without any further processing. The main reaction product
in aerated concrete belongs to the tobermorite group of calcium silicate hydrates (C-S-
H) [10,13,14]. These products have very high specific surface area and are stable, which
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indicates that they may be used as an SCM. Concrete powder is the crushed and powdered
form of demolition waste concrete that is available in large amounts.

The objective of this research is to investigate the effect of recycled construction wastes
on the hardness of cement-based materials, for which only a limited number of studies
can be found in the literature. The hardness test results of mortars containing SCMs are
analyzed on an energy-basis, which is not covered by the literature. It is advantageous to
study the effect of potential SCMs on mortar samples (instead of concrete samples), because
their effects on mortars could be more significant, and in the case of a normal strength
concrete, the failure of the material originates in the failure of the cement matrix and not in
the aggregates. Three SCMs were selected that interact with the mortar in different ways:
concrete powder is an inert filler material; metakaolin develops chemical bonds; aerated
concrete powder induces physical bonds. The hypothesis is that the different SCMs affect
the hardness of the mortars in other ways (and differently influence how the strength of
the material is affected by these SCMs). A long-term goal is to propose a way to estimate
the material strength of concretes containing various SCMs based on their hardness (as is
possible for concretes without SCMs). The recycled materials were compared to a reference
mix (containing only cement) and a mortar containing metakaolin. Two types of static
hardness tests were used: Brinell hardness test and depth sensing indentation test, which
are briefly introduced in Section 2.

Research objectives
The main steps of this research were the following:

• Long-term development of the compressive strength (up to one year) of cast specimens
was studied, and the hardening process of the different samples was monitored.

• Specimens were subjected to DSI and Brinell hardness tests, and the results were
analyzed on the bases of deformation, hardness, and energy.

2. Materials and Methods

To investigate the effect of waste powders on the hardness of cement mortars, four
different mixes were designed. The applied additive powders were metakaolin (MK),
which was used as a comparison and two recycled waste powders, aerated (aka cellular)
concrete (Ytong) powder (Y) and concrete powder (CP). The composition of the mixes is
described in Table 1. In every mix, 10% of the cement amount was substituted, because this
was found to be optimal for the studied metakaolin in earlier research [15].

Table 1. Aerated (cellular) concrete (Ytong) powder (Y), concrete powder (CP) and metakaolin (MK)
proportions in the mortar samples and the list of laboratory tests performed.

Notation Description

Reference Reference mix, 100% cement

Y10 10% of cement was substituted by Y (cellular concrete powder)

MK10 10% of cement was substituted by MK (metakaolin)

CP10 10% of cement was substituted by CP (concrete powder)

CEM I 42.5 N type cement (EN 197) was applied in all samples, while the water-to-
cement (w/c) ratio of the mixes was 0.5. To prepare the reference mortar, 3 units of fine
aggregate (0/4) were mixed with 1 unit of cement (and 0.5 unit of water), in accordance
with EN 196-1. The original dry body density (measured on blocks) of the aerated concrete
was 440 kg/m3. There are several type of aerated concrete blocks (with various densities
as main difference) available on the market, but according to the business sales statistics
(provided by the manufacturer) this type is the most applied by far. Based on its declaration
of performance, the properties of the studied aerated concrete are listed in Table 2.
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Table 2. Properties of the applied aerated concrete in block form.

Property
Mean Compressive

Strength
(N/mm2)

Thermal
Conductivity

(W·m/K)

Water Vapor
Permeability

(-)

Value 3.0 0.125 5/10

It is important to mention that based on Laser Diffraction Analysis, the aggregate
size of the aerated concrete powder was lower than 0.09 mm (0/009 particle size fraction),
while the MK has a size lower than 0.018 mm. The specific surface area of the aerated
concrete powder was lower by an order of magnitude compared to MK, as is shown in
Table 3. The density and porosity of the aerated concrete powder and MK were determined
based on EN 12390-7 European Standard. The amount of the aerated concrete powder, MK,
or concrete powder did not affect the workability of the mixes.

Table 3. Bulk density and specific surface area of the applied additives.

Additive Bulk Density (kg/m3)
Specific Surface Area

(cm2/cm3)

Aerated concrete powder (Y) 2000 2513

Metakaolin (MK) 550 28,695

Concrete powder (CP) 2520 5224

From all mixes prism samples (40 mm × 40 mm × 160 mm) were cast. The samples
were subjected to compressive strength test, flexural-tensile strength test, Brinell hardness
test, DSI test at different ages of the samples.

