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H I G H L I G H T S

• GO sheets or nanoribbons were assembled onto the SiRF foam surface via a facile strategy.

• Two GO derivatives were well covered and bonded onto the foam skeleton at only 0.10 wt%.

• Ultra-low GO derivatives improved mechanical property and flame resistance significantly.

• GONRs showed lower reinforcing/flame-retardant effects than the corresponding GO sheets.

• The synergistic flame-retardant mechanisms and their difference were discussed and clarified.
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A B S T R A C T

Lightweight polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) foam materials with outstanding mechanical flexibility and high-
temperature stability as well as excellent flame resistance are attractive for various potential applications.
However, incorporation of conventional flame retardants needs high filling content and usually induces com-
promise of other important performance, limiting their practical application significantly. In addition, the
problems of complicated procedure and environmental pollution of the traditional processing are imperative but
challenging. Here, we report a facile and green in-situ surface-assembly approach to construct two types of
graphene oxide (GO) derivative (i.e. sheet and nanoribbon) coatings bonded onto the PDMS foam surface and
investigate their discrepancies in thermal and mechanical and flame-retardant properties of the two nano-
composite systems. Interestingly, surface-assembling ultralow loading (≤0.10 wt%) of two GO derivatives can
produce significant improvements in thermal stability and flame retardancy of the PDMS foam without affecting
its density and elasticity. Typically, ~31% and ~40% reduction in peak heat release rate and ~80% and ~95%
improvement in total smoke release were achieved for 0.10 wt% GONR and GO sheet, respectively. Based on the
burnt surface zone observation and analysis, the synergistic flame-retardant mechanisms and their differences
between the PDMS molecules and two GO derivatives were discussed and clarified. This work provides a new
understanding for design and development of green and large-scale fabrication of flame retardant PDMS foam
nanocomposite materials.
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1. Introduction

Polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) foam material, as a new member of
the large family of porous polymeric foam materials, has attracted
considerable academic and industrial attentions during the past few
years [1]. The Si-O-Si backbone with high bonding energy endows the
PDMS foam with intriguing properties, such as excellent mechanical
flexibility, non-toxicity, electrical resistance, and high-temperature
stability [2]. Owing to the unique porous structure and outstanding
physical properties, such silicone rubber foams (SiRFs) have drawn
much interest in wide range of applications, e.g. adsorbents, oil/water
separators, flexible conductors, sensors, biomedical scaffolds and
structural materials [3–9]. However, the lateral organic groups of
PDMS molecules make them unstable and flammable when exposing to
high-temperature situation or flame attack [10,11], which limits their
practical applications greatly.

To improve the flame-retardant property of the PDMS elastomers,
traditional approaches are to modify PDMS chains with phosphorus/
nitrogen compound or incorporate flame retardants (e.g. clay and
carbon nano-fillers) via condensed-phase and gas-phase activities [12].
The former involves their interference in the combustion reaction of the
polymer volatile pyrolysis products, which interrupts the radical reac-
tions of the combustion process and thus eventually suppresses the feed
of combustible gases to the flame. While the later involves that flame-
retardant additives form a protective char layer on the surface, which
inhibits flammable volatiles from diffusing to the flame and thus shield
the PDMS chains from heat and oxygen effectively. To achieve effective
condensed-phase and gas-phase functions, a relatively high loading of
flame-retardant additives is usually needed [13–17], but this simulta-
neously results in a compromise between flame resistance and other
important properties (e.g. density, thermal stability and mechanical
flexibility). Moreover, environment and production concerns are
leading to progressive phasing out of effective halogen-based fire re-
tardants and complicated processing technique, ensuring a satisfactory
fire hazard control and scalable-up production [18].

The other surface coating technique, e.g. layer-by-layer (LbL) as-
sembling multi-layered 2D nano-filler coatings (e.g.> 100 nm thick-
ness) onto the foam skeleton [19–23], has been developed to inhibit the
endothermic pyrolysis and exothermic reaction of the SiRF foams.
Nano-filler based coatings have been developed to modify the SiRF
materials, resulting in enhanced flame-retardant resistance and thermal
stability [24]. Moreover, such nano-filler coating (e.g. graphene) even
endows the SiRF materials with multiple functionalities [4,24–27],
expanding their potential applications. Unfortunately, additional high
content (e.g. 2–20 wt% [24]) of these multi-layered coatings and the
complicated repeated processing are still undesirable. More im-
portantly, the interfacial interactions between the multi-layered coat-
ings and their adhesion with the foam surface should be paid more
attention; otherwise the coating may be peeled off during the fabri-
cating process. Furthermore, the structural stability and flame-re-
tardant reliability of the surface coating on the SiRFs under severe
compression and environmental conditions are still unclear. Therefore,
it remains a challenge to fabricate lightweight, mechanically flexible
and flame-retardant SiRF materials via constructing a flame-retardant
nano-filler coating that is well bonded with the foam skeleton and en-
ables scalable production.

