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dynamic and structural properties
of carbon nanotube/thermoplastic polyurethane
nanocomposites from atomistic molecular
dynamics simulations†

Jianxiang Shen, abc Xue Li,*d Ping Lic and Baoqing Shentu*a

Carbon nanotubes (CNTs) and thermoplastic polyurethane (TPU) nanocomposites have emerged as

promising materials for various applications in the field of nanotechnology. An understanding of the

thermodynamic and structural properties is of fundamental significance in designing and fabricating

CNT/TPU nanocomposites with desired properties. To this end, this work has employed atomistic

molecular dynamics (MD) simulations to study the thermal properties and interfacial characteristics of

TPU composites filled with pristine or functionalized single-walled carbon nanotubes (SWNTs).

Simulations reveal that the introduction of SWNTs suppresses TPU chain dynamics and favors the

hydrogen bond formation induced by the wrapping of TPU chains around SWNTs, leading to an increase

of glass transition temperature (Tg) and a reduction of volumetric coefficient of thermal expansion (CTE)

in the rubbery state. Compared to pristine and hydrogenated SWNTs, SWNTs featuring polar groups,

such as carboxyl (–COOH), oxhydryl (–OH) and amine (–NH2) groups, show improved affinity for TPU

molecules, suppressing polymer mobility. Analysis of SWNT/TPU binding energy and solubility parameter

suggests that electrostatic interactions are responsible for such a functionalized SWNT/TPU interface

enhancement. Furthermore, the amine groups exhibit the highest potential for forming hydrogen bonds

with the urethane carbonyl (–C]O) of TPU chains, resulting in lowest polymer mobility and highest Tg.

In general, this research work could provide some guidance for material design of polymer

nanocomposites and future simulations relevant to TPUs.
1 Introduction

Carbon nanotubes (CNTs) and thermoplastic polyurethane
(TPU) nanocomposites have recently emerged as promising
materials in the eld of nanotechnology. CNTs are known for
their unique physical and chemical properties, such as high
mechanical strength, electrical conductivity, low thermal
conductivity, and high surface area to volume ratio.1,2 Consist-
ing of alternating hard and so segments, TPU is a lightweight
and exible thermoplastic elastomer that combines the
advantages of both thermoplastic and elastomeric properties.
TPU has excellent physico-chemical properties, such as
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excellent resistance to wear, tear and abrasion, good chemical
stability, and facility of processing.3 The development of CNT/
TPU nanocomposites has been motivated by the need for
materials with a wide range of properties, from improved
thermal stability and ame retardant to enhanced electrical and
mechanical properties,4–6 and for their potential use in sensors,
biomedical, smart textiles, and many others.7–9

Despite progress, there are still obstacles that impede the
advancement of CNT/TPU composite. A major complication lies
in managing the CNT-TPU interface and controlling the
dispersion of CNTs within TPU matrix. For example, Novikov
et al.10 employed the coagulation (antisolvent) precipitation
technique to fabricate SWCNT/TPU composites, and with
a homogeneous distribution of SWCNTs, the composites
showed excellent performance in mechanical, piezoresistive,
and EMI shielding properties. A common solution to this issue
is the surface modication of CNTs to introduce functional
groups.11 Using solution mixing and melt mixing, Sui et al.12

prepared TPU composites with carboxyl and unmodied
MWCNTs, and their ndings highlighted the signicance of
CNT surface modication. Zhuang et al.13 prepared TPUs lled
with pre-oxidized CNTs, and their results also conrms the
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d3ra03000h&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-12
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1991-8180
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3ra03000h
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3ra03000h
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RA
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RA?issueid=RA013030


Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

2 
Ju

ly
 2

02
3.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

1/
17

/2
02

5 
4:

23
:4

7 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
important role of CNT surface modication on the dispersion of
CNT.

