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The most commonly used polymeric foam, polyurethane, presents environmental
drawbacks, related to poor recyclability and the use of toxic diisocyanates for their
manufacturing. The separation of layers in sandwich structures is a further unre-
solved hurdle toward the recyclability of these elements. There is a need for broad-
ening the spectrum of polymeric foams. In this context, the foamability of
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polybutene-1 (PB-1) is studied through extrusion foaming experiments. From the
application side, foaming PB-1 would allow the manufacturing of district heating
pre-insulated pipes out of one single material, bringing circular product design to
the energy sector. From the scientific side, there is a knowledge gap in the foaming
of polymers in the rubbery state at room temperature, such as PB-1, due to difficul-
ties in the cell stabilization step. This supports the need for research in the foaming
of this polymer. In this study, four commercial grades of PB-1 were evaluated, cov-
ering different chain structures, molecular weights, and crystallinity degrees. Very
different foaming behaviors were found. Dimensionally stable foams were achieved
with the two homopolymers tested, demonstrating the foamability of this polymer.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

their manufacturing, such as the recently restricted
diisocyanates in PU."*'* Analogously to how the phas-

Polymeric foams have experienced an increased use in
recent years as a key element in multifunctional sandwich
structures, which combine a structural load-bearing func-
tion with nonstructural functions like insulation. This has
expanded their use in applications including aerospace,™
marine,”” civil,®® and energy infrastructure as wind
blades'®!" and district heating piping networks."?

Most commonly used polymeric foams such as poly-
urethane (PU) are thermoset, hindering their recycla-
bility, as well as require hazardous raw materials for

ing out of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) enforced by the
Montreal Protocol™® triggered research and develop-
ment on alternative blowing agents during the 90s and
2000s,'°7%° pressing requirements on material's recycla-
bility and environmental impact brought by the circular
economy has placed research and use of
thermoplastic,>' *® biodegradable,* ! and biobased**"
** foams on the current research agenda. However, the
recyclability of sandwich structures is hindered by the
separation of the different layers of materials, which is
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still an unresolved problem. A true transition to the cir-
cular economy involves a holistic product design, evaluat-
ing the recyclability of the complete composite structure
and not only of its individual layers. Best practice in green
engineering includes minimization of the number of mate-
rials in an element.*® This could be achieved by increasing
the knowledge on foaming of a broader range of polymers,
tailoring the properties of multifunctional structures not by
material layers but by material processing.

Polybutene-1 (PB-1) is a polyolefin produced by the
polymerization of 1-butene using supported Ziegler—
Natta catalysts.’® It is a high-molecular weight, linear,
isotactic, and semicrystalline polymer. Properties include
low coefficient of thermal expansion,12 high-heat deflec-
tion temperature, stress cracking resistance (ESCR), and
outstanding creep resistance.’’” It is a recyclable thermo-
plastic and nontoxic,*® pre-requisites for circular product
development.

PB-1 is one of the common materials used as service
pipes for district heating networks,'>** application which
motivates this research. Current district heating pre-
insulated pipes are sandwich components comprising a
service pipe and foam layer, as for state-of-the-art of
PU,* and a protective casing. The foam layer acts both
as insulation and as bond between the medium pipe and
the casing, supporting multiaxial stresses. Currently used
PU in bonded pre-insulated pipes is required to have a
thermal conductivity lower than 0.029 W/(m x K),** and
for insulated plastic pipes, an axial shear strength
>0.09 MPa.*! Foaming PB-1 would allow the manufactur-
ing of a pre-insulated pipe out of only one material.

From the scientific perspective, with a glass transition
temperature (Tg) of —25°C,*” PB-1 is a polymer in the
rubbery state at room temperature, a polymer class for
which limited studies on foaming exist, and an identified
challenge in foaming.** This is due to the difficulty in the
cell stabilization step, as a result post-foaming shrinkage
due to the escape of the blowing agent from the matrix,
facilitated by being above its T, and cell coalescence
driven by viscoelasticity. There is a need for increasing
the knowledge on foam processing for this polymer class.