Due to the high specific surface area and mono-layer atomic
thickness of two-dimensional (2D) graphene oxide (GO) sheets, our
previous work demonstrated that the combined use of GO and silicone
resin produced a synergistic flame-retardant effect on the combustible
polymeric foam materials [21]. The thermal decomposition of highly
cross-linked silicone molecules transforms into porous nano-silica pro-
tective layer to inhibit the thermal degradation of GO sheets and thus
induces the formation of multi-scale nano-silica/rGO protective char on
the foam skeleton [21]. With this inspiration, it is promising to con-
struct the GO coating bonded on the SiRF surface at ultra-low fractions

(e.g.< 1.0 wt%), and thus achieve an ideal flame resistance and im-
proved thermal stability. However, the structure and morphology of GO
derivatives on influencing the mechanical, thermal and flame-retardant
properties of the SiRF materials remain an important question. Herein,
we synthesized two types of GO derivatives (i.e. GO sheets and GO
nano-ribbons) to prepare the SiRF nanocomposites via a facile and
green in-situ surface-assembly strategy, and investigate their structure,
morphology and performance of these two SiRF systems. Discrepancies
in the thermal and mechanical properties and flame retardancy of the
two nanocomposites with different structure and size of GO derivatives
were examined at an ultralow filling loading (0–0.10 wt%). Moreover,
the flame-retardant mechanisms were also discussed based on the mi-
croscopic morphologies of these two SiRF nanocomposites studied.

2. Experimental

2.1. Materials

Vinyl dimethicone (PDMS-Vi, ~0.6 wt%), dihydroxy PDMS (PDMS-
OH) and hydrogen dimethicone (PDMS-H, 1.0 and 1.6 wt%) with low
viscosity values were supplied by Zhejiang Xinan Chemical Industrial
Group Co., Ltd. (Hangzhou, China). Karstedt’s catalyst-diluted with the
concentration of 3000 ppm was supplied by Betely Polymer Materials
Co., Ltd. Natural graphite powder and multi-wall carbon nanotubes
(MWCNTs) were purchased from Shanghai Yifan graphite Co., Ltd.
(China) and Chengdu Organic Chemicals Co., Ltd. (China), respectively.
Concentrated sulfuric acid (H2SO4, ≥98 wt%) and hydrochloric acid
(HCl, 35 wt%) were purchased from Beijing Chemical Factory. Other
reagents, including potassium permanganate (KMnO4), hydrogen per-
oxide (H2O2, 30 vol%), potassium persulfate (K2S2O8) and phosphor-
uspentoxide (P2O5), etc., were obtained by Sinopharm Chemical
Reagent Co., Ltd. (China). All the chemicals were of analytical grade
and no further purification before use.

2.2. Preparation of SiRF-GO and SiRF-GONR nanocomposites

GO sheets with large planar size were synthesized by using a
modified Hummers method via oxidation of natural graphite flakes,
which were introduced in previous works [28–30]. GO nano-ribbon
(GONR) sheets were synthesized by longitudinal unzipping of MWCNTs
according to a previously reported method [31,32]. The GONR and GO
aqueous solutions (at 1–20 mg/mL−1) were prepared after dialyzed in
deionized water to neutral state. The preparation process of pure SiRF,
SiRF-GO and SiRF-GONR nanocomposites comprises the following
steps. First, pre-polymer mixture was prepared by mixing the PDMS-
OH, PDMS-H, inhibitor and a certain content of water (as foaming
agent, 0.2–1.8 wt%) at a speed of ~1000 rpm for 5 min to obtain a
uniform mixture. Next, the PDMS-Vi and catalyst were then added to
the above pre-polymer mixture and stirred at 800 rpm for 40 s. Sub-
sequently, the above mixture was poured into a mold and foamed at
room temperature for 15 min. Finally, the sample was put into an oven
for further curing at 100 °C for 2 h. Similarly, SiRF nanocomposites
containing ultralow content of GONR or GO were prepared by the
above fabricating procedure, and the GONR or GO aqueous solution at
different concentrations were directly used as the foaming agent.