The interfacial characteristics of CNT/TPU composites are
critical for their structure and properties; however, direct
experimental exploration at a molecular level is challenging.14–16

In this context, molecular dynamics (MD) simulation technique
serves a powerful tool for studying the behavior of materials on
an atomic level, as well as the overall properties of the material.
By applying MD simulations, it is possible to predict the
behavior of polymer nanocomposites under various conditions.
In the past decades, MD simulations have been utilized to
examine the interfacial properties between CNTs and a range of
polymers, such as epoxy,17,18 nylon 6,19 chitosan,20 and poly-
methyl methacrylate,21 with the majority of studies focusing on
the interfacial binding energy. In recent past, some MD simu-
lation research work of PU-based or TPU-based nanocomposites
have also been carried out. For example, Aliyev et al.22 investi-
gated the interactions between PU and graphene (Gr) and gra-
phene oxide (GO), and their results showed that highly
functionalized GO exhibited better adhesion with PU due to the
higher polarization and more hydrogen bonds. By establishing
three models of functionalized defective Gr/TPU nano-
composites, Talapatra et al.23 examined the effects of Gr on the
elastic moduli and strength properties, and they found that the
interfacial normal strength was much higher than interfacial
shear strength. By adopting MD simulations, the compatibility
between PU and asphalt has been studied by Huang et al.24 and
Lu et al.25 through analyzing the cohesive energy density,
hydrogen bonding, and radial distribution function.

Although quite a few simulations have been conducted to
study the structure and properties of polymer nanocomposites
related to CNTs or TPUs, only one simulation research work
done by Madkour et al.26 to the best of our knowledge, has
focused on the CNT/TPU nanocomposite systems. They
employed MD simulations to calculate the structure and inter-
facial interactions between pristine MWCNT and TPU to inter-
pret their experimental observations. To this end, the aim of
this study is to explore the effects of pristine or functionalized
single-wall carbon nanotube (SWNT) on the thermodynamic
and structural properties of thermoplastic polyurethane (TPU)
through atomistic MD simulations, as the behavior of CNT/TPU
composites has yet to be fully understood. Specically, the glass
transition and thermal expansion of SWNT/TPU composites,
the TPU diffusion behavior, the interfacial binding strength, the
solubility parameter, and the hydrogen bonds affected by
SWNTs are carefully analyzed. Some of our simulation results
have been shown to be in line with experimental values.

2 Methodology
2.1 Simulation model

All-atom models of TPU nanocomposites lled with either
pristine SWNT or functionalized SWNT are established in the
present work. The widely used TPU, poly[(1,4-butanediol)-alt-
(4,4′-diphenylmethane diisocyanate)] (MDI/BDO), is chosen for
the polymer matrix. The BDO and MDI molecules are used to
construct a TPU repeat unit, as seen in Fig. 1a, and each TPU
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
chain is composed of 10 repeat units. The BDO part of the TPU
acts as the so segment and the MDI part as the hard segment.
Similar TPU models have been used by Lempesis and Rutledge
et al.27,28 and Talapatra et al.23 and their simulation results have
conrmed the validity of such TPU model. An armchair (5,5)
single-walled carbon nanotube (SWNT) with a diameter of 6.8 Å
and a length of 49.2 Å is used as the nanoller. Additionally,
various models of functionalized SWNTs, including (end-
functionalized) SWNT-H, SWNT-OH, SWNT-NH2, SWNT-
COOH, and (side functionalized) SWNT-COOH_s, are con-
structed herein due to the necessity of introducing functional
groups in various experiments involving SWNTs, as displayed in
Fig. 2. Each of these functionalized SWNTs has 10 functional
groups bonded to the carbon atoms.