After an extensive literature search for PB-1 foaming,
only one reference was found, were one grade of PB-1
was included in a screening of different semicrystalline
polymers targeted to assess the effects of crystallinity on
the morphology of foams prepared by temperature-
induced batch foaming.*> This highlights the need for
research on the foaming behavior of this polymer.

In this study, the extrusion foaming behavior of PB-1 is
studied using a chemical blowing agent (CBA). Different
commercial grades were evaluated, including two homo-
polymers, one copolymer, and one thermoplastic elasto-
mer. The obtained samples have been characterized for

density, expansion ratio, and microstructure. Foamability
is assessed in terms of achieved volume expansion ratio,
microstructure, and processing window size, using avail-
able extrusion equipment. Optimization of the foaming
process is out of the scope of this study. A part of this
study was presented in the First International Conference
on “Green” Polymer Materials 2020 ** and included here
for completeness.

Very different foaming behavior has been found
between the tested grades. The two homopolymers pres-
ented the better foaming behavior. Foams with cell popu-
lation density of 10* cells/cm® and expansion ratio of up
to 1.8 were obtained, demonstrating the foamability of
the polymer. The processing window was found to be
narrow, as expected for a linear semicrystalline polymer.
Foam shrinkage, one of the identified main risks given
the rubbery nature of PB-1, was found in the thermoplas-
tic elastomer grade only. The tested homopolymers pres-
ented good dimensional stability. The main challenge to
overcome is the low-melt strength, as encountered in
recent developments of polypropylene (PP),>* polyeth-
ylene terephthalate (PET),?*>%*® or polylactic acid (PLA)
foams,** which limits volume expansion. Higher expan-
sion ratios could be obtained through processing optimi-
zation and resin rheology improvements, through, that
is, increasing the molecular weight of the polymer.

2 | EXPERIMENTAL

2.1 | Materials

Four commercial grades of PB-1 from LyondellBasell
were investigated, presenting different chain structures,
molecular weights, degree of crystallinity (X.), melting
temperature (T,,), and melt flow ratio (MFR). Table 1
presents an overview with the data provided by the man-
ufacturer. Resins were used as received.

A chemical blowing agent (CBA) was used, Hydro-
cerol CT 550, kindly provided by Clariant. The amount of
dosed CBA was varied between 2% and 10%. The main
gas released by this CBA is CO,, and the effective compo-
nents amount to 70% according to the technical data
sheet.

2.2 | Sorption/desorption kinetics

Sorption and desorption kinetics of CO, in PB1-a, PB1-b,
and PBI1-c at room temperature were studied using the
gravimetric method proposed by Berens & Huvard.*” CO,
of >99.8% purity was used. The polymer was molten
and compression molded into discs of 40 mm diameter
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TABLE 1 Overview of the evaluated PB-1 resins
Resin  Type Approx. molecular weight (g/mol) X. (%) Tm MFR (g/10 min @190°C/2.16 kg)
PB1-a Homopolymer 530,000 ~55 128°C 0.4
PB1-b Homopolymer 460,000 ~55 131°C 0.6
PB1-c Thermoplastic elastomer 550,000 ~25 114°C 0.5
PB1-d Random copolymer 315,000 ~35 97°C 2.5

Abbreviation: PB1, polybutene-1.

and 2 mm thickness. PB-1 experiences crystal-crystal
transformation at room temperature. When cooling from
the melt, it crystallizes into metastable Form II, charac-
terized by a tetragonal unit cell. They then gradually
transform into Form I stable crystals.**>° This process is
completed in around 10 days depending on the storage
conditions.” Therefore 10 days were allowed between
the sample molding and sorption/desorption tests, as to
test in the same form as the as-received pellets in the
extrusion experiments. The discs where saturated at room
temperature and 50 bars in an autoclave (Eurotechnica
GmbH, Bargteheide, Germany). This pressure was
selected as to be close to the extruder die pressure. Once
the defined saturation time (t;) was reached, a rapid
decompression of <30s was undertaken. The samples
were placed in an analytical balance with sensitivity of at
least 1 mg and its weight decrease logged in 5 s intervals.