2.3. Characterizations

Fourier transform infrared spectra (FTIR) of various materials and
the SiRF nanocomposites were carried out on a FTIR spectroscopy
(Antaris, Nicolet 7000) in the range of 400–4000 cm−1 using the KBr
pellet technique. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) was used to
identify the elemental compositions with a photoelectron spectrometer
(VG Scientific ESCALab 220I-XL). The foaming process of liquid pre-
polymer mixture sample was observed by the optical microscopy
(Nikon Eclipse LV00POL). The morphologies of the samples were
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characterized by scanning electron microscopy (SEM) (Sigma-500,
ZEISS). The compressive characteristics of the samples were tested by a
DMA (TA-Q800) at a strain rate of 2000 μm·min−1. The thermal
properties of the samples were performed using thermogravimetric
analysis (TGA) (TA Instruments Q500), and the samples were scanned
from 35 to 800 °C at a heating rate of 10 °C·min−1 under air atmo-
sphere. The flame-retardant properties of the samples were evaluated
by UL-94 standardized vertical burning tests, the LOI values were
measured using a JF-3 type oxygen index meter in accordance with
ASTM Standard D2863-2009. The combustion behaviors of the samples
(100 mm × 100 mm × 10 mm) were carried out by a cone calorimeter
device (Fire Testing Technology, UK) according to the ISO Method 5660
under a heat flux of 35 kW m−2. The infrared images of the samples
during vertical burning tests were recorded using an infrared camera
(FLIR E60) with a certain range of detection from −20 to 670 °C.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Fabrication and microstructure

Two types of graphene derivatives i.e. GONR and GO sheets were
used for fabrication of the SiRF nanocomposites. Typically, uniformly
dispersed GONR/water solution and PDMS molecules (i.e. PDMS-H and
PDMS-OH) were mechanically mixed to obtain highly dispersed GONR/
water/PDMS suspension (Fig. 1a); and then the cross-linker and Pt
catalyst were added into the above suspension to prepare the SiRF-
GONR nanocomposite foam materials [33]. Using TOM, we found that
the black GONR/water solution well dispersed in the PDMS matrix can
react and release the gas to generate obvious bubbles in the transparent

PDMS matrix at ambient temperature. These bubbles can grow or in-
tegrate during the foaming process in several minutes (Fig. 1b), thus
forming the porous structure. Meanwhile, this process would produce
the uniformly dispersed GONR or GO layer to in-situ surface-assembly
on the foam skeleton (see the illustration in Fig. 1c, discussed later).
Notably, the presence of GONR or GO aqueous solution produces ob-
vious color change, e.g. from the white color for pure SiRF into the
black or grey color for the SiRF-GONR or SiRF-GO composites
(Fig. 2a–c). Moreover, the pore structures in Fig. 2d–f exhibit obvious
decrease in size and homogenization in morphology after addition of
the GONR or GO; and the average pore size in Fig. 2e–i displays obvious
decrease from about ~510 μm for the pure SiRF to ~270 and ~260 μm
for the SiRF nanocomposites containing 0.10 wt% GONRs and GO
sheets, respectively.

To demonstrate the above surface-assembled GONR and GO layer,
we further examined the surface morphology of the pure SiRF and its
nanocomposites. As expected, the fractured surface of pure SiRF is very
smooth (Fig. 3a), consistent with the previous results [24,34]. Com-
paratively, the presence of GONR or GO in the foaming agent (water)
produces relatively rough surfaces in Fig. 3b and c; and some GONRs or
GO sheets are visible on the skeleton surface [35], even forming a
compact protective layer on the surface. These phenomena should be
attributed to the in-situ surface-assembly of GONR or GO sheets during
the cross-linking and foaming process, which is well supported by the
SEM-EDS mapping results shown in Figure S1. As is well known, many
functional groups e.g. hydroxyl, carboxyl and epoxy groups are well
attached on the GONR or GO surface after exfoliating the stacked gra-
phite and unzipping carbon nanotubes [36,37], and thus lead to their
uniform dispersion in the water (Fig. 4a and b) [38,39]. As shown in

Fig. 1. Fabrication process and schematic illustration of silicone rubber foam (SiRF) nanocomposites. (a) Digital images of the fabricating process of the GONR coated
SiRF at ambient temperature. (b) Optical microscopy image of GONR/water/PDMS mixture before and during foaming process (transparent PDMS phase and black
GONR-based suspension). (c) Schematic illustration of GONR/water foaming PDMS processes, showing the formation of GONR layer on the SiRF skeleton.
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Fig. 2. Structural characterization and analysis of various SiRF samples. Digital images of (a) pure SiRF and (b) SiRF-GONR 0.10% and (c) SiRF-GO 0.10%. Typical
SEM images and pore size distribution of (d and g) pure SiRF and (e, h) SiRF-GONR 0.10% and (f, i) SiRF-GO 0.10%, indicating decreased pore size after addition of
GONR or GO sheets.

