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Abstract: The novel AgZrB2 electrical contact materials with different ZrB2 contents were prepared by the combination method of

ultrasonication, ball milling, and spark plasma sintering, and the arc erosion and material transfer behavior were investigated by the

electrical contact tests. The results show that the ZrB2 content significantly affects the arc erosion resistance of AgZrB2 electrical

contact materials. The Ag-3wt% ZrB2 contact material presents the stable make/break-arc energy and duration, indicating the excellent

arc erosion resistance. However, the increased ZrB2 content results in higher make-arc energy and longer make-arc duration with large

fluctuations of break arc energy and duration, leading to the severe arc erosion. This result suggests that the excessive ZrB2 is not

beneficial to the enhancement of arc erosion resistance. Moreover, it is found that the Ag-3wt% ZrB2 and Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact

materials have the same material transfer mode from anode to cathode, whereas the Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material has the opposite

transfer mode from cathode to anode.
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As the core components of relay, circuit breaker, connector,
and switchgear, the electrical contacts have been widely used
in aerospace, automobile, military, and household
applications[1,2]. To ensure the stability and reliability of
electrical system during long-term service, the electrical
contact materials should have high electrical and thermal
conductivity, outstanding arc erosion resistance, low contact
resistance, excellent welding resistance, and good mechanical
properties[3,4]. Thus, the Ag-based contact materials have been
developed, such as AgNi, AgC, AgSnO2, AgCdO, AgWC,
AgZnO, and AgCuO[5-11]. Although AgNi alloy has low contact
resistance and good stability, its poor welding resistance and
inferior arc erosion resistance under high current restrict the
application[12,13]. The AgC alloy possesses excellent welding
resistance, but it has poor arc erosion resistance[14]. AgCdO
contact material displays superior electrical and mechanical
properties, whereas it is toxic to the environment and
humanity health[15]. AgSnO2 is also a promising candidate for
contact material, but its non-conductive characteristic (due to
SnO2 ceramic) will produce high contact resistance during
long-term service. Besides, the resultant temperature rise has

the negative effect on the stability and reliability of electrical
system[16,17].

With the demands of miniaturization, higher power, and
multifunction of electronic components and apparatus, it is
necessary to develop a novel electrical contact material with
enhanced performance. As ZrB2 has unique excellent
properties, such as high melting point (>3000 °C), low density
(6.09 g/cm3), excellent conductivity and thermal conductivity,
high hardness, good chemical stability, good corrosion
resistance, and low coefficient of thermal expansion[18-21], it is
reckoned as an ideal reinforcement for the contact material.
However, the investigations of electrical behavior of AgZrB2

contact material are rarely reported.
In this research, the AgZrB2 electrical contact materials

with different contents of ZrB2 were prepared by powder
metallurgy. The arc erosion and material transfer behavior of
AgZrB2 contact materials were investigated, and their
mechanisms were also discussed.

11 ExperimentExperiment

The raw materials were dendritic Ag powder (99.9% purity,
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average particle size of 50 μm) and ZrB2 powder (99.9%
purity, average particle size of 1 μm), and their morphologies
observed by scanning electron microscope (SEM) are shown
in Fig.1a and 1b, respectively. Firstly, the Ag powder and ZrB2

powder were dispersed in anhydrous ethanol by ultrasonic
processing, followed by mechanical stirring, and vacuum
drying. Subsequently, the dried powders were mixed at 300
r/min for 4 h in KQM-YB/B planetary ball mill. Finally, the
mixed powder was sintered at 750 ° C under 35 MPa in
LABOX-330 spark plasma sintering furnace with vacuum of
0.1 Pa. The heating rate was 30 °C/min. Fig.1c and 1d show
SEM morphologies of the milled compound powder. The
electrical conductivity of the contact material was measured
by the Model 7501 eddy current gauge, and the relative
density was determined by the Archimedes method. The
hardness test was performed by the DHV-1000Z digital
microhardness tester, and the mean value of 10 experiment
results was used for analysis.