From the initial disk weight before sorption, W, and
the weight recorded during desorption (W), the rate of
desorbed CO,, M, 4, can be derived as:

My = V), )

For Fickian diffusion from a plane sheet,” the plot of
M, 4 versus Vg is initially linear, and extrapolation to
desorption time tqy = 0 provides M, the sorbed CO, at
the end of the sorption period t;. By running consecutive
tests for longer t;, the equilibrium uptake M., is found
once a constant value of My is obtained. Experiments
were conducted in triplicate.

2.3 | Extrusion foaming process

A twin screw ZSE 27 MAXX extruder (Leistritz
Extrusionstechnik GmbH, Niirnberg, Germany) was
used, with D = 28.3 mm, L/D = 48, and 12 modular bar-
rels with 2.1 kW heating power each and water cooling.
A strand die with three strands of 4 mm diameter each
was used. The feeding temperature was set as low as pos-
sible as to create a melt seal and avoid premature

degassing of the CBA, which was set between 130 and
145°C depending on the resin used. The temperature was
progressively increased up to 175°C until after the CBA
dosing point, as to allow its complete decomposition.
From then on, it was progressively lowered. Die exit tem-
peratures were varied between 80 and 140°C. Die pres-
sure was monitored. Preliminary trials were conducted to
determine adequate mass flow rate and screw speed for
foaming with the available extruder and screw configura-
tion. 100 rpm and 4 kg/h were found appropriate to
achieve the necessary die pressure for foaming to occur.

2.4 | Foam characterization

The foam samples were randomly collected at each
processing condition and characterized for dimensional
stability, volume expansion, density, cell size, and cell
population density.

The dimensions stability of the extrudates was evalu-
ated by photographing the strands using a Nikon D700
camera from immediately after collection (time between
collection and initial photo max 20s) up to over 2 h after
extrusion, in 20 s intervals. The diameter of each strand
through the sequence was then measured from the
images at least three different points and the average
reported.

The density of the extrudates was determined in trip-
licate with a 100 ml glass pycnometer, distilled water and
a Sartorius AC 211 S (Gottingen, Germany) balance.

The volume expansion ratio (Vey,) was calculated as

p polymer
Vexp =—7"—. 2
P pfoam )

The morphology of the foams was examined in an
optical microscope (Leica DMLP, Wetzlar, Germany).
Cell size was measured from the obtained micrographs
using the open-source image-processing package Fiji.>®
Measurements from around 100 cells and typically three
micrographs per resin and process conditions are
reported.

95UB017 SUOWIWOD SR 3dedl|dde 8Ly Aq peuienob ae Sappiie YO ‘8sN JO Sa|nJ o} A%iqi8uUlIUQ AB]IM UO (SUORIPLOD-PLR-SULBYWI0D A8 | 1M Ale.d1|Bul [UO//:Sdny) SUONIPUOD PuUe SWLB | 8L 88S *[220z/TT/S2] Uo Ariqiauluo Ae|im ‘BinqueH eeisienun AioueeH Aq 9T8TS dde/z00T 0T/I0p/woo A | 1M Aiq1jeuljuo//sdny wouy pepeojumod ‘ZT ‘2202 ‘8297260T



DOYLE

Cell population density, defined as the number of
cells per unit volume of the original unfoamed polymer,
was calculated as:*>*

n

¥
NO = (K) . Vexp, (3)

where (Ny) is the cell population density (cell/cm?), n is
the number of cells in the micrograph and A the area of
the micrograph (cm?) and Vexp the volume expansion
ratio.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Sorption/desorption kinetics
Figure 1a presents the desorption curves for grades PB1-a,
PB1-b, and PB1-c for samples sorbed up to equilibrium,
and Figure 1b the CO, uptake versus sorption time. It can
be readily observed that PBl-a and PB1-b present very
similar CO, sorption/desorption kinetics, with a linear
desorption profile. PB1-c presents a significantly different
behavior, with an exponential decay desorption profile.
Practically the totality of the sorbed CO, is desorbed in
approximately 6 min, for all the sorption times trialed.
This has a great impact on the foam dimensional stability,
as will be described in the following sections. A slight
combing of the PB1-c disks upon extraction from the auto-
clave could be also observed, as well as a change in color
from translucid to white (see Figure 2).