Fig. 3. Typical SEM images of various SiRF samples at different magnifications: (a) pure SiRF, (b) SiRF-GONR0.10% and (c) SiRF-GO0.10% nanocomposites prepared
by the in-situ reactive self-assembly strategy.
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Fig. 4c–f, the structure and width of these two graphene derivatives are
quite different: ~150 nm width and several micrometers for GONRs
and large planar size with 6–20 μm for GO sheets. While the content of
oxide groups of these two fillers are almost same obtained from the TGA
results (see Fig. 4g). XPS results further demonstrate this. Two char-
acteristic peaks at C1s (~285.0 eV) and O1s (~533.0 eV) can be clearly
observed for these two types of graphene derivatives in Fig. 4h, and the
C/O ratios are almost same, i.e. ~2.0 and ~2.3 for GONR and GO sheet,
respectively.

It is well established that under Pt catalyst the PDMS-H molecules
cross-links with PDMS-Vi to form flexible foam skeleton via hydro-
genation reaction at ambient temperature (see i in Fig. 5a) [40].
Meanwhile, the PDMS-H molecules can react with the PDMS-OH mo-
lecules and/or water to generate the hydrogen gas and thus produce the
porous structure of SiRF materials (see ii and iii in Fig. 5a) [41,42]. For
the hydrophilic GONR or GO sheets that are uniformly dispersed in
aqueous solution, they hardly migrate into the PDMS matrix, supported
by the optical microscopy images in Fig. 1b. Further, during the above
cross-linking and foaming reactions, the hydroxyl groups of GONR or
GO would also react with the PDMS-H or PDMS-OH to produce strong
interfacial interface between graphene derivatives and the PDMS ma-
trix [32,43]. The formation of the strong interface can produce the good
structural stability of the SiRF-GONR and SiRF-GO nanocomposite
materials in various solvents with different pH values (Figure S2). FTIR
results can provide more information. As shown in Fig. 5b and c, the GO
and GONR show similar functional groups, e.g. –OH at ~3420 cm−1

C=O at 1720 cm−1 and C–OH at ~1040 cm−1, respectively. Compared
with the PDMS-H molecules, the disappearance of Si–H at ~2160 cm−1

and the appearance of Si–O–C at ~ 1080 cm−1 indicate the effective
bonding between PDMS-H and GO sheets after the foaming reactions.
Moreover, the disappearance of –OH at ~3420 cm−1 and C–O–C at
1043 cm−1 also suggests the successful reactions. The formation of
strong interface of the GONR or GO layer with the matrix on the foam

skeleton would be helpful for improving the mechanical, thermal and
flame resistance of the SiRF, which will be discussed in the following
sections.

3.2. Mechanical and thermal properties

Fig. 6 shows mechanical and thermal properties of the SiRF nano-
composites containing 0–0.10 wt% self-assembled GONR and GO sheet,
respectively. As shown in Fig. 6a, uniaxial compressive tests exhibit
obvious improvements in the maximum stress values at strain = 60%
after assembling ultralow contents of GONR or GO in comparison with
that of pure SiRF materials. The maximum stress values of the SiRF
nanocomposites are strongly dependent on the content and type of the
graphene derivatives. Normally, the higher content of GONR or GO
produces much higher value in the maximum stress; and the SiRF-GO
has much higher maximum stress values than the corresponding SiRF-
GONR at strain = 60%, e.g. ~9.1 kPa for the SiRF-GONR0.10% and
~11.0 kPa for the SiRF-GO0.10%, which is superior to that of pure SiRF
with ~4.5 kPa. Considering the fact that similar composition and pro-
cessing conditions were employed for fabricating these samples, the
enhanced stress values at the fixed strain would be attributed to the
formation of the GONR or GO layer on the skeleton surface (as illu-
strated in Fig. 6b) and the difference of the pore size (see Fig. 2). Of
course, it is still difficult to clarify this at this stage, and more work is
still needed.

Considering the uniform dispersion of GO derivatives in water and
their high specific surface area, it is reasonable to deduce the critical
content for constructing ideal mono-layer GO layer if the total surface
area of GO sheets is comparable to the total surface area of the porous
structure of the SiRF-GO. The theoretical model of the GO content of
XC = −ρ t ρ ρ R3 (1/ 1/ )/GO GO c m ais ~ 0.006 wt% (ρGO, ρm and ρc is the
density of the GO, the SiRF matrix and the composites, respectively;
while tGO and Ra is the thickness of GO and the pore size of the

