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Abstract: Exploring new construction materials with low environmental impact leads to innovation
in buildings and also to the expansion of environmental sustainability in the construction indus-
try. In this perspective, the thermal insulation and the sound absorption performances of Buriti
(Mauritia flexuosa) foam were analyzed for potential application in buildings. This material is
of plant origin, it is natural, renewable, abundant, and has a low environmental impact. In this
research, characterizations were made by scanning electron microscopy (SEM), apparent density,
thermogravimetry (TGA and DTG), thermal conductivity, and sound absorption. The SEM analysis
revealed a predominantly porous, small, and closed-cell morphology in the vegetable foam. Due to
its porosity and lightness, the material has an apparent density similar to other thermal insulating and
sound-absorbing materials used commercially. The evaluation of thermogravimetric (TGA/DTG)
results demonstrated thermal stability at temperatures that attest to the use of Buriti foam as a
building material. Based on the thermal conductivity test, the Buriti foam was characterized as an
insulating material comparable to conventional thermal insulation materials and in the same range
as other existing thermal insulators of plant origin. Concerning sound absorption, the Buriti foam
presented a low performance in the analyzed frequency range, mainly attributed to the absence of
open porosity in the material. Therefore, understanding the sound absorption mechanisms of Buriti
foam requires further studies exploring additional ways of processing the material.

Keywords: thermal conductivity; acoustic materials; natural resources; environmental sustainability;
sustainable building materials

1. Introduction

Buildings are one of the main factors behind the environmental impacts of human
activities. One way of attempting to reduce these negative impacts and guarantee the
sustainable development of the construction industry is to seek new materials and con-
struction systems whose components are of a renewable origin and have a low energy
cost of production and application, including low emission of pollutants during their
production [1–3].
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Among the various materials employed in the construction market, attention can
be drawn to the traditional thermal insulators and sound absorbers, which are generally
produced either with non-renewable synthetic materials of fossil origin or with materials
from natural resources processed with high energy consumption. In addition, they are
expensive to produce and have several negative implications for the environment [4–8].

In an attempt to overcome these drawbacks, many researchers have been working on
replacing these building materials with natural, renewable, and recycled options to limit
greenhouse gas emissions, conserve natural resources, and improve the environmental
performance of buildings [6–12]. Khalaf et al. [13] investigated the use of miscanthus,
recycled textile, and rice husks as reinforcement for the chitosan matrix to produce new
insulating composites for building application. The authors concluded that the formula-
tions with small size miscanthus have potential and competitive application compared to
conventional insulating materials. Mrajji et al. [14] developed a new insulation material
based on chicken feathers waste. The results of the study showed low thermal conductivity
values, being a good candidate for use as a low-cost, environmentally friendly insulation
material in constructions. Caniato et al. [15] studied the thermal and acoustic properties
of an innovative open-cell foam produced using a bio-based matrix and incorporating
microplastic waste. Besides the composites work as an alternative application for dispos-
able plastics, they performed as candidates for replacing current sound absorbers and
thermal insulators.

Regarding new approaches to building designs, the development and use of natural
and local building materials are gaining strength [16]. In this category, fibrous and porous
materials of plant origin are increasingly finding applications in the construction industry
due to their low density, low embodied energy, economy, and environmental sustainabil-
ity [3–7,17]. They are widely available in nature, present no damage to health, have low
cost, and are renewable and recyclable [1,3,5,7,18]. Furthermore, the transformation process
of these materials into a final product also involves fewer steps and requires less energy
than petrochemical or mineral materials [4]. However, many of the properties of these
natural materials are still underexplored or unknown.

Fibrous materials consist of a series of tunnel-like openings formed by interstices
between the bulk material’s fibers, while porous materials comprise numerous cellular
structures or gaps. Due to the low density deriving out of the significant presence of
enclosed air in their structures, materials with these characteristics are widely used as
thermal insulators and sound absorbers in buildings [3].