In this study, the classic COMPASS (condensed-phase opti-
mized molecular potentials for atomistic simulation studies)
force eld29 is employed to describe all the interactions between
atoms in the atomistic model. COMPASS force eld, using ab
initio and empirical parametrization techniques, has been
parameterized and validated for a broad range of molecules,
such as polymers, in condensed phases, and is thus believed to
enable accurate prediction of structural and thermodynamic
properties of SWNT/TPU nanocomposites. The valence energy
Evalence is accounted for by the bond stretching, valence angle
bending, dihedral angle torsion, and improper interactions,

Evalence = Ebond + Eangle + Etorsion + Eimproper (1)

and the non-bond interaction potential is accounted for by the
van der Waals and electrostatic interactions,

Enon-bond = EvdW + Eelectrostatic (2)

EvdW ¼
X
ij

3ij

2
42
 
r0ij

rij

!9

� 3

 
r0ij

rij

!6
3
5 (3)

Eelectrostatic ¼
X
ij

qiqj

rij
(4)

where both the van de Waals and electrostatic interactions are
cut off at the distance of 12.5 Å. Ewald summation method is
employed to compute the electrostatic energy. The bond, angle,
dihedral, improper, and pair styles for the COMPASS force eld
are supported by the CLASS2 package in the large-scale atomic/
molecular massively parallel simulator (LAMMPS),30 where
more detailed descriptions about the force eld can be found.
The COMPASS CLASS2 package has already proven to be effec-
tive and accurate in handling polymer materials such as
graphene/PMMA composites.31 In our simulations, each SWNT/
TPU composite system contains ten TPU chains and one SWNT
molecule (more than 5000 atoms in total), as shown in Fig. 1d.
2.2 Molecular dynamics simulation

All the MD simulations are executed through LAMMPS molec-
ular dynamics packages. To begin, all the TPU chains and the
SWNT (pristine or functionalized) are placed in a large simu-
lation box. Energy minimization is performed using the
RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 21080–21087 | 21081
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Fig. 1 (a) Chemical structure of a TPU repeat unit, (b) a TPU chain consisting 10 repeat units (460 atoms), (c) armchair (5,5) SWNTmodel, and (d)
snapshot of SWNT/TPU simulation system.

Fig. 2 The SWNTs functionalized with the (a) –H, (b) –OH, (c) –NH2,
and –COOH groups (d) to the ends and (e) to the body surface.
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steepest descent method. We then equilibrate our simulation
systems for 1 ns at 400 K under an NPT ensemble (0.1 MPa),
followed by cooling to 300 K, 320 K, 340 K, 360 K, 380 K, and 400
21082 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 21080–21087
K, and another 1 ns of NPT equilibration (0.1 MPa). Periodic
boundary conditions are applied in all three directions to
remove the edge effects. The Nosé–Hoover thermostat and
barostat are employed to control the temperature and the
pressure respectively. The Newtonian equations of motions are
integrated using the velocity-Verlet algorithm, with a time step
of 1 fs. For each simulated composite system, we have carefully
monitored that the thermodynamic equilibrium state has been
reached, and for statistical signicance, ve NPT runs (carried
out separately) are averaged over. As depicted in Fig. S1 of ESI,†
the total potential energy and the system density all quickly
reach equilibrium within 50 ps of the 1 ns simulation time, and
then remain relatively steady around their respective equilib-
rium values, indicating that the system is adequately converged.
Simulation data are collected every 5 ps for 100 ps aer suffi-
cient equilibrium of the simulation system, yielding pertinent
structures and dynamical features of interest.
3 Results and discussion
3.1 Glass transition