In the following lines the test methods are described. The compressive and tensile
strengths of the mortars were determined at 2, 7, 28, 90, 180, and 360 days of age after wet
curing, according to European Standard EN 12390-3 [16]. The uniaxial compressive strength
test was performed in an Alpha 3-3000 S hydraulic press with 11.25 kN/s (static) loading rate
with a measurement uncertainty of 0.63 N/mm2. Three-point bending tests were conducted
on a loading frame to determine the flexural tensile strength on 40 mm × 40 mm × 160 mm
beam specimens according to European Standard EN 196-1 [16]. For both tests, at least five
samples were used at each age (6 ages × 4 materials × 5 samples × 2 types of strength
test = 240 tests). The results presented in Section 3 are the averaged values of these test results.

Besides that, the surface topography was investigated by Scanning Electron Micro-
scope (SEM) method, to study the microstructure of the materials.

Nowadays, the so-called indentation hardness test methods are the most commonly
used for measuring the surface hardness of a material [17]. Hardness can be defined as
the least value of pressure under a spherical indenter necessary to produce a permanent
set at the center of the area of contact [18]. In practice, it means the relationship between
the loading force and the resistance of the sample against penetration or permanent de-
formation. The indentation hardness test methods can be divided into two groups based
on the load history of the process: static and dynamic. Dynamic processes such as the
rebound hammer measurement or Leeb testing are faster than static processes (Brinell- or
Vickers-test), but less reliable. If one wants to examine hardness scientifically, then static
processes are more appropriate.

The most well-known static indentation hardness test method is the Brinell test [19,20].
In case of the Brinell test, a hardened, polished steel ball is pushed into the surface of
the material with a specified load and time. The test applies a constant loading force,
usually 0.5 to 30 kN (depending on the tested material), on a 10 mm diameter hardened
steel ball to the flat surface of a workpiece. The load is applied for a specified time (for
a soft material it is between 10–15 s, for a hard material (e.g., metals) it is 30 s). This
time period is required that the plastic deformations in the material can develop. The
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aim of the process is to have a hardness value, which is calculated from the diameter of
the ball print created by the indenter. During the DSI (Depth Sensing Indentation) test,
the computer-aided device pushes the indentation body into the surface of the sample
with a constant loading rate or indentation velocity. During the measurement, the device
continuously registers the magnitude of the loading force and the depth of the indentation.
The device records the so-called indentation curve in a force (N)-displacement (mm)
coordinate system, which is recorded in real-time. The capacity of the machine used in the
present experiments was 50 kN; the test speed varied between 0.0001 and 500 mm/min.
To avoid the measurement errors, at least three measurements were made at each load
level. The testing device was a Zwick Z050 computer-controlled universal testing machine.
Experimental results indicated that the elastic, elastic-plastic, and plastic porous solid
building materials could be distinguished easily by the indentation loading–unloading
characteristics. The differences between the total and elastic indentation works represented
as areas under the specific loading–unloading curves are easy to be visualized. In the
case of the elastic–plastic materials (such as concrete), one can generally observe that the
dissipating (plastic) indentation energy and the elastic indentation energy have similar
magnitudes; however, the ratios are very sensitive to the actual stiffness and strength of
the material [21].

The DSI and Brinell hardness tests were performed on all materials (reference, Y10, MK10,
and CP10). For both tests, at least 5 samples were used, and on every sample, at least 5 test in-
stances were performed (2 tests × 4 materials × 5 samples × 5 repetitions = 200 test instances).
The results presented in Section 3 are the averaged values of these test results. The hardness
tests were performed on the one year old samples. Until then, the samples were stored in a
hermetically (in a way that does not allow any air or other substance to leave or enter) sealed
container.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Compressive Strength Test Results

First of all, the compressive strength of the samples have been tested. In Figure 1 it
can be seen that all additives decrease the 28 days compressive strength of the mortar;
however, at the age of 360 days, all have similar or even higher compressive strength. Until
28 days of age, the Reference has the highest compressive strength, and as the Ca(OH)2
content increasing, the strength increases as well in all mixes with similar tendencies. The
MK10 mix’s results are also in agreement with the literature; the metakaolin started to
show its effects after 7 days and reached its peak around 180 days [15]. In case of the MK10
mortar, after 28 days the compressive strength is increasing with a higher rate than the
other mortars. In that phase, the effect of a supplementary material is more significant than
the hardening of the cement. Based on that, it can be concluded that the Y is not working
as a traditional SCM, but its behavior is similar to a filler material.

Solids 2021, 1, FOR PEER REVIEW 4 
 

 

soft material it is between 10–15 seconds, for a hard material (e.g., metals) it is 30 seconds). 