Fig. 4. Morphology and structure of GONR and GO sheets. Typical digital images, SEM and TEM images of (a, c and e) GO and (b, d and f) GONR (Inset in f is TEM
image of pristine CNT), showing different aspect ratio and structure. (g) TGA and (h) XPS results of the GONR and GO sheets.
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composites, respectively. The details are not given here). Therefore, the
presence of ~0.10 wt% GO sheets produces a compact layer on the
foam surface, as indicated in Fig. 3c. Comparatively, although the
GONR is uniformly dispersed in water as shown in Fig. 4b, the in-
evitably stacked structure and narrow width of GONR in Fig. 4d and f
would hardly lead to a compact network/(i.e, protective layer) on the
skeleton, as indicated in Fig. 3b. The above differences likely induce the
discrepancy of the maximum stress values at strain = 60% observed in
the SiRF-GONR and SiRF-GO nanocomposites.

TGA and DTG curves of pure SiRF and SiRF nanocomposites con-
taining 0.10 wt% GO derivatives under air atmosphere from room
temperature to 750 °C were shown in Fig. 6c and d. Pure SiRF starts to
degrade at about 343 °C due to the thermal pyrolysis of pendant groups
[24], and keeps stable weight residue above 600 °C. It can be clearly
seen that incorporation of two types of graphene derivatives at only
0.10 wt% GONR and GO enhances the thermal stabilization of SiRF
significantly; for example the decomposition temperature at 5 wt%
weight loss of SiRF improves by about 10 and 15 °C (see Fig. 6c), re-
spectively. Moreover, the residual weight at 750 °C of SiRF is also en-
hanced after addition of GONR and GO, e.g. from 63.4 wt% for pure
SiRF to 69.2 wt% and 71.1 wt% for SiRF-GONR0.10% and SiRF-
GO0.10%, respectively. The improved residual weight is much higher

than the content of 0.10 wt% GO derivatives filled in the composites,
indicating the effective protection the GO or GONR layer on the foam
surface at high temperature, although the degradation temperatures at
the peak of DTG curves of the nanocomposites display almost un-
changed when compared with that of pure SiRF (Fig. 6d). These above
results suggest that the presence of in-situ surface-assembled GONR or
GO sheet can improve the thermal stability of SiRF effectively. Our
previous work discloses that the thermal degradation of PDMS mole-
cules would transform into silica nanoparticles and thus promotes the
graphitization of graphene derivatives [21]. Consequently, the forma-
tion of a compact layer of GONR or GO bonded on the PDMS matrix at
ultralow content can inhibit the inside polymer chains to degrade at
high temperature atmosphere. The combustion behavior of the two
SiRF nanocomposites will provide more detail information and will be
discussed in the following sections.

3.3. Comparison of combustion behavior

Fig. 7 shows the vertical burning test of pure SiRF and the corre-
sponding thermographic images. As expected, when exposing in an
alcohol blast burner of about 1300 °C for 10 s, pure SiRF can be easily
ignited due to the low ignition temperature of the PDMS molecules with

Fig. 5. (a) Schematic illustration of cross-linking and foaming reactions for preparation of PDMS nanocomposites via in-situ reactive self-assembly of GO or GONR
sheets: (i) cross-linking reaction, (ii and iii) typical foaming reactions and (iv) condensation reaction between PDMS-H and GONR or GO. FTIR results of PDMS-H and
PDMS nanocomaposites containing two types of graphene derivatives: (b) GO and (c) GONR.
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abundant of methyl groups [2]. Normally, the endothermic pyrolysis of
SiRF materials produces vaporization of decomposed products and re-
leases the effective heat flux, thus leading to rapid flame spread and
continuous burning for a long time until the sample is completely
combusted (Fig. 7a). The corresponding thermographic image of the

pure SiRF displays obvious temperature increase throughout the whole
sample once being ignited, and the sample can keep the high tem-
perature after removing the flame source due to the continuous heat
release of the degraded PDMS molecules (Fig. 7b). Comparatively, the
presence of in-situ surface-assembled GONR or GO layer at 0.10 wt%

Fig. 6. Mechanical and thermal properties of various SiRF samples. (a) Compressive stress–strain curves at strain = 60% and (b) schematic of the structural
evaluation during the compressive process. (c) TGA and (d) DTG curves under air atmosphere from room temperature to 750 °C.