The glass transition temperature (Tg) distinguishes the transi-
tion of an amorphous material from a hard and brittle glassy
state into a so and rubbery state; through the glass transition
range, the material will exhibit a distinct change in many
properties, such as the thermal expansion, the heat capacity,
the viscosity, and shear modulus. In the current simulation, the
Tg can be identied by the intersection of two straight lines on
the plot of specic volume32,33 versus temperature, as illustrated
in Fig. S2 of ESI.† We note that the large uncertainty in specic
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 3 (a) Specific volume as a function of temperature for various
simulation systems. For visual clarity, only three representative curves
are shown in this plot. (b) Glass transition temperature (Tg) for various
TPU materials.
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volume is due to the nite size effect and the thermal uctua-
tions. Below the glass transition, the specic volume (the
reciprocal of material density) increases slowly with increasing
temperature, indicating the glassy state, whereas above the
glass transition, it increases rapidly, indicating the rubbery
state. For the neat TPU system, the Tg is found to be approxi-
mately 351–352 K, which is consistent with the experimental
range of 342–382 K. In addition to the Tg, the TPU density and
solubility parameter extracted from our MD simulations are
also in close agreement with experimental values, as seen in
Table 1, validating that our simulation models andmethods are
adequate to reproduce the structure and properties of TPU. By
the way, although the density and solubility parameter from our
simulation are slightly lower than the experimental values,
which is likely a result of our shorter chain model compared to
realistic TPU chains, our qualitative ndings remain
unchanged.

Fig. 3 illustrates how the glass transitions of TPUs are
impacted by the incorporation of SWNTs. For visual clarity, only
three representative curves are shown. The uncertainty due to
the ve independent MD runs and the curve tting is reected
in the error bars on the Tg. It is observed that the Tg is increased
with the addition of SWNTs, e.g., from 352 K for neat TPU to 355
K for pristine SWNT/TPU system. This can be attributed to the
large SWNT molecules impeding the mobility of TPU chains,
which is corroborated by a reduction in diffusivity of TPU
molecules and an increase in hydrogen bonds formation (as
discussed in detail below). For polymer composites with a low
loading of CNTs, the Tg variation induced by SWNT inclusions
is typically ∼10 K, which agrees well with experimental
results.34–36 It is noteworthy that the polar groups (i.e., –OH, –
NH2, and –COOH) functionalized SWNT-lled TPU composites
exhibit relatively higher Tgs, indicating stronger interfacial
interactions between SWNTs and TPUs, in agreement with
experimental observations.37,38 In particular, SWNT-OH and
SWNT-NH2 exhibit the highest enhancement (∼8 K increment)
in Tg due to the hydrogen bonds, which is qualitatively consis-
tent with existing experiments.39
3.2 Polymer mobility

To demonstrate the effects of functionalized SWNTs on the Tg,
the molecular mobility of TPU chains is further examined. The
mean squared displacement (MSD(t)) of polymer atoms is
employed to characterize the diffusion behavior of molecules
through

MSD(t) = hjxt − x0j2i (5)
Table 1 Comparison of TPU properties extracted from our simulation w

Glass transition
temperature Tg (K)

Current simulation 351–352
Experimental valuea 342–382

a Data was collected from https://polymerdatabase.com/.

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
where vectors x0 and xt denote the atom positions at the refer-
ence time of 0 and t, respectively, and h.i represents the
ensemble average. Fig. 4a displays the MSD(t) of TPU chains as
a function of time at the temperature of 400 K well above Tg.
Each MSD(t) curve increases with time. As one would anticipate,
the incorporation of SWNT into TPU matrix results in
a substantial decrease in the polymer mobility. Notably, SWNTs
functionalized with polar groups exhibit the most pronounced
effect, which veries our explanation for the observed differ-
ences in the Tg (Fig. 3).

Specically, we present the MSD at 100 ps in Fig. 4b to
quantitatively assess polymer mobility in this sub-diffusive
regime. As can be seen, the presence of SWNTs in the TPU
blend reduces the mobility of TPU chains at the examined
temperatures compared to the neat TPU system, aligning with
ith experimental values

Density at 300
K (g cm−3)

Solubility parameter
d (MPa0.5)

1.18–1.19 22.7–23.0
1.20–1.27 23.2–24.1

RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 21080–21087 | 21083
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Fig. 4 (a) The mean squared displacement (MSD(t)) of TPU atoms as
a function of time at 400 K; (b) comparison of MSD(t) = 100 ps for
various SWNT/TPU composites.