This time period is required that the plastic deformations in the material can develop. The 

aim of the process is to have a hardness value, which is calculated from the diameter of 

the ball print created by the indenter. During the DSI (Depth Sensing Indentation) test, 

the computer-aided device pushes the indentation body into the surface of the sample 

with a constant loading rate or indentation velocity. During the measurement, the device 

continuously registers the magnitude of the loading force and the depth of the indenta-

tion. The device records the so-called indentation curve in a force (N)–displacement (mm) 

coordinate system, which is recorded in real-time. The capacity of the machine used in the 

present experiments was 50 kN; the test speed varied between 0.0001 and 500 mm/min. 

To avoid the measurement errors, at least three measurements were made at each load 

level. The testing device was a Zwick Z050 computer-controlled universal testing ma-

chine. Experimental results indicated that the elastic, elastic-plastic, and plastic porous 

solid building materials could be distinguished easily by the indentation loading–unload-

ing characteristics. The differences between the total and elastic indentation works repre-

sented as areas under the specific loading–unloading curves are easy to be visualized. In 

the case of the elastic–plastic materials (such as concrete), one can generally observe that 

the dissipating (plastic) indentation energy and the elastic indentation energy have similar 

magnitudes; however, the ratios are very sensitive to the actual stiffness and strength of 

the material [21]. 

The DSI and Brinell hardness tests were performed on all materials (reference, Y10, 

MK10, and CP10). For both tests, at least 5 samples were used, and on every sample, at 

least 5 test instances were performed (2 tests × 4 materials × 5 samples × 5 repetitions = 200 

test instances). The results presented in Section 3 are the averaged values of these test 

results. The hardness tests were performed on the one year old samples. Until then, the 

samples were stored in a hermetically (in a way that does not allow any air or other sub-

stance to leave or enter) sealed container. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Compressive Strength Test Results 

First of all, the compressive strength of the samples have been tested. In Figure 1 it 

can be seen that all additives decrease the 28 days compressive strength of the mortar; 

however, at the age of 360 days, all have similar or even higher compressive strength. 

Until 28 days of age, the Reference has the highest compressive strength, and as the 

Ca(OH)2 content increasing, the strength increases as well in all mixes with similar tenden-

cies. The MK10 mix’s results are also in agreement with the literature; the metakaolin 

started to show its effects after 7 days and reached its peak around 180 days [15]. In case 

of the MK10 mortar, after 28 days the compressive strength is increasing with a higher 

rate than the other mortars. In that phase, the effect of a supplementary material is more 

significant than the hardening of the cement. Based on that, it can be concluded that the Y 

is not working as a traditional SCM, but its behavior is similar to a filler material.  

 
Figure 1. Compressive strength test results for all mixes over time.

It can be concluded based on the measurements that the compressive strength of
all mixes consolidated around the age of 180 days. The compressive strength of the Y10
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mix reached its peak on the 90th day, which is almost identical to the strength of the
reference mix. Based on that, it can be noted that 10% of Y does not reduce the compressive
strength of cement, which can be perceived as a good result from a recycled material. It
raises the question: why not apply more than 10%? In a previous study, it was found
that the application of more than 10% Y in a mix can lead to the degradation of the
compressive strength of the material [22]. It can be explained by the excessive tobermorite
formation, which in that amount of Y (higher than 10%) not only fills the pores but also
due to the additional tobermorite formation cause inner stress in the material that leads to
microcracks [23]. The CP10 mix showed similar results until 28 days of age to the other
two mixes containing additives. However, after 28 days, its strength increase rate was
much lower than that of the other two. At the age of 360 days, its strength was about 10%
lower compared to the reference mix and somewhat lower than the strength of the Y10 mix.
However, the CP has higher specific surface area than the Y, which means that it could be
more advantageous against freeze–thaw attack. CP is a finer material than Y, but its size
distribution is not that advantageous as in case of Y, and it does not have any chemical
effect (no additional CSH crystal formation or swelling).

In case of MK, the effect of post-hardening (from 28 to 360 days) is a well-known
chemical process; however, in case of Y and CP, the internal processes in the material
during hardening are unknown. In the work of Fenyvesi and Jankus [7] and Abed and
Nemes [24], it was shown that the aerated concrete (Ytong) powder with specific surface
area of 1800 cm2/cm3 has a negative effect on the compressive strength of concrete, while in
the work of the authors it was shown that Y with specific surface area of 2500 cm2/cm3 (in
appropriate amount) increases the compressive strength [7,8,24]. This means that based on
the size of particles (specific surface area) of the Y, it can be determined whether it will have
a negative effect on the compressive strength or not. If Y is applied as a coarse aggregate in
concrete, due to its significant swelling it can cause cracks in the concrete’s cement matrix,
but with grinding, this effect can be decreased. It was shown Gyurkó et al. [8] that if Y
(dmax < 0.09 mm) applied in concrete with 10% dosage, it could increase the compressive
strength of concrete. Y shows no sign of chemical reactions (hydraulic reactions), so it could
not be considered as a traditional SCM; however, it swells during the hardening of the
mortar, which makes it a very good filling material until its particles are small enough [8].
The CP does not show any sign of these chemical reactions during the hardening of
the mortar.