Fig. 7. Burning process of pure SiRF sample. (a) Vertical burning tests (UL94) and (b) the corresponding thermographic images, showing rapid flame spread and
finally causing structural damage in 150 s.
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can significantly reduce the combustion behavior of SiRF. First, as
shown in Fig. 8a and c, the structural integrity of SiRF can be well kept
without changing the sample’s shape, and the flame shows rapid self-
extinguishing phenomenon and no continuous combustion behaviors
are observed. Second, the thermographic images of the two SiRF na-
nocomposite samples exhibit gradual decrease in the temperature after
removing the flame (Fig. 8b and d), showing excellent flame resistance
at such a low content. Third, careful observation suggests that at a fixed
content the SiRF-GO0.10% displays lower flame height and rapider self-
extinguishing time than the SiRF-GONR0.10%, although they can keep
their structural integrity after the flame attack. These above combustion
behaviors demonstrate that the excellent flame resistance of the SiRF
can be achieved at ultralow content of GONR or GO sheet via the in-situ
surface-assembly strategy.

To demonstrate the above improved flame retardancy, the limited
oxygen index (LOI) values of various samples were measured and
shown in Fig. 9. Clearly, the presence of ultralow content of GONR or
GO produces dramatic increase in the LOI value of SiRF without ob-
viously altering its low density (0.21–0.23 g/cm3 for all samples, see
Table S1), and the higher filler content produces much higher LOI va-
lues. For example, compared with the low LOI value of ~20.8% for pure
SiRF, the SiRF-GONR0.10% and SiRF-GO0.10% nanocomposite samples
have 26.7% and 27.4%, respectively. To further illustrate the above
improved LOI values, the combustion processes of pure SiRF, SiRF-

Fig. 8. Burning process of SiRF nanocomposites containing low content of GONR or GO. Vertical burning tests (UL94) and the corresponding thermographic images
of (a and b) SiRF-GONR0.10% and (c and d) SiRF-GO0.10%, showing rapid self-extinguishing and excellent structural integrity after the flame attack.

Fig. 9. Limited oxygen index (LOI) values of pure SiRF, SiRF-GONR and SiRF-
GO nanocomposites at low filling contents of 0.05–0.10 wt%.
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GONR0.10% and SiRF-GO0.10% samples at a fixed oxygen concentra-
tion of 27% in the container were observed and shown in Fig. 10. Pure
SiRF can be easily ignited, and the flame can rapidly spread to the
bottom of the sample in 30 s. The thermal degradation of PDMS mo-
lecules can initiate the endothermic pyrolysis and release some smoke
products; and the continuous combustion finally induce the structural
damage (Fig. 10a). It should be noted that both GONR and GO sheets
are flammable and they can be completely burned when being exposed
on a flame (Figure S3) [44]. In contrast, the SiRF-GONR0.10% nano-
composite sample shows similar combustion behavior (see Fig. 10b),
although the flame height and smoke product seem to be much less than
those of the pure SiRF and the structural shape can be finally kept.
Comparatively, the same low content of 0.10 wt% GO sheet can im-
prove flame resistance of SiRF greatly, and the flame does not spread
and shows rapid self-extinguishing phenomenon in 30 s (Fig. 10c and
Table S1). The combustion behaviors of the three samples at oxygen
concentration of 27% do agree well with the LOI values shown in Fig. 9.
The above findings demonstrate that the presence of 0.10 wt% GONR or
GO via the in-situ surface-assembly can produce excellent and sy-
nergistic flame-retardant effect in the SiRF materials.

3.4. Flame-retardant performance and mechanism analysis

Cone calorimetry tests of various SiRF samples were further con-
ducted to demonstrate the improved flame resistance and the results are
shown in Fig. 11. The peak heat release rate (pHRR) of SiRF materials
shows obvious reduction after addition of ultralow content of graphene
derivatives, e.g. ~31% and ~40% for 0.10 wt% GONR and GO sheets,

respectively (Fig. 11a). The total heat release (THR) of the two SiRF
nanocomposites in Fig. 11b also presents lower values than that of pure
SiRF. Further, estimates of the total smoke release (TSR) and weight
loss have also been obtained in Fig. 11c and d. The results confirm that
the presence of GONR or GO sheets produces dramatic decrease in both
the TSR and weight loss of SiRF, indicating the improved flame re-
sistance. Notably, at the ultralow content of 0.10 wt%, the TSR values
can be reduced by ~80% and 95% at 750 s for the GONR and GO (Table
S2), respectively, demonstrating that the formation of GONR or GO
layer on the skeleton surface is effective to inhibit the smoke product
yield during the burning process. The GONR and GO layers also pro-
duce increased residual weight at 750 s, e.g. 73.9% and 79.8% com-
pared with 54.2% for pure SiRF (Table S2). Moreover, careful ob-
servations suggest that the SiRF-GO0.10% sample presents better flame
retardancy than the SiRF-GONR0.10% sample, consistent with the im-
proved thermal stability and LOI values. The residual images of the
three samples after the cone calorimetry tests are shown in Fig. 11e–g.
Interestingly, the residual heights of the char display a certain decrease
after addition of GONR or GO sheet, suggesting their different com-
bustion behavior in the burning process, which will be discussed in the
following section.