Fig. 5 (a) Illustration of the formation of hydrogen bonds. The blue,
white, red and cyan spheres represent the nitrogen, hydrogen, oxygen,
and carbon atoms, respectively. (b) Average number of hydrogen
bonds in various SWNT/TPU systems.
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the observed Tg results. Of note, the polar groups modied-
SWNTs systems exhibit even lower MSD(t) due to the
enhanced hydrogen bonding formation (Fig. 5) and stronger
interfacial interactions (Fig. 6) that hinder the dynamics and
exibility of the chains near SWNT surface.40,41

3.3 Hydrogen bonding

In order to gain deeper insights into the observed discrepancies
in Tg and MSD(t) for different TPU materials, we further inves-
tigate the effects of functionalized SWNTs on the hydrogen
bond formation. Although the hydrogen bonding is not
specically treated in our simulation models, we still would like
to make a brief analysis into the inuences of SWNTs on the
hydrogen bonds of TPUs. Using VMD (visual molecular
dynamics42) HBonds plugin, the average number of hydrogen
bonds is estimated, and the results are shown in Fig. 5. Here,
the criteria by Ippolito et al.43 andMcDonald and Thornton44 for
identifying hydrogen bonds in protein-ligand systems is adop-
ted. In particular for the current simulation, a hydrogen bond is
considered to be formed between a polar atom (N, O) with
a hydrogen bonded to it (the donor, D) and another polar atom
(N, O) (the acceptor, A) provided that the D–A distance is less
21084 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 21080–21087
than the cut-off distance of 3.5 Å and the D–H–A angle is less
than the cut-off angle of 40°, as illustrated by Fig. 5a. Although
the cut-off distance and angle are a little arbitrary at a reason-
able level and thus may lead to some quantitative variations, the
qualitative aspects of our results will not be changed.

According to Fig. 5, the introduction of SWNTs, either pris-
tine or functionalized, leads to an increase in hydrogen bonds
than neat TPU. This effect can be attributed to the favorable van
deWaals interactions (p–p and CH–p interactions) between the
graphitic walls of SWNTs and the TPU backbones, which stim-
ulate the wrapping of TPU chains around SWNTs and thus favor
hydrogen bonding formation.45 Additionally, polar groups
tethered to SWNTs, such as carboxyl (–COOH), oxhydryl (–OH)
and amine (–NH2) groups, can further form hydrogen bonds
with the urethane carbonyl (–C]O) of TPU chains, with amine
groups exhibiting the greatest potential and carboxyl groups the
least. The increased hydrogen bonds are expected to lead to the
observed enhancement of glass transition temperature Tg
(Fig. 3) and a reduction of thermal expansion (Fig. 7) of polymer
systems, in consistent with experimental ndings.46
3.4 Interfacial binding energy

Furthermore, the interfacial interactions between the functional-
ized SWNTs and the TPU matrix are evaluated to elucidate the
effects of functionalized SWNTs on the structural and thermo-
dynamic properties of TPU. The interfacial binding energy (Einter)
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 6 (a) The interfacial binding energy between TPU and various
SWNTs at 400 K. (b) Van de Waals and electrostatic contributions to
the SWNT/TPU interfacial binding energy.

Fig. 7 Coefficient of thermal expansion (CTE) below and above Tg for
a range of TPU materials.
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is employed to characterize the interfacial bonding property in
this work. The Einter can be estimated from the change in potential
energy of the polymer material with and without SWNTs,18,19

Einter = Etotal − (ESWNT + ETPU) (6)

where Etotal is the total non-bond potential energy of the
composite, and ESWNT and ETPU denote the potential energies of
the SWNTs and the neat TPU system separately. The van de
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
Waals and electrostatic contributions to the interfacial inter-
action are estimated likewise. Fig. 6 displays the total interfacial
binding energy between various SWNTs and TPU matrix at 400
K, as well as the van de Waals and electrostatic contributions to
this binding energy.