As was mentioned, the density and the tensile strength of the samples were determined
as well, but they were not used in this analysis.

3.2. Non-Destructive Test Results

As a first step, sensitivity analysis for Brinell and DSI test was conducted on some
of the reference samples. The aim of the analysis was to determine the optimal loading
force for both Brinell and DSI tests. The loading force cannot be too small, otherwise the
imprints on the surface of the material will be too small, and the results cannot be used,
while in case of too high a load, the ball would penetrate fully to the material or it could
break the sample. The results indicated to use 2500–4375 N loading force range, thus, in the
latter part of the study, the results of those two load (upper and lower) levels are analyzed.

Based on the measurement results it was observed that the standard deviation of the
Brinell hardness (or the indentation diameter) is lower in case of the higher load level
(4375 N) than in case of the lower load level (2500 N), as can be seen in Figure 2. This
observation was true for both measurement methods (Brinell and DSI) and in the case of
DSI both for the maximum and residual values as well. The average standard deviations in
indentation diameter were the following of all materials for 2500 N and 4375 N load level,
respectively:

• Brinell: 0.19 and 0.16 mm;
• DSI maximum: 0.40 and 0.09 mm;
• DSI residual: 0.51 and 0.29 mm.
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This indicates that it is more advantageous to perform static hardness tests on the
possible maximum load level to make the measurements more accurate. Figure 2 reflects
another phenomenon, namely that the calculated Brinell hardness is always higher in case
of the higher load level. Previous studies found that the Brinell hardness has a maximum
value if represented as function of the loading level [12].

As expected, the value of indentation diameter (and consequently Brinell hardness)
in case of the Brinell test falls between the maximum and residual value of the DSI test
(Figure 2). The values of the Brinell test result should be very similar to the values of the
DSI test results, with the difference that in case of the Brinell test, the sample is kept “under
loading” for 15 s. During this time frame, irreversible plastic deformations develop in the
material, for which there is no time given in the case of the DSI test.

By comparing the compressive strength and hardness test results, it can be seen that,
as expected, with the increase or decrease in the compressive strength, the hardness values
are also increasing or decreasing. This is valid in the cases of MK and CP; however, in case
of Y, the relation is reversed. It could be caused by the filling effect of Y, which fills the
pores of the cement paste, and thus increases its surface hardness. The effect of carbonation
was excluded because the samples were stored in a hermetically (in a way that does not
allow any air or other substance to leave or enter) sealed container.

Usually, the effect of a supplementary material on the compressive strength is analyzed
through a ratio of the compressive strength, compared to the reference material. In our
case, the effect of a given supplementary material on the hardness was investigated using a
ratio compared to the reference material. For MK and CP, as mentioned, the hardness ratio
follows the change of the compressive strength ration (as can be seen in Table 4); however,
quantitatively the values differ. If we assume a linear correlation between the compressive
strength and the hardness, the most accurate estimation is given by the Brinell hardness
test at the higher load level.
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Table 4. Compressive and hardness test results.

F = 2500 N F = 4375 N

Type of
Hardness

Test

Sample
Name

Compressive
Strength
(N/mm2)

Compressive
Strength Ratio

(-)

Indentation
Diameter

(mm)

Brinell
Hardness

(HB)

Hardness
Ratio to the
Ref. Mix (-)

Indentation
Diameter

(mm)

Brinell
Hardness

(HB)

Hardness
Ratio to the
Ref. Mix (-)

Brinell

Reference 88.1 1.00 3.45 259 1.00 4.20 301 1.00

Y10 83.8 0.95 3.08 328 1.26 3.98 338 1.12

MK10 104.4 1.18 3.03 339 1.31 3.85 361 1.16

CP10 80.3 0.91 3.46 258 1.00 4.37 277 0.93

DSI
maximum

Reference 88.1 1.00 5.48 98 1.00 6.26 126 1.00

Y10 83.8 0.95 5.44 101 1.02 6.25 127 1.01

MK10 104.4 1.18 5.21 109 1.10 6.18 130 1.03

CP10 80.3 0.91 6.05 81 0.83 6.39 121 0.95

DSI residual

Reference 88.1 1.00 3.29 286 1.00 3.97 339 1.00

Y10 83.8 0.95 3.02 340 1.19 3.84 362 1.07

MK10 104.4 1.18 3.00 338 1.15 3.45 454 1.34

CP10 80.3 0.91 3.32 287 0.76 4.18 304 0.90

It can be read from the loading–unloading curves of the DSI test that the tested
materials have elastoplastic behavior (significant residual deformation, non-linear loading–
unloading curve), as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Real loading–unloading curves for one of the reference samples (the different colors mean
different measurements on the same sample).