The sintered bulk materials were sliced into the specimens
with diameter of 3.8 mm and length of 8 mm. The electric
contact tests were conducted under the resistance load of
direct current of 24 V/10 A for 5000 operations on the JF04D
electric contact test system. The electrode gap, contact force,
and switching on-off frequency were 1.5 mm, 0.4 N, and 1
Hz, respectively. The arc duration and arc energy were
automatically collected by the electric contact system. The
three-dimensional (3D) and two-dimensional (2D) profiles
were measured by LEXT OLS4000 laser scanning confocal
microscope. The eroded morphologies were observed by the
JSM-6700F SEM coupled with energy dispersive
spectroscope (EDS). The chemical composition of the eroded
surfaces was examined via the XRD-7000 X-ray
diffractometer (XRD) and the ESCALAB 250Xi X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS). The mass change of the

contact materials after the electrical contact tests was
determined by the FA1104J electronic balance.

22 Results and DiscussionResults and Discussion

2.1 Microstructure characterization

Fig. 2 displays SEM microstructures of AgZrB2 contact
materials with different ZrB2 contents. The gray area is the Ag
matrix, while the black area is ZrB2. Obviously, a large
deformation occurs on the Ag particles after milling. Some
ZrB2 particles are distributed around the deformed silver
phase, and other ZrB2 particles are embedded in the Ag
matrix. Additionally, it is also observed from Fig. 2b and 2c
that ZrB2 particles tend to agglomerate when the ZrB2 content
exceeds 5wt%. Fig.2d and 2e show EDS Ag and Zr element
distributions of AgZrB2 contact materials with 5wt% ZrB2.
EDS analysis result of the point M marked in Fig.2c is shown
in Fig.2f.
2.2 Properties of bulk AgZrB2 contact materials

The relative density, electrical conductivity, and hardness of
the bulk AgZrB2 contact materials are shown in Table 1. It can
be seen that the high ZrB2 content results in higher hardness
value, but the relative density and electrical conductivity of
the AgZrB2 contact material decrease with increasing the ZrB2

content. Since the pores tend to form in the reinforcement
clusters, ZrB2 with higher content is much easier to
agglomerate and thus reduces the relative density. Moreover,
the pores existing among ZrB2 particles also cause the
obstacle to electron transport, thereby resulting in the
decreased electrical conductivity. The improvement of
microhardness can be attributed to the introduction of ZrB2,
which blocks the dislocation movement.
2.3 Arc energy and duration

The arc erosion resistance of AgZrB2 materials is evaluated
through the arc energy and duration, as shown in Fig. 3.
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Fig.1 SEM morphologies of raw Ag powder (a), raw ZrB2 powder (b), and milled compound powder (c, d)
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According to Fig.3a and 3b, the Ag-3wt% ZrB2 and Ag-5wt%
ZrB2 contact materials present good stability in the make-arc
energy and duration with increasing the operation times. The
Ag-3wt% ZrB2 contact material has the low average arc
energy and short arc duration, which are 0.53~1.10 J and 9.18~
18.75 ms, respectively. Nevertheless, the Ag-5wt% ZrB2

contact material has the average arc energy of 3.56~4.90 J and
the average arc duration of 36.97~50.39 ms, which are much
larger those of the Ag-3wt% ZrB2 and Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact
materials. For the Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material, the make-
arc energy and duration are 1.02~2.78 J and 18.40~47.87 ms,
respectively, which are obviously lower than those of the Ag-
5wt% ZrB2 contact material but higher than those of the Ag-
3wt% ZrB2 contact material. In addition, the make-arc energy
and duration of all AgZrB2 contact materials have small
fluctuations.

Fig. 3c and 3d show the change of break-arc energy and
break-arc duration with increasing the operation times,
respectively. Evidently, the Ag-3wt% ZrB2 contact material
displays better break-arc stability, and the average break-arc
energy and duration are 0.10~0.16 J and 1.80~3.00 ms,
respectively. However, for the Ag-5wt% ZrB2 and Ag-7wt%
ZrB2 contact materials, the break-arc energy and duration have

large fluctuations during operation. The break-arc energy and
duration of Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact material are 0.01~0.25 J
and 0.07~2.88 ms, respectively; while the break-arc energy
and duration of Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material are 0.02~0.17
J and 0.42~3.43 ms, respectively.
2.4 Morphologies and chemical composition of arc-eroded