From Fig. 6, it can be observed that the polar groups-modied
SWNTs (e.g. SWNT-COOH) have a much stronger interfacial
interaction with TPU molecules than the pristine ones, as evi-
denced by the much lower Einter. In particular, the interfacial
binding strength of SWNT-COOH is the strongest among the
composite systems examined, followed by SWNT-NH2, SWNT-
OH, SWNT-H, and pristine SWNT in order, indicative of
a signicant role for functional groups in the interfacial prop-
erties of SWNT/TPU nanocomposites. This is further corrobo-
rated by electrostatic interactions (6b), which highlight the
contribution from polar atoms such as oxygen19 and nitrogen.
The side-functionalized COOH groups (-SWNT-COOH_s) are
found to confer more improvement in SWNT-TPU interfacial
binding than end-functionalized ones (-SWNT-COOH), likely due
to a more homogeneous distribution on the SWNT surface
without steric hindrance, allowing for better contacts and inter-
action between COOH groups and TPU chains. In practice,
however, such sidewall functionalization is not always recom-
mended, as the conversion of sp2 hybridized carbon atoms to sp3

ones and the simultaneous loss of the p-conjugation system on
the graphene layer would lead to a decrease in the intrinsic
properties of SWNTs, such as electrical conductivity stemming
from p-electrons.47–49 By the way, it has been reported50 that the
interfacial binding interaction of nanocomposites is not much
affected by temperature at low ller concentration.

Non-bond interfacial interactions between SWNT and TPU,
such as CH–p, p–p stacking,16 polymer wrapping around
SWNT41 and hydrogen bonding, is described as a combination
of van der Waals and electrostatic interactions in our simula-
tion model (eqn (2)). As indicated by Fig. 6, the interfacial
interactions between TPU and pristine and hydrogenated
SWNTs are predominantly driven by van der Waals forces, while
the electrostatic interactions play an important role in the
binding between SWNT-COOH and TPU chains. Despite similar
van der Waals interactions for all modied SWNT/TPU
composites in comparison to the pristine SWNT/TPU
composite, the improved binding strength observed for the
modied SWNTs is primarily attributed to electrostatic inter-
actions stemming from the various functional groups. It is
observed that, although the SWNT-OH and SWNT-NH2 exhibit
relatively weaker affinity to TPU polymer compared to SWNT-
COOH, the oxhydryl (–OH) and amine (–NH2) groups are more
likely to form hydrogen bonds with the urethane carbonyl (–C]
O) of TPU chains, as evidenced by Fig. 5, resulting in, accom-
panied by lower chain mobility (Fig. 4), a relatively higher Tg in
Fig. 3b. In addition, these results concerning the interaction
between SWNT and TPU are further validated by the corre-
sponding solubility parameter analysis, as detailed in the ESI.†
Generally, the introduction of polar groups with electrostatic
interactions and hydrogen bonds into SWNTs can enhance the
SWNT/TPU interface strength and consequently improve the
stress transfer efficiency and the mechanical properties.51
RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 21080–21087 | 21085
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3.5 Thermal expansion

Additionally, the inuences of SWNTs on the thermal expansion
of TPUs are investigated. The volumetric coefficient of thermal
expansion (CTE), as one of the most thermal properties, is
dened as

CTE ¼ 1

V

�
vV

vT

�
P

: (7)

The CTE is supposed to show a sharp change at Tg, and can
thus be assumed as a constant below or above Tg regardless of
its slight variations with temperature in either glassy or rubbery
state.50 For the specic volume vs. temperature plot in this work,
the averaged CTE (below or above Tg)52 can be written as follows,

CTE ¼ 1

T2 � T1

ln

�
V2

V1

�
P

: (8)