To further understand the flame-retardant mechanisms and their
difference between the SiRF-GONR and SiRF-GO composites, the sur-
face morphology and structure of the three samples after the burning
tests were examined and shown in Fig. 12. During the combustion
process, the thermal degradation of the PDMS molecules involves in the
decomposition of organic side groups and depolymerization of Si-O
backbone, releasing some silicone oligomers around the sample surface

Fig. 10. Typical digital images of different SiRF samples at a fixed oxygen concentration of 27% in the container: (a) Pure SiRF, (b) SiRF-GONR0.10% and (c) SiRF-
GO0.10% prepared by the in-situ reactive self-assembly approach.
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[2]. In the flame zone with high temperature, these oligomers would
cross-link and re-deposit onto the surface and thus form the porous
structure [45], as indicated in Fig. 12a and d. Similar phenomena were
also observed in other silicone based materials reported in the previous
work [46]. Unfortunately, such porous structure after the combustion of
linear PDMS molecules hardly restricts the heat and oxygen to attack
the inside molecules (see i in Fig. 12g) [47], thus inducing the struc-
tural damage in Fig. 7. Interestingly, introducing the GONR or GO
sheets bonded on the skeleton surface can produce compact and solid
nano-silica/sheet layers on the sample surface after the burning test, as
indicated in Fig. 12b–f. Upon the flame, the GONR or GO coating
bonded the foam surface would thermally degrade [48], and the
thermal decomposition of PDMS molecules would release silicone oli-
gomers to react with the GONR or GO sheets and thus promote their
graphitization [21,43,48], thus producing a compact and solid nano-
silica/sheet protective layer on the foam surface (see ii and iii in
Fig. 12g). Notably, such multi-scale nano-silica/sheet protective layers
work as efficient barrier to inhibit the heat and oxygen effectively; and,
consequently, the significantly improved flame resistance was
achieved. Careful observations suggest that the GO layer on the ske-
leton surface induces much more compact nano-silica coating than the
GONR layer, which is consistent well with the surface structures in

Fig. 3. The partly covered GONR coating can partly restrict the thermal
decomposition of the PDMS molecules, while the well-covered GO
coating can yield a compact nano-silica/rGO layer to inhibit the
thermal transmission. As a result, it is reasonable to obtain the different
surface morphology and structure after the burning tests, as shown in
Fig. 12e and f. The above findings indicate that the in-situ surface-as-
sembly strategy of GONRs or GO sheets in the SiRF materials developed
in this work is indeed facile and environmentally-friendly without af-
fecting other desirable performance (e.g. mechanical property and
density), showing promising for design and development of light-
weight, mechanically flexible and flame-retardant SiRF composite ma-
terials.

Based on the above density, mechanical and flame-retardant prop-
erties of the SiRF nanocomposites, we compare the processing condi-
tion, density, LOI value, UL94 flame grade and pHRR of various SiRF
composite systems [10,13,16,24,49,50], as shown in Table 1. First, the
in-situ surface assembly technique developed in this work is extremely
simple and environmentally-friendly and does not need any solvents,
showing obvious advantage when compared with the traditional me-
chanically mixing and LbL assembly methods (involve in solvents to
disperse flame retardants and complicated process). Second, the use of
conventional flame retardants (e.g. zinc borate, magnesium hydroxide,

Fig. 11. Cone calorimetry tests and results of various SiRF samples. (a) Heat release rate (HRR), (b) total heat release (THR), (c) total smoke rate (TSR) and (d) mass
as a function of time. Residual photographs of (e) pure SiRF, (f) SiRF-GONR0.10% and (g) SiRF-GO0.10% after the tests.
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Fig. 12. Flame-retardant mechanism analysis. Surface SEM images of (a and d) pure SiRF, (b and e) SiRF-GONR0.10% and (c and f) SiRF-GO0.10% after the burning
test. (g) Schematic of flame-resistant mechanism for the three SiRF samples: (i) pure SiRF, (ii) SiRF-GONR0.10% and (iii) SiRF-GO0.10% nanocomposites.

Table 1
Comparison of material information, density and flame-retardant properties of our SiRF-GO and other SiRF material systems.

Filler type and content (wt%) a Processing condition of SiRF composites Density (g/cm3)
(Composite/Matrix)

LOI value (%)
(Composite/Matrix)

UL 94 grade pHRR (kW/m2)
(Composite/Matrix)

Ref.