Changes in light transmission intensity through poly-
mer sheets have been related to lamellar thickening and
recrystallization induced by CO,.>

(a)o.0s
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FIGURE 1
[Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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From the M, data (see Table 2) it can be also con-
cluded that the solubility of CO, is higher in PB1-c. Due
to the rapid desorption, the extrapolation to ty = 0 is

FIGURE 2

Samples of PB1-a before (a) and after (b) sorption/
desorption, PB1-b before (c) and after (d), and PB1-c before (e) and
after (f) sorption/desorption test. PB1, polybutene-1 [Color figure

can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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(a) Desorption curves after 24 h sorption time (sorption equilibrium reached) and (b) mass uptake versus sorption time
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more imprecise than for resins PBl-a and PB1-b, and
therefore the higher variability in the results. For a
higher precision, an in situ measurement would be
required, such as a magnetic suspension balance. The
obtained results allow to explain the dimensional stability
behavior of the post-extruded foam strands.

3.2 | Foaming behavior

PBl-a and PB1-b produced dimensionally stable foam
extrudates. Processing temperature window was narrow
in both cases. For resin PB1-a, above 115°C die tempera-
ture, rupture of the extrudate's skin and limited expan-
sion could be visually observed, implying low-melt
strength to withstand bubble growth above that tempera-
ture. The lower operating temperature was found to be
110°C, temperature below which the extrudates would
solidify at the die exit. A relatively high-CBA dose was
needed to visually obtain a significant volume expansion.

TABLE 2 Rate of CO, desorption after different saturation
times
Mt,s
t;(h) PBla PB1-b PBl-c
5 0.039 + 0.002* 0.038 + 0.001* 0.053 + 0.033*
7 0.041 + 0.004* 0.042 + 0.002* 0.140 + 0.039*
12 0.041 + 0.001* 0.043 + 0.001* 0.115 + 0.086%
24 0.044 + 0.003* 0.049 + 0.005* 0.203 + 0.065"
60 0.043 + 0.002% 0.043 + 0.007* 0.107 + 0.080%

Abbreviation: PB1, polybutene-1.

Resin PB1-b presented a slightly wider processing tem-
perature window, with an equivalent behavior than
PB1-a on the low end, but the upper temperature could
be increased to 120°C, temperature above which gas
escape from the extrudate’s skin could be visually
observed. A higher die swell could be observed with this
resin, and its implications covered in Section 4.

The processing window for resin PB1-c was very nar-
row, limited by the high viscosity on the low end and
high-gas diffusivity on the high end. With die tempera-
ture from 110°C onwards, gas escaping from the
extrudate skin could be visually observed, leading to very
low-expansion ratio, and below 100°C high-viscosity
prevented processing. Foam extrudates with visually
acceptable expansion ratio were obtained with a die

FIGURE 4 Photograph of extrudate section, corresponding to

“SD. PB1-b, die T = 110°C. PB1, polybutene-1
(a)os (b) 110
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FIGURE 3 Extrudate diameter of PB1-c versus time, for different CBA concentrations at die T = 100°C (a) and 5% CBA and different

die T (b). CBA, chemical blowing agent; PB1, polybutene-1 [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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temperature of 100°C. However, severe post-foaming
shrinkage was observed. Figure 3 shows the evolution of
the diameter width with time after extrusion, for different
CBA concentrations at 100°C die temperature (a) and for
5% CBA and different die temperature (b).

As can be seen, most of the shrinkage occurred in the
first 2.5 min after foaming, irrespective of the CBA con-
centration used. This can be directly related to the CO,

Applied Polymer_wiLEy-L ¢

FIGURE 5 Micrographs
obtained from PB1-a: (a) die

T =110°C and 4.2% CBA,

(b) 7.15%, (c) 8.6%, and (d) 10%
CBA,; (e) die T° = 115°C and
4.2%, (f) 7.15%, (g) 8.6%, (h) 10%.
CBA, chemical blowing agent;
PBI1, polybutene-1

diffusivity of PBl-c, see Figure 2a). Given the poor
dimensional stability, this grade was excluded from fur-
ther characterization.