Among the materials of plant origin with such characteristics and with exploitation
potential in Brazil, the natural foam obtained from the Buriti palm (Mauritia flexuosa) stands
out. The Buriti is a robust palm tree with large leaves arranged in a fan shape [19]. It
is native to the Amazon and Cerrado biomes, spreading especially over the North and
Northeast regions of the Brazilian territory. It is one of the most common and abundant
palm trees in the country, growing in the immense form of homogeneous populations
in swampy places [19–22]. The petiole of the Buriti leaf is internally comprised of thin
and aligned fibers surrounded by a light color, lightweight, and a relatively soft porous
vegetable tissue (Buriti foam). In its outer part, the petiole is composed of a rigid bark that
protects the vegetable foam.

Culturally, the Buriti palm is used in several ways. The leaf petiole is used in the
manufacture of furniture and decorative objects. The straw is used to cover houses, as well
as in the artisanal production of various products. Its fruits are used for the production of
sweets, juices, and liqueurs. The oil extracted from the fruits has medical applications and
is rich in vitamin A, making it suitable to produce cosmetics [20]. Despite its numerous
applications, there are few scientific studies on this palm, especially regarding its use
in buildings.

In light of the information exposed above, it is safe to assume that the use of the
natural Buriti foam has promising potential to promote thermal insulation and sound
absorption in buildings. The abundance of this palm in the Brazilian territory, associated



Buildings 2021, 11, 292 3 of 19

with the intrinsic characteristics of the vegetable foam, arouses scientific and commercial
interest in its use for substituting its synthetic pairs.

In this sense, this research aims to analyze the performance of thermal insulation
and sound absorption of Buriti foam for building applications. For this purpose, char-
acterizations were performed by scanning electron microscopy (SEM), apparent density,
thermogravimetry (TGA/DTG), thermal conductivity, and sound absorption.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

As a way of stimulating and intensifying the use of regional materials in buildings,
this research relied on using the Buriti foam in nature obtained from palm trees native to
the city of Caxias, Maranhão, in the Northeast of Brazil. The vegetable foam was extracted
from the petioles of adult and dry leaves that later regenerate naturally, without harming
the environment. Figure 1 shows the petiole of the Buriti leaf.
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Figure 1. Buriti foam: (a) palm leaves with red arrows highlighting the petiole from which the
vegetable foam is taken, (b) petiole longitudinal section, and (c) petiole cross-section.

After the removal of the petioles, they were ready for the extraction of the vegetable
foam. First, the petioles were cut into sizes of approximately one meter in length. Then,
the barks were removed, leaving the Buriti foam exposed. Finally, the foams were cut
into layers of various thicknesses to be used in the production of specimens for further
characterizations and analysis. Figure 2 illustrates the schematic process for preparing the
Buriti foam.
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Figure 2. Schematic process of preparing the Buriti foam: (I) petiole cutting, (II) removal of the bark leaving the Buriti foam
exposed, and (III) lamination of the Buriti foam.

The PVA Cascola Cascorez Extra® adhesive was used for bonding the Buriti foam
boards to be used for the sound absorption test. The adhesive is a water-based material with
high bond strength, free of solvents, and without toxic characteristics. Figure 3 illustrates
the Buriti foam boards production process.
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Figure 3. Buriti foam boards production: (I) bonding the layers of Buriti foam with the PVA adhesive, and (II) Buriti foam
board.

In this research, expanded polystyrene (EPS) worked as a reference in the experimental
test to measure the thermal conductivity of Buriti foam. The EPS used was the Isopor®

manufactured by Knauf. Table 1 describes some properties of the material.

Table 1. Properties of EPS Isopor®.

Properties EPS Isopor®

Apparent density (kg/m3) 14

Thermal Conductivity (W/mK) 0.042

Flammability Flame resistant

2.2. Characterizations and Tests
2.2.1. Morphological Characterization

The characterization by scanning electron microscopy (SEM) was conducted to in-
vestigate the morphology and the structure of the Buriti foam. The image analyses were
conducted on both the longitudinal and the transverse surfaces. The samples were fixed
on brass stubs with carbon tape and previously coated with a thin layer of gold employing
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the Quorum Q150R metallizer. The micrographs were performed by the JEOL JSM-IT300
equipment in a high vacuum in the secondary electron detection mode, under 10 kV voltage.