electrodes

Fig.4 shows 3D and 2D profiles of the eroded anodes and
cathodes after 5000 operation times. According to Fig.4a and
4b, a small number of shallow corrosion pits occur on the
anode surface of Ag-3wt% ZrB2 contact material. Some small
protrusions appear at the cathode center and the slight erosion
occurs at the cathode edge, as shown in Fig. 4c and 4d.
According to Fig.4e and 4f, it is found that the anode of Ag-
5wt% ZrB2 contact material has serious arc erosion and the
contact surface is seriously deformed. Some large corrosion
pits appear at the edge of the cathode surface, as shown in
Fig. 4g and 4h. Compared with Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact
material, the electrode surface of Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact
material is slightly eroded, as shown in Fig.4i~4l. Among the
three contact materials, the most severe erosion occurs in the
Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact material, followed by the Ag-7wt%
ZrB2 contact material. The Ag-3wt% ZrB2 contact material has
the slightest erosion due to the low arc energy. The higher the
arc energy, the more serious the arc erosion.

Fig.5 shows the eroded morphologies of the contact surface
of different AgZrB2 contact materials after 5000 times of
operation. Apparently, the erosion surface of Ag-3wt% ZrB2

contact material is relatively flat and smooth, as shown in
Fig. 5a. However, for the Ag-5wt% ZrB2 and Ag-7wt% ZrB2

contact materials, there are a large number of solidified silver
traces in the erosion area, suggesting the rough and serious
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Fig.2 SEM microstructures of AgZrB2 contact materials with 3wt% ZrB2 (a), 5wt% ZrB2 (b), and 7wt% ZrB2 (c); EDS element distributions of

Ag (d) and Zr (e) in AgZrB2 contact materials with 5wt% ZrB2; EDS analysis result of point M marked in Fig.2c (f)

Table 1 Relative density, electrical conductivity, and hardness of

different AgZrB2 contact materials

ZrB2 content/

wt%

3

5

7

Relative

density/%

98.9±0.1

96.2±0.1

95.7±0.1

Electrical

conductivity/%IACS

90.8±0.3

85.5±1.5

75.8±1.7

Hardness,

HV/MPa

599.7±9.8

669.3±13.7

690.9±15.7
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erosion. Fig. 5d shows EDS Ag, Zr, and O element distribu-

tions of the eroded surface of Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact material

corresponding to Fig.5b. It is visible that a small amount of O

element exists in the eroded surface around Ag and Zr.

XRD pattern of the eroded surface of Ag-7wt% ZrB2

contact material is shown in Fig. 6a. It is obvious that the

contact surface is composed of Ag, ZrB2, and ZrO2 phases,

indicating that partial ZrB2 is oxidized into ZrO2 during the

electrical contact tests. It should be noted that B2O3 cannot be

detected, which is mainly due to its low boiling point (1860~

Fig.3 Relationships of make-arc energy (a), make-arc duration (b), break-arc energy (c), and break-arc duration (d) with operation time for

AgZrB2 contact materials with different ZrB2 contents

a c

e g

i k

Anode Cathod

Fig.4 3D and 2D profiles of anodes and cathodes of different AgZrB2 contact materials after 5000 times of operation: (a~d) Ag-3wt% ZrB2,

(e~h) Ag-5wt% ZrB2, and (i~l) Ag-7wt% ZrB2
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2250 °C), compared with the arc temperature. Because of the
high temperature, B2O3 generated by the reaction vaporizes
and escapes from the electrode surface[22,23], thus resulting in a
few residues of B2O3 on the electrode surface. XPS analysis
was also conducted. As shown in Fig.6b~6e, the peaks of Ag
3d at 368.1 and 374.15 eV confirm the zero valent state of Ag.
The two peaks of Zr 3d (Zr 3d3/2 at 183.2 eV and Zr 3d5/2 at
185.4 eV) correspond to ZrO2, and the peak of B 1s at 192.4
eV corresponds to B2O3

[24]. It is found that the correlation peak
of B2O3 is much weaker than that of ZrO2, which is related to
the gasification of B2O3 under high temperature arc. In
addition, the O 1s spectrum is composed of two peaks, and the
O 1s peak at 533.0 eV can be attributed to the oxygen in B2O3

lattice[25]. Therefore, it can be confirmed that the B2O3 is
generated during the electrical contact tests.