The foam extrusion of PB1-d was screened with die
temperature between 80 and 110°C. Foaming was not
achieved, and obtained extrudates presented low viscosity
and dimensional stability. Therefore, this grade was
excluded from further analysis.
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FIGURE 6 Micrographs obtained from PB1-b: (a) die T = 110°C and 2%, (b) 3%, (c) 4.2%, (d) 5.5%, and (e) 7% CBA; (f) die T° = 115°C
and 2%, (g) 3%, (h) 4.2%, (i) 5.5%, and (j) 7% CBA; and (k) die T° 120°C 2% CBA, (1) 4.2%, (m) 5.5%, and (n) 7% CBA. CBA, chemical blowing
agent; PB1, polybutene-1

3.3 | Foam characterization like cooling at the outer surface.®® A photograph of an
example extrudate section is presented in Figure 4.

The obtained foam extrudates present a skin and a gradient Representative micrographs for each process condi-

in cell size. This is due to the low-die temperatures used, tion for grades PB1-a can be found in Figure 5 and for

which solidifies the skin and produces a Joule-Thompson PB-1b in Figure 6.
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The determined volume expansion ratio, cell diameter
and cell population density their relation with the process
conditions are presented in Figure 7a-c for PBl-a and
Figure 7d-f for PB1-b. It should be noted that given the
shape irregularity, the reported diameter is the equivalent
diameter, defined as the diameter of a circle with the
same area as the measured cell area.

The obtained foam densities can be found in Table 3.
It should be noted that a CBA is used, for which the
effective foaming components amount to 70% weight
(wt). Therefore, some mass is added due to the decompo-
sition products, contributing to the density of the
obtained foam. The calculated expansion ratio is there-
fore slightly underestimated.

As can be observed in Figures 5, 6, and 7b,e, foams
present large pores with significant cell size variability.

For PB1-a, the two die temperatures set did not pro-
duce any difference in the obtained cell size for CBA con-
centrations of 4.2 and 7.1% wt. Cell size decreased for
8.5% wt as cell population density increased. This inverse
relationship is consistent with the reports of previous
authors.””*® This effect is particularly notorious for the
110°C die temperature trial, where the average cell size
was reduced by more than 50%. After this point Ng
decreased again and cell size increased. This can be
explained as the increase of CBA provides more available
gas for cell nucleation, until a maximum is reached. With
further gas increase and cell growth, cells collide against
each other, reducing the number of cells and increasing
their size,” as can be observed in the trends of Figure 7b,

Applied Polymer_wiLgy-l 2=

c. As for the expansion ratio, as can be seen in Figure 7a);
with the die temperature of 110°C, it increased until a
maximum and then decreased. This indicated that at this
temperature the expansion behavior is governed by the
polymer melt's stiffness. The expansion increase with
increasing CBA concentration can be related to the plas-
ticization effect of the gas.”” After reaching a maximum,
the gas starts diffusing out of the polymer's hot skin, lead-
ing to a reduced expansion. For the 115°C die tempera-
ture series, the maximum expansion was achieved with
the lowest concentration of CBA tested, remaining at
constant levels until the last CBA concentration tested, of
10%, where the expansion decreased. It can be derived
that above that dosage the increased level of gas just
increased the diffusion out of the hot skin of the
extrudates, thus the volume expansion remained at con-
stant levels. The final expansion reduction together with
reduction of Ny is an indication of cell coalescence.