2.2.2. Apparent Density Test

The Buriti foam apparent density test was conducted according to the recommenda-
tions of the ASTM D1622 standard [23]. Samples in the cubic format of 3 × 3 × 3 cm3 from
three different palm petioles were considered. The test was carried out using three samples
of vegetable foam in natura from each palm, for a total of nine measurements, with the
intent of reaching a more precise apparent density for the material.

The mass and the volume of the samples were measured using an analytical balance
with a 0.0001 g accuracy and a metallic digital caliper respectively. The apparent density of
the samples was calculated through Equation (1):

D =
Ws

V
, (1)

where D is the apparent density (kg/m3), Ws is the sample weight (kg) and V is the sample
volume (m3).

2.2.3. Thermogravimetric Characterization (TGA/DTG)

Thermogravimetric analysis is a destructive test that evaluates mass variation as a
function of temperature. The thermal degradation events of the Buriti foam were studied
to evaluate its heat resistance and its operating limit temperature as a building material.

The test was performed using the TA Instruments Q600 SDT equipment with detection
sensitivity in the mass variation of 0.1 µg and 0.001 ◦C of temperature, with an accuracy
of ±2%. Approximately 2 mg of the material was heated from room temperature up to
700 ◦C with a gas flow of 50 mL/min, at a heating rate of 10 ◦C/min, in an inert argon (Ar)
atmosphere.

2.2.4. Thermal Conductivity Test

As a way of assessing the conductivity of the Buriti foam, a comparative experimental
procedure was adopted. The test assembly is shown in Figure 4.

The equipment configuration followed a few steps. First, the power supply was
calibrated to a 0.4 A current that generated a corresponding 4.8 V voltage. Then, the
thermoelectric cooler was connected to the power supply. After that, the 40 × 40 mm2

sized and 5 mm thick sample was placed on the hot surface of the thermoelectric cooler.
To collect temperature variations, two type K thermocouples were connected to a data

logger. One of the thermocouples was placed between the hot surface of the thermoelectric
cooler and the lower surface of the sample and the other on the upper surface, with the use
of thermal tape for fixation. The entire assembly was fixed on the bench vise. Before the
start of the test, the samples were previously oven-dried for 4 h at 70 ◦C.

The ambient temperature was controlled at around 24 ◦C, and the relative humidity
of the air was approximately 55%. The temperatures on the two thermocouples were
monitored during heating at one-second intervals. After the necessary time had elapsed,
the power supply was turned off and the temperatures were additionally collected during
cooling until they reached the same value in the two thermocouples.

According to Kreith, Manglik, and Bohn [24], heat flows from the highest to the lowest
temperature region whenever there is a temperature gradient in a solid medium. The rate
of heat flow transferred by conduction between the two surfaces, as in the experiment,
can be governed by the Fourier Conduction Law. When the conduction heat transmission
has a constant heat flow through a flat wall, its fundamental relationship is defined by
Equation (2):

qk =
λ ∆T

L
, (2)
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where qk is the heat flow (W/m2), λ is the thermal conductivity of the material (W/mK),
∆T is the temperature difference between the sample surfaces (K), and L is the sample
thickness (m).
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Figure 4. Thermal conductivity test assembly and equipment: 1—Power supply (Keithley 2230), 2—
Datalogger (Yokogawa G10), 3—Thermocouple (Type K), 4—Bench vise (Palmgren), 5—Thermoelectric
cooler (Marlow Industries DT12-2.5), 6—EPS sample (Knauf Isopor®), and 7—Buriti foam sample.