Provided that V1 is close to V2, the CTE can be further
simplied as the slope of specic volume vs. temperature in
glassy and rubbery region normalized by the volume at a refer-
ence temperature (commonly Tg). From Fig. 3a, the slopes of
specic volume vs. temperature of all TPU systems below Tg are
quite close to each other, with the CTE of z1.57 × 10−4 K−1.
This is due to the inherent extremely low thermal expansion of
SWNTs (CTE z 0 K−1)53 and the restraint of TPU segment
movement in glassy state, limiting the contribution of SWNTs to
thermal expansion. However, the CTE of TPUs in rubbery region
(above Tg) is greatly affected by the presence of SWNTs.
Specically, pristine and hydrogenated SWNTs alike have been
observed to reduce the volumetric thermal expansion by
approximately half, likely owing to decreased TPU segmental
dynamics and increased hydrogen bonding. SWNTs featuring
polar groups (–OH, –COOH, and –NH2) are demonstrated
(above) to interact more strongly with TPU molecules, sup-
pressing polymer mobility and inducing extra hydrogen bonds,
thus resulting in even lower coefficients of thermal expansion
(CTEs). Parenthetically, the averaged CTE of all SWNT/TPU
composites is raised from z1.57 × 10−4 K−1 of glassy state to
z2.79 × 10−4 K−1 of rubbery state, owing to the differences in
segmental mobility across the glass transition.
4 Conclusion

In this study, atomistic MD simulations are performed to
investigate the thermodynamic and structural properties of
SWNT/TPU nanocomposites. Specically, the effects of func-
tionalized SWNTs on the glass transition and thermal expansion
of SWNT/TPU composites, the interfacial binding energy, and
the hydrogen bonds are examined in detail. The glass transition
temperature Tg is found to increases with the addition of SWNT,
due to the restrained TPU dynamics and the increased hydrogen
bonds. In comparison to pristine SWNT, SWNTs modied by
polar groups (e.g., –OH, –NH2, and –COOH) have a stronger
effect on the decrease of polymer mobility and the increase of Tg,
due to the improved SWNT-TPU interfacial interaction strength
21086 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 21080–21087
and extra hydrogen bonds with the urethane carbonyl (–C]O) of
TPU chains. Analysis of the SWNT/TPU binding energy and
solubility parameter d suggests that the van der Waals interac-
tions contribute a little to such functionalized SWNT/TPU
interface, yet the electrostatic aspects are likely to dominate
the interfacial interactions and their compatibility. Hydrogen
bonds are shown to be increased by SWNT inclusion, likely due
to the wrapping of TPU chains around SWNT stimulated by
favorable van der Waals interactions. Polar groups tethered to
SWNTs, such as carboxy (–COOH), oxhydryl (–OH) and amine (–
NH2) groups, can further form hydrogen bonds with the
urethane carbonyl (–C]O) of TPU chains, with SWNT-NH2

system exhibiting the most hydrogen bonds. The volumetric
thermal expansion coefficient (CTE) in rubbery region (above Tg)
is drastically reduced by the SWNT inclusion, especially for polar
groups-functionalized SWNTs.

In conclusion, the increase of Tg and the reduction of CTE
can be attributed to the impeded polymer dynamics, resulting
from increased hydrogen bonds induced by SWNT inclusion
and strengthened SWNT-TPU interfacial interactions, especially
for SWNTs functionalized with polar groups. Lastly, it is
important to note that although our simulated results agree well
with experimental value for density, glass transition tempera-
ture Tg, and solubility parameter d, the simulation models are
still somewhat simplied. For instance, the modeled TPU
chains are too short comparing to realistic chains; moreover,
parameters such as the size and volume fraction of SWNTs, the
molar mass distribution of TPU chains, andmore, are not taken
into account. In general, this research work may have potential
applications in the design and fabrication of polymer nano-
composites, and can also provide some guidance for future
simulations related to TPUs.
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