As an ultra-high temperature conductive ceramic, the ZrB2

has high melting point and excellent electrical and thermal
conductivity. Due to the good thermal conductivity of ZrB2,
the energy can easily be transferred from the contact surface
and the surface temperature is reduced during the electrical
contact tests[26,27]. Once the temperature is above 800 ° C,
partial ZrB2 is oxidized progressively into ZrO2 and B2O3,
which can be expressed by Eq.(1) [28,29], as follows:

2ZrB2+5O2 (g)→2ZrO2+2B2O3 (1)

The Gibbs free energy of the reaction in Eq.(1) is shown in
Fig. 6f. These oxidation products affect the arc erosion
resistance of AgZrB2 contact materials. Due to the low thermal
conductivity of ZrO2

[30], the formation of ZrO2 reduces the heat
transfer and oxygen diffusion towards the underlying material,
thereby hindering the further oxidation reaction[31,32]. Besides,
the evaporation and heat absorption of B2O3 can also
effectively reduce the temperature of electrode surface[31].
Thus, the combined effects reduce the volatilization of molten
silver and the content of charged particles in the electrode gap,

promoting the rapid extinction of arc. Hence, the Ag-3wt%
ZrB2 contact material has the low and stable arc energy and
duration with superior electrical characteristics.

With increasing the ZrB2 content, the non-conductive
oxides, such as ZrO2 and B2O3 ceramics, are further increased
on the contact surface. ZrO2 has little impact on the arc,
because the O2 generated by ZrO2 decomposition under the arc
action acts as the role of arc extinguishing. Zr ions are
oxidized or dissolved in the Ag molten pool again during the
cooling process, and the surface content reaches the dynamic
equilibrium under the action of multiple arcs. As for the B2O3

products, partial B2O3 is evaporated and dissipated, while the
rest B2O3 decomposes to form B and O2. Then, the B is
oxidized again to generate B2O3. These non-conductive B2O3

and B with very low density (B2O3: 2.46 g/cm3; B: 2.34 g/cm3)
are easy to aggregate on the eroded surface, resulting in the
increased contact resistance, rapid temperature rise, and
reduced arc stability. Therefore, the Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact
material with higher arc energy and longer duration has more
severe arc erosion. For Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material, the
formation of more B2O3 products causes the change of the
contact surface properties, resulting in the unstable arc.
Meanwhile, due to the densification and continuity of the
oxide film, it is difficult for the silver to melt or vaporize,
thereby reducing the concentration of metal ions in the pole
gap, causing the difficulty in maintenance of the normal arc
combustion, and even destroying the normal conduction of
electrical contacts. As a result, the Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact
material with relatively lower arc energy and shorter duration
presents less arc erosion, compared with the Ag-5wt% ZrB2

contact material.
2.5 Material transfer

Fig. 7 shows the mass changes of different contact pairs
after 5000 times of operation. Generally, the material transfer

Fig.5 Erosion surface morphologies of Ag-3wt% ZrB2 (a), Ag-5wt% ZrB2 (b), and Ag-7wt% ZrB2 (c) contact materials after 5000 times of

operation; corresponding EDS element distributions in Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact material (d)
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mode can be well reflected by the mass change. For the Ag-

3wt% ZrB2 contact material, the anode mass loss is 0.5 mg,

the cathode mass gain is 0.2 mg, and the total mass change is

−0.3 mg. For the Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact material, the anode

mass loss is 4.2 mg, the cathode mass gain is 1.9 mg, and the

total mass change is −2.3 mg. These results display that the

material transfer occurs from anode to cathode for these two

contact materials. For the Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material, the

anode mass does not change, which is mainly due to the

balance between the volatilization of partial anode and the

partial material transference from the cathode. However, the

cathode mass loss is 1.9 mg. Thus, the total mass change is

−1.9 mg. This result reveals that the transfer mode of contact

material changes as the material transference from cathode to

anode.