Before proceeding with measuring the thermal conductivity of the Buriti foam, the
experimental procedure was performed first for the EPS sample. The experiment used this
material as a comparative reference because it is a good thermal insulator, with thermal
properties already known and cataloged. From the test, it was possible to monitor the
temperature variation on the upper and lower surfaces of the EPS sample. Applying
Equation (2), it was possible to calculate the heat flow (qk) through the EPS sample.

The same procedure was carried out on three samples of the Buriti foam. Since
the parameters adopted were the same, the heat flow supplied to the EPS sample can be
considered equal to that supplied to the Buriti foam samples. Thus, by applying Equation (2)
again, the thermal conductivity value (λ) of the Buriti foam was experimentally obtained.

2.2.5. Sound Absorption Test

The procedure for measuring the sound absorption of Buriti foam considered the
ASTM E1050 [25] and ISO 10534-2 [26] standards that regulate the measurement of the
normal incidence absorption coefficients in an impedance tube using the two-microphone
method. The assembly and equipment used in the sound absorption test are shown in
Figure 5.
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6—Processing Software (LabVIEW).

The impedance tube was designed and built at the Laboratory of Acoustics and
Vibrations of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro (LAVI/UFRJ). The distance between
the microphones, the diameter of the tube and the speed of sound inside it allowed
measurements in third-octave bands in the frequency range of 100 to 3150 Hz. This is a
representative range of sound which includes a large part of what is assimilated by the
human ear [7].

The experiment was carried out in four configurations of Buriti foam, in thicknesses
of 15 mm and 25 mm, both in the longitudinal (BFL) and in the transverse (BFT) cut-
ting directions, as shown in Table 2. The test was performed on three samples for each
configuration.

Table 2. Configurations of Buriti foam samples.

Sample Configuration Cutting Direction Thickness (mm)

BFL-15 Longitudinal 15
BFL-25 Longitudinal 25
BFT-15 Transverse 15
BFT-25 Transverse 25

The samples used were laser cut with a 45 mm diameter from boards produced with
layers of Buriti foam, as shown in Figure 6.
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Given that the aim is to characterize only the effects of the material, no air space was
used behind the samples. In addition, care was taken to avoid spaces between the sample
and the tube walls.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Morphological Characterization

The SEM micrographs of the Buriti foam, both on the longitudinal and the transverse
surface, are shown in Figure 7.



Buildings 2021, 11, 292 9 of 19
Buildings 2021, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9  of  20 
 

   
(a)  (b) 

Figure 7. SEM micrographs of Buriti foam with magnifications of ×50, ×150, and ×300: (a)  longitudinal surface and (b) 

transverse surface. 

In general, the micrographs showed that the Buriti foam has a predominantly porous 

structure involving thin fibers distributed inside the material. 

From Figure 7a, two characteristics can be observed on the longitudinal surface of 

the Buriti foam: a more irregular region that corresponds to the cellular structure of the 

vegetable tissue, and another, slightly more uniform, that refers to the longitudinal section 

of  the vegetable  fiber present  inside  the porous structure. This aspect  is highlighted  in 

Figure 7b, which represents the transverse surface of the material. It is noticeable that the 

cellular structures are closed, bounded by thin, randomly oriented walls. The cell dimen‐

sions are not uniform, with the cell diameter being much larger than the wall thickness, 

Figure 7. SEM micrographs of Buriti foam with magnifications of ×50, ×150, and ×300: (a) longitudinal surface and
(b) transverse surface.

In general, the micrographs showed that the Buriti foam has a predominantly porous
structure involving thin fibers distributed inside the material.

From Figure 7a, two characteristics can be observed on the longitudinal surface of
the Buriti foam: a more irregular region that corresponds to the cellular structure of the
vegetable tissue, and another, slightly more uniform, that refers to the longitudinal section
of the vegetable fiber present inside the porous structure. This aspect is highlighted in
Figure 7b, which represents the transverse surface of the material. It is noticeable that
the cellular structures are closed, bounded by thin, randomly oriented walls. The cell
dimensions are not uniform, with the cell diameter being much larger than the wall
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thickness, ranging from approximately 60 to 150 µm. For comparative purposes, the cell
size of expanded polystyrene (EPS) foam averages 80 to 150 µm [6].