One of the advantages of DSI test method over the Brinell test is that it provides
information regarding the indentation work (energy) generated during the penetration of
the indenter, as shown in Table 5. Based on that, the material behavior can be analyzed. It
can be seen that between the two load levels, the load increase ratio was 1.75 (4375/2500);
however, the increase ratio in the total work is about 2.5. The reference material is more
elastic (elastic work ratio is higher than the plastic). In case of the MK10 mix, the distribu-
tion of the work is universal between the plastic and elastic works. The Y has no significant
effect on the total work; the MK decreases the total work, which indicates that the material
has higher hardness, while the CP increases it, indicating a lower hardness, as can be
seen in the measurements. Another interesting observation is that the dissipated energy
changes much less due to the different types of additives than the elastic energy. It could
be considered to be constant in case of the lower loading level (2500 N). This indicates that
the compressive strength increase/decrease caused by supplementary materials influences
the elastic properties of the material and so the compressive strength/hardness is related
to the elastic properties of the porous materials.
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Table 5. Generated indentation energy during the DSI test.

2500 N 4375 N

Total
Work

Average
(kNmm)

Dissipated
(Plastic)

Work
Average
(kNmm)

Elastic
Work

Average
(kNmm)

Plastic
Work

Ratio (-)

Elastic
Work

Ratio (-)

Total
Work

Average
(kNmm)

Dissipated
(Plastic)

Work
Average
(kNmm)

Elastic
Work

Average
(kNmm)

Plastic
Ratio

(-)

Elastic
Ratio

(-)

Reference 0.76 0.33 0.43 44% 56% 1.94 0.77 1.17 40% 60%

Y10 0.79 0.34 0.46 43% 57% 1.88 0.87 1.01 46% 54%

MK10 0.69 0.35 0.34 50% 50% 1.74 0.88 0.86 51% 49%

CP10 0.91 0.33 0.58 36% 64% 2.03 0.86 1.17 42% 58%

4. Conclusions

The present research studied the effect of recycled powders (potential SCMs) on the
strength and hardness of cement mortars. Based on the laboratory tests and theoretical
analyses, the following conclusions can be drawn:

• Based on thermogravimetric analysis, it was determined that neither the aerated con-
crete powder nor the concrete powder works as a traditional SMC (such as metakaolin);
there is no sign of chemical reactions (hydraulic reactions). However, aerated con-
crete powder swells during the hardening of the mortar, which makes it a benefi-
cial filling material until its particles are small enough (based on our measurement
dmax < 0.09 mm). The CP does not show any sign of these chemical reactions during
the hardening of the mortar; it could be considered as an inert material in the mix.

• The long-term compressive strength tests showed that all applied recycled additives
are influencing the hardening process of the mortar; however, after 360 days of
age, their compressive strength was close to the reference mortar (CP10 was lower
~10%; Y10 was lower ~5%). By taking into account that these are recycled waste
materials, from an environmental point of view, they are more advantageous and do
not significantly affect the performance of the mix; it can be concluded that they could
be applicable on a larger scale as well.

• The hardness test results from both the Brinell and DSI tests unanimously indicated
that on a higher load level (4375 N in the present case), the standard deviation of the
results (indentation diameter / Brinell hardness) is lower. In case of MK10 and CP10,
the change in the compressive strength (compared to the reference) was followed by
the hardness test results. However, in case of the Y10 mortar, the compressive strength
decreased, while the measured Brinell hardness increased. This can be explained by
the filler effect of aerated concrete powder, which increased the surface hardness of
the samples.

• The hardness results were analyzed on an indentation energy basis, using the data
available from the DSI tests. The analysis showed that all materials could be considered
to be elastoplastic material. It was found that the aerated concrete powder has no
effect on the total indentation energy, while the metakaolin increases it, and the
concrete powder decreases it, that correlates with their hardness values compared to
the reference mix.

• The analysis also highlighted that the change in the hardness value is connected to
the elastic indentation energy, while it is seemingly independent from the dissipated
(plastic) indentation energy. This indicates that the change in the compressive strength
caused by additives influences the elastic properties of the material.
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