MH (11) Mechanical mixing, foaming at R.T. 0.660 / 0.480 NM NM 78/74 [50]
MH: ZB (11) 0.650 / 0.480 NM NM 84/74
FGS (0.10) Stirring in ethanol, foaming at R.T. 0.278 / 0.197 NM NM NM [34]
FGS (0.25) 0.291 / 0.197 NM NM NM
CNT (0.1) Stirring in ethanol, foaming at R.T. 0.258 / 0.197 22.0 / 20.5 NC c NM [10]
CNT (0.5) 0.291/ 0.197 27.1 / 20.5 V2 NM
Melamine (10) Mechanical mixing, foaming at R.T. 0.320 / 0.280 25.7 / 21.3 V1 NM [49]
Melamine/GT (20) 0.360 / 0.280 41.1 / 21.3 V0 NM
Lignin (25) Mechanical mixing, foaming at 90 °C 0.650 / 0.810 NM NC NM [13]
Lignin (41) 0.600 / 0.810 NM NC NM
CH/APP (7.5) LbL assembly, 21 repetitive bilayer 0.194 / 0.180 24.8 / 20.2 NM ~195/~209 [24]
CH/MMT (13.2) 0.204 / 0.180 25.7 / 20.2 NM ~150/~209
F-GO (0.5) Mechanical mixing, solvent used NM b 23.4 / 22.0 NM ~186/~241 [16]
F-GO (5.0) NM 27.6 / 22.0 NM ~122/~241
GONR (0.1) In-situ surface assembly, no solvent used 0.224/0.214 26.7/20.8 V1 ~103/~150 This work
GO sheet (0.1) 0.228/0.214 27.4/20.8 V0 ~89/~150

a MH: magnesium hydroxide; ZB: zinc borate; FGS: functionalized graphene sheet; GT: graphite; CH: chitosan; APP: ammonium polyphosphate; MMT: mon-
tmorillonite; F-GO: functionalized GO; b NM: not mentioned; c NC: not classified.
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graphite, melamine, and hydroxide aluminum, see Figure S4) and nano-
fillers (e.g. functionalized graphene or GO, CNT, etc.) inevitably in-
duces undesirable impact on other important properties (e.g. density
and mechanical flexibility of SiRF composites (Figure S5). Notably,
addition of ultra-low content of GONR or GO in this work has little
influence on the density and mechanical performance of the compo-
sites. More importantly, the SiRF composites containing in-situ surface-
assembled GONRs or GO sheets at ultra-low content show excellent
flame retardant properties (e.g. LOI and pHRR) in comparison with the
conventional composites with high content of flame retardants (Figure
S6) or nano-fillers (Table 1). Although we do know that the physical
properties depend on many factors (e.g. molecular weight, composition
and ratio of PDMS-H, PDMS-Vi and PDMS-OH, catalyst content/type,
processing temperature, etc.), the significance of these results consists
in the fact that the in-situ surface assembly of ultra-low content of
GONRs or GO sheets is indeed an effective strategy to improve the
flame resistance of the SiRF composites without significantly altering
other important performance.

4. Conclusion

In summary, we investigated the mechanical, thermal and flame-
retardant properties of the SiRF nanocomposites containing ultralow
content (≤0.10 wt%) of GONR or GO sheet via using a facile and green
in-situ surface-assembly strategy and conducted a comparative study.
The morphology/structure characterization and analysis demonstrated
the formation of compact GONR or GO coating bonded on the SiRF
foam surface at the ultralow content of ~0.10 wt%. Such surface-as-
sembled GONR or GO coating enhanced the mechanical performance
and thermal stability of the SiRF materials greatly. More importantly,
the presence of such ultralow GONR or GO content produced excellent
flame resistance of the SiRF sample. Typically, the LOI value was en-
hanced from ~20.8% for pure SiRF to 26.7% and 27.4% for the SiRF-
GONR0.10% and SiRF-GO0.10% samples, respectively. Cone calori-
metry tests further confirmed the significant improvements in flame
retardant properties, e.g. ~31% and ~40% reduction in peak of heat
release rate and ~80% and ~95% improvement in total smoke rate for
0.10 wt% GONR and GO sheet, respectively. The morphology and
structure analysis of the burned surface zone disclosed that, compared
with porous and loose nano-silica structure for the pure SiRF, the for-
mation of partly covered nano-silica/rGNOR or well covered compact
nano-silica/rGO protective layer on the skeleton surface were observed
after the burning for the corresponding SiRF-GONR and SiRF-GO na-
nocomposites, which inhibited the thermal decomposition of the inside
PDMS molecules effectively. This work provides a novel strategy and
paradigm for designing and fabricating lightweight, mechanically
flexible and flame retardant SiRF nanocomposites materials.
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