The micrographs of the transverse surface, also depict the fibers involved in the
cellular structure of the vegetable tissue. The fibers have a tubular shape, a diameter
around 500 to 700 µm, and a wall thickness that reaches 280 µm. According to Cardoso
and Gonçalez [27], the presence of these fibers contributes to increasing the mechanical
resistance of the Buriti foam.

From the thermal insulation point of view, closed porosity is generally beneficial due
to the presence of still air inside the material cavities [28]. In general, materials with tiny
and closed pores tend to have a lower thermal conductivity than those with large or open
pores [29].

On the other hand, although porous sound-absorbing materials are generally good
thermal insulators, the reverse is not always true. Sound absorbing materials require air
circulating inside, so open porosity is essential [28].

3.2. Apparent Density Test

The results of the apparent density test are shown in Table 3 and Figure 8.

Table 3. Measurements of weight and apparent density of Buriti foam samples.

Sample Weight Apparent Density

Palm Tree A

1 1.1556 g (1.1556 × 10−3 kg) 0.04280 g/cm3

(42.80 kg/m3)

2 1.1440 g (1.1440 × 10−3 kg) 0.04237 g/cm3

(42.37 kg/m3)

3 1.1358 g (1.1358 × 10−3 kg) 0.04207 g/cm3

(42.07 kg/m3)

Palm Tree B

1 1.3599 g (1.3599 × 10−3 kg) 0.05037 g/cm3

(50.37 kg/m3)

2 1.3401g (1.3401 × 10−3 kg) 0.04963 g/cm3

(49.63 Kg/m3)

3 1.3272 g (1.3272 × 10−3 kg) 0.04916 g/cm3

(49.16 kg/m3)

Palm Tree C

1 1.5019 g (1.5019 × 10−3 kg) 0.05563 g/cm3

(55.63 kg/m3)

2 1.5197 g (1.5197 × 10−3 kg) 0.05629 g/cm3

(56.29 kg/m3)

3 1.5742 g (1.5742 × 10−3 kg) 0.05608 g/cm3

(56.08 kg/m3)

As seen in the results, the Buriti foam samples from the three palms had different
apparent density values. This indicates a difference in enclosed air in the samples of
vegetable foam from the three palms. According to Li and Ren [29], materials with lower
apparent density also have greater porosity. Thus, it can be inferred that the Buriti foam
from palm A has a higher porosity than the vegetable foams from palm B and C, which
explains the different apparent density values found.

Regarding the general apparent density measurement of the Buriti foam (palm trees
A, B, and C), the high standard deviation seen in Figure 8 confirms the heterogeneity of the
vegetable foam. This is considered normal when it comes to natural materials. According to
Berardi and Iannace [3], porous materials of vegetal origin present a greater heterogeneity
in their morphology when compared to synthetic porous ones.

The average apparent density for the Buriti foam was 49.38 ± 5.9 kg/m3. This value
results from the cellular morphology of the vegetable foam which, due to its predominantly
porous characteristic, contributed to its low density [30,31]. The literature reports that the
apparent density of Buriti foam is not very different from conventional materials, such as
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rock wool, fiberglass, expanded polystyrene (EPS), and polyurethane foam (PUR), whose
densities can vary, respectively, between 40–200 kg/m3, 15–75 kg/m3, 15–35 kg/m3 and
15–45 kg/m3 [28,32].
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3.3. Thermogravimetric Characterization (TGA/DTG)

The TGA and DTG thermogravimetric curves for Buriti foam in an inert argon (Ar)
atmosphere are illustrated in Figure 9.
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The TGA curve shows the thermal decomposition process of Buriti foam. Initially, a
4% loss of mass is observed up to 100 ◦C, normally attributed to the evaporation of the
water present in the lignocellulosic structure [33–36].