For PB1-b, the same inverse relationship between cell
size and N can be observed. With this resin, foaming could
be visually observed at lower CBA doses than for PB1-a. In
Table 1 it can be seen that the MFR is lower for PB1-a than
for PB1-b. MFR is an indirect measurement of viscosity,
being the two parameters inversely proportional. There-
fore, this difference could be related to the higher viscosity
of PB1-a, requiring higher CBA concentration to achieve
expansion. It can be seen in Figure 7f) that the cell popula-
tion density is in general higher with higher die tempera-
ture. This could be related to reduced stiffness with higher
temperatures, which favorizes cell nucleation and growth.
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FIGURE 7 Relationship of the processing conditions with volume expansion ratio (a), cell equivalent diameter (b) and cell population

density (c) for PB1-a, and same in (d), (e), and (f) for PB1-b. PB1, polybutene-1 [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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TABLE 3 Density of the obtained foams

(CBA) % wt Die T° (°C) Density (g/cm?®)

PBl-a 4.2 110 0.74 + 0.03
7.1 110 0.50 + 0.02
8.5 110 0.60 + 0.03
10.0 110 0.52 + 0.03
11.2 110 0.63 + 0.09
4.3 115 0.51 + 0.12
7.2 115 0.51 + 0.04
8.6 115 0.49 +0.18
10.1 115 0.60 + 0.09

PB1-b 2 110 0.61 + 0.02
3 110 0.47 + 0.04
4.2 110 0.50 + 0.05
5.5 110 0.48 + 0.03
7 110 0.49 + 0.03
2 115 0.67 + 0.01
3 115 0.59 + 0.02
4.2 115 0.54 + 0.01
5.5 115 0.54 + 5.5
7 115 0.59 + 0.08
2 120 0.60 =+ 0.01
4.2 120 0.48 + 0.01
5.5 120 0.56 + 0.05
7 120 0.56 + 0.05

Abbreviations: CBA, chemical blowing agent; PB1, polybutene-1.

TABLE 4 Die swell
d (cm) B
PBl1-a 0.99 + 0.06 2.48 +0.15
PB1-b 1.09 + 0.06 2.73 £ 0.15

Abbreviation: PB1, polybutene-1.

As for volume expansion ratio, the highest level for this
grade is achieved with the lowest die temperature. Expan-
sion ratio is related to both cell size and cell population
density. In this case, it can be seen that the volume expan-
sion is driven by a low number of very large cells.

4 | DISCUSSION

4.1 | Effect of resin type in foaming
behavior

A very different foaming behavior was found between
the four different grades tested. This highlights how a

broad screening of different grades is required in order to
assess the foamability of a particular polymer. Of the four
grades tested, the two homopolymers PBl-a and PB1-b
present better foaming behavior. The thermoplastic elas-
tomer PBl-c failed in terms of dimensional stability,
severely suffering from post-foaming shrinkage. This was
an identified risk,** related to the rubbery state of PB-1,
which was however found in this grade only. From the
study of the CO, desorption kinetics, it is clear that this
shrinkage is related to the high diffusivity, leading to a
quick gas escape before the matrix can solidify. Further
information on the chain configuration would be
required to explain the significantly different desorption
kinetics between PB1-c and the two homopolymers. The
lower crystalline content (see Table 1) can be pointed out
as a contributor toward higher solubility and diffusivity.

The lack of foaming ability of PB1-d can be related to
its low viscosity, which hinders the matrix from with-
standing the stretching forces required for bubble
growth.®

A similar volume expansion ratio was achieved with
PBl-a and PBI1-b. Both grades allowed the foaming of
dimensionally stable foam extrudates, which was one of
the main research questions of this study. The CO, diffu-
sivity has been found equivalent for both resins. PB1-b
presents a slightly broader processing temperature win-
dow than PB1-a.

For PB1-a, cell size is larger for higher die tempera-
tures. This is consistent with the report of previous
authors.®" Interestingly, for PB1-b, the opposite trend is
found, with significantly larger cell sizes obtained with
the lower die temperatures. It has been noticed that the
die swell of PB1-b is higher than for PB1-a, and higher
for lower temperatures, where the die swell Bg, is
defined as:*

Bep =~ (4)

where d is the measured diameter of the extruded strand
and d, the diameter of the die.

While for the measurement of the true die swell d
should be measured in a complete relaxed strand, requir-
ing some annealing,®*® the measurement of the
extruded strand diameters provides qualitative data on
the die swell, which can be correlated to the degree of
elasticity of different samples.®>** Therefore, we can see
that the PB1-b qualitatively presents higher elasticity
than PBl-a, and that lower temperatures allow for a
higher melt elasticity, which in turn supports the bubble
growth. Table 4 presents the comparison of B, for
PBl-a and PBI1-b, obtained with a die temperature
of 110°C.
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The found correlation between die swell and foaming
ability is consistent with the observations of previous
authors.”® It can be seen how multiple variables affect
the foaming process, leading to the complexity of its
optimization.