The change of material transfer mode can be explained by

the following reasons. According to the splash and deposition

model of micro-particles[33], the metallic phase arc and gaseous

phase arc are in the dominant state. For the metallic phase arc,
the electrons are emitted from the cathode and gain energy
under the action of thermal and electric fields, which can
accelerate the material transfer to the anode. The metal vapor
is bombarded by electrons to generate metallic ions which are
deposited on the cathode under the action of electric field,
thus causing the material transfer from the anode to cathode.
For the gas phase arc, the gas ions play a dominant role in the
electrode gap. The cathode is bombarded by gas ions, and the
sputtered particles have sufficient energy to transfer from
cathode to anode and then are deposited on the anode.
Therefore, the materials transfer from cathode to anode. Since
the melting point of Ag (961.8 °C) is far below that of ZrB2

(3040 ° C), Ag is preferentially melted during the electrical
contact process, thus leading to the formation of molten Ag
pool on the contact surface. In addition, because Ag is easier
to evaporate than ZrB2, a large amount of Ag is ionized into
Ag+/Ag2+ ions which surge into the electrode gap. Due to the
small electrode gap, the metal ions have the higher concen-
trations than the gas ions (N+, N2+, O2+, O+) between electrodes
do. Therefore, the metallic phase arc plays a dominate role
during the arc discharge. As a result, the transfer mode of Ag-
3wt% ZrB2 and Ag-5wt% ZrB2 contact materials is the
transference from anode to cathode, as shown in Fig.8a.

For the Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material, the content of
oxide film increases on the contact surface, which reduces the
Ag volatilization and causes the low concentration of Ag ions
in the electrode gap. When the electrode pairs are separated,
fewer and fewer particles can maintain the stable combustion
of the arc. Therefore, the ionized gas ions of atmosphere

2θ/(°)

Fig.6 XRD pattern of eroded surface of Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material (a); XPS spectra of Ag 3d (b), Zr 3d (c), B 1s (d), and O 1s (e) of Ag-

7wt% ZrB2 contact material; Gibbs free energy curve of ZrB2 oxidation reaction (f)

Fig.7 Mass changes of different contact pairs
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become the dominant medium between anode and cathode.
These gaseous cations are accelerated under the action of
electric field and bombard the cathode, causing the cathode
particles to splash and to be deposited on the anode.
Therefore, the transfer mode of Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact
material is the material transference from cathode to anode, as
shown in Fig.8b.

33 ConclusionsConclusions

1) The Ag-3wt% ZrB2 contact material has stable and low
arc energy and short arc duration, indicating the excellent arc
erosion resistance. This is attributed to the combined action of
ZrB2 and the trace formation of ZrO2 and B2O3 by-products.

2) The increased ZrB2 content causes the formation of more
B2O3 products, which results in the increased contact
resistance, rapid temperature rise, and serious arc erosion.
Moreover, the aggregation of excessive B2O3 products
influences the electrical conductivity of the contact materials.

3) The appropriate addition of ZrB2 is beneficial for the
enhancement on the arc erosion resistance of Ag-based contact
materials.

4) The material transfer mode of Ag-3wt% ZrB2 and Ag-
5wt% ZrB2 contact materials is from anode to cathode,
whereas the Ag-7wt% ZrB2 contact material has an opposite
transfer mode.
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新型AgZrB2触头材料的制备及电气性能

邱艳茹，王献辉，梁 燕，倪菁艺，刘继拓，李航宇，陈秋羽

(西安理工大学 材料科学与工程学院，陕西 西安 710048)

摘 要：采用超声、球磨和放电等离子烧结相结合的方法制备了不同ZrB2含量（3%，5%，7%，质量分数）的新型AgZrB2触头材料，

并通过电接触试验研究了触头材料的电弧侵蚀和材料转移行为。结果表明，ZrB2含量显著影响AgZrB2触头材料的耐电弧侵蚀性能。Ag-

3% ZrB2触头材料具有稳定的闭合/分断燃弧能量和持续时间，表现出较好的耐电弧侵蚀性能。但是，过多的ZrB2会导致更高的闭合燃弧

能量和更长的闭合燃弧时间，并且分断燃弧能量和时间会产生较大的波动，电弧侵蚀较为严重，这说明过量的ZrB2不利于提高触头材

料的耐电弧侵蚀性能。此外，Ag-3% ZrB2和Ag-5% ZrB2触头材料具有相同的材料转移模式——从阳极向阴极转移，而Ag-7% ZrB2触头

材料则呈现出相反的转移模式——从阴极向阳极转移。
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