After this stage, the curve remains at a stable level up to 180 ◦C. Subsequently, at
this temperature, the sample showed different stages of mass loss associated with events
of thermal degradation of the plant structure through the rupture of its macromolecular
chains [37]. The sample decomposed up to about 600 ◦C, representing an increase in mass
loss of approximately 79%.

At the end of the thermal decomposition process, the sample goes through a second
stable level with a residual mass value of around 17%. According to Souza et al. [34], these
residues are probably related to inert ash and metallic oxides formed from the minerals
present in the vegetable foam that have not decomposed.

The results show that the thermal decomposition of the material occurred through
three thermal events, confirmed from the peak temperature (Tp), which corresponds to the
point where the rate of mass variation of the sample is at maximum, observed in the DTG
curve. According to Sánchez, Capote, and Carrilo [30] and Souza et al. [34], the thermal
decomposition of lignocellulosic materials can be divided into four parts: loss of moisture,
decomposition of hemicellulose, decomposition of cellulose, and decomposition of lignin.

The first thermal event, at around 48 ◦C, confirms the water evaporation. After this
event, changes in the thermal decomposition process of the Buriti foam occur. A second
thermal event, at around 280 ◦C, is related to depolymerization of hemicellulose [33–36,38],
and a third, at around 356 ◦C, to cellulose and lignin degradation [33,35,38]. According to
Lafond and Blanchet [4] and Ornaghi Júnior et al. [33], depolymerization of hemicellulose
occurs in the range between 180–350 ◦C, the random cleavage of the glycosidic bond of
cellulose between 275–350 ◦C and the degradation of lignin between 200–500 ◦C.

Similar results were found by Monteiro et al. [37] that also evaluated the thermal
behavior of Buriti biofoam through thermogravimetric analysis. The TGA and DTG curves
revealed evidence of moisture release and decomposition of the lignocellulosic structure of
the biofoam. In this study, the material presented thermal stability up to 160 ◦C. According
to the authors, this result indicates a characteristic for possible engineering applications of
the Buriti biofoam.

The results on the thermal behavior of the Buriti foam suggest that, regarding thermal
stability, the vegetable foam can be used as a building material, since the limit operating
temperature of 180 ◦C covers most applications of the materials in civil construction at low
and medium temperature.

3.4. Thermal Conductivity Test

Knowing the thermal properties of materials is of great importance when selecting
them for thermal insulation purposes. The main parameter that expresses the thermal
performance of insulating material is its thermal conductivity [28].

The temperature variation on the upper and lower surface of the samples during the
experimental procedure are shown in Figure 10.

The temperature variation on the sample surfaces occurred as follows: a heating ramp,
followed by a stable temperature level, and finally after the power supply was turned off,
a cooling ramp.

Figure 10a shows the experiment carried out for the EPS sample, used as a comparative
reference. Only the temperatures of the stable level, between 02:00 and 07:00 min, were
accounted for. In this interval, the average temperature recorded by the thermocouple on
the lower surface of the EPS sample was 51.47 ◦C. The average temperature measured by
the thermocouple on the upper surface was 27.79 ◦C. When the power supply was turned
off at approximately 07:40 min, the temperature in the thermocouple on the lower surface
of EPS dropped sharply, matching the temperature recorded by the thermocouple on the
upper surface at 25.1 ◦C.
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Through Equation (2) and the data shown in Table 4, the conduction heat flow (qk) to
the EPS sample was calculated at 198.91 W/m2.

Table 4. Variables for measuring the conduction heat flow for the EPS sample.

Thermal Conductivity (λ) Temperature Difference between
Sample Surfaces (∆T) Thickness (L)

0.042 W/mK 23.68 ◦C 5 mm

Figure 10b shows the test performed on the three samples of the Buriti foam. The
stable level of temperature considered in the calculations occurred between 02:00 and
06:00 min. During this time, the average temperatures recorded by the thermocouple on
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the bottom surface of samples 1, 2, and 3 of the Buriti foam were 51.76 ◦C, 51.74 ◦C, and
51.75 ◦C, respectively.

On the upper surface of the vegetable foam, the average temperatures collected by the
thermocouple in samples 1, 2, and 3 were, respectively, 26.59 ◦C, 26.88 ◦C, and 26.85 ◦C.
This aspect showed a trend of better performance for thermal insulation of Buriti foam as
the temperatures on the upper surface of the samples were at least 0.91 ◦C lower when
compared to EPS, in the same condition.

After the power supply was turned off at about 06:10 min, the temperature on the
bottom surface of the Buriti foam samples rapidly decreased until reaching the same
temperature value recorded on the upper surface of the samples at approximately 24.2 ◦C.

Through the Fourier Conduction Law (see Equation (2)) and the data shown in Table 5,
the value of the thermal conductivity coefficient (λ) experimentally measured for the Buriti
foam was 0.0398 ± 0.0003 W/mK.

Table 5. Variables for measuring thermal conductivity for Buriti foam samples.

Samples Temperature Difference between
Sample Surfaces (∆T) Heat Flow (qk) Thickness (L)

Sample 1 25.17 ◦C
198.91 W/m2 5 mmSample 2 24.86 ◦C

Sample 3 24.90 ◦C

According to Asdrubali, D’Alessandro, and Schiavoni [32], thermal insulators present
conductivity lower than 0.07 W/mK. The low thermal conductivity of the Buriti foam can
be explained by the cellular characteristic observed in the morphological analysis and by
its low density. This happens because, in porous materials with thin walls, the presence
of small, closed cells makes heat exchanges by convection negligible. Therefore, only
conduction heat exchanges are important, but their effect is reduced considering the small
solid fraction of the material and the low thermal conductivity of the air enclosed within
the pores [31]. Moreover, solid materials with lower apparent density tend to have lower
thermal conductivity [29].

Additionally, the measured value does not differ much from those obtained for con-
ventional thermal insulation materials used in buildings such as rock wool, glass fiber,
expanded polystyrene (EPS), and polyurethane foam (PUR), whose thermal conductivities
generally range from 0.022 to 0.042 W/mK [28,32,39].

The need to develop new effective materials for thermal insulation and low environ-
mental impact has led researchers to invest in this area [28]. Table 6 reports a comparison
between the thermal conductivity of the Buriti foam with other materials of plant origin.

Table 6. Comparison of the thermal conductivity of the Buriti foam with other thermal insulating
materials of plant origin.

Material Thermal Conductivity
(W/mK)

Apparent Density
(kg/m3) References

Buriti Foam 0.0398 ± 0.0003 49.38 ± 5.9 Present Work
Hemp fiber 0.039–0.076 18–85 [5,40]

Date palm fiber 0.033–0.085 121–389 [5,10,28]
Sisal fiber 0.042–0.044 – [39]
Coir fiber 0.040–0.055 75–125 [28,41]
Flax fiber 0.038–0.075 20–100 [5,28]

Oil palm fiber 0.055–0.091 20–120 [28,32]
Pineapple leaf fiber 0.035–0.043 178–232 [28,32]

Cane bagasse 0.046–0.055 70–350 [32,42]
Bamboo fiber 0.042–0.046 70–170 [43]

Jute 0.046–0.055 26–350 [5,28,32]
Cork 0.037–0.050 110–170 [28]
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The thermal conductivity of the Buriti foam is in the same range as other thermal
insulators of vegetable origin reported in the literature, many of which are already com-
mercially available and in increasing use in built environments. Based on this, the Buriti
foam can be argued as a viable thermal insulating material for application in buildings.

3.5. Sound Absorption Test

Sound absorption refers to the ability of some materials to reduce sound reflections
within an enclosure. These materials are known as sound absorbers and can reduce the
reverberation time and ensure sound intelligibility.

The sound absorption coefficients of the Buriti foam samples, in the longitudinal and
transverse sections, are shown in Figure 11.
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In general, the sound absorption of the Buriti foam samples