4.2 | Foamability of PB-1 versus other
polymers

The foaming processing window for PB-1 has been found
narrow. This was expected, as PB-1 presents characteris-
tics which have been previously identified as challenging
for foaming, such as (a) linear molecular structure, which
typically involves the lack of required extensional viscos-
ity to withstand the stretching forces during bubble
growth;®® (b) semicrystallinity, which limits the
processing window due to crystallization-induced stiff-
ness on the lower temperatures and insufficient melt
strength on the higher temperatures** as well as hinders
the blowing agent's solubility and diffusivity;*****> and
(c) rubbery state at room temperature, which facilitates
the escape of the gas, impacting on the dimensional sta-
bility of the foam.** It should be noted that some of these
features can also be used to the advantage of foaming.
For example, while crystallization has significant effects
both on cell nucleation mechanisms and cell growth,***
it has been found an effective way to improve the
foaming ability of polymers with low-melt strength, as
the rigid crystalline structure will help restrict the foam's
cell coalescence.®® An optimal crystallization degree dur-
ing processing is needed to ensure the foam has a high
expansion ratio and a large cell density, and so knowl-
edge on its kinetics. The closest polymer that PB-1 can
relate to is PP, as member of the polyolefin family, semi-
crystalline, and with a T, below room temperature. Early
research on foaming of PP has found the same hurdles
described above®**’ related to the low-melt strength of
PP. There is a need to find a processing optimum
between allowing for bubble growth and preventing gas
loss through the extrudate's hot skin. A successful strat-
egy reported is to keep the die temperature as low as pos-
sible as to reduce gas loss during expansion,* in
common to the findings of our study, where a lower tem-
perature than the recommended processing temperature
was used.

It should be noted that the objective of this study is to
assess foamability and identify favorable grades for
foaming using available extrusion equipment. Hence,
optimization of the process conditions is not in the scope
of this work. There is room for improving the obtained
foam through modifications of both the resin and the
extrusion equipment and process.

Early work estimated that the operable temperature
range for producing an acceptable PP foam spanned a
mere 4°C,°° range which has been confirmed by later
authors.®” This is narrower than the 10°C found in our
study for PB-1. Despite this, successful foaming of PP is
reported though the use of branched**”” or linear/
branched PP blends,®® reduction of the melt temperature
and use of high-molecular weight blowing agents for
minimizing gas loss during expansion, adaptation of the
processing conditions at the die to match crystallization
kinetics** and the use of nanoparticles.®®’® Commercial
breakthrough has come with the optimization of
processing tools, with the use of strand foam extrusion
technology.”" This method involves the use of a breaker
plate, a multi-orifice die producing several individual
foam strands, which are then pressed together to yield
low-density foam sheets.”” This enables expanding and
stabilizing low-melt strength polymers, and is currently
the state-of-the-art technology for commercial PET
foam,”? for which low-melt strength was for long a hur-
dle toward successful foaming.*®***”*> There are therefore
multiple strategies and pathways open for further optimi-
zation and successful development of a PB-1 foam.

5 | CONCLUSIONS

The foam extrusion behavior of four commercial grades of
PB-1 was evaluated, including a thermoplastic elastomer,
two homopolymers and a random copolymer. Very differ-
ent behaviors were encountered, highlighting the impor-
tance of careful screening with different grades. The two
homopolymers were successfully foamed, presenting good
dimensional stability and achieving cell population densi-
ties of up to 10* cells/cm® and an expansion ratio of up to
1.8. Foamability was hence confirmed and most promising
commercial resins identified. An identified challenge is
low-melt strength. Possible optimization strategies to
increase the expansion ratio include resin rheology
improvements, tailoring processing conditions to the crys-
tallization kinetics and optimizing the extrusion equip-
ment, which will be part of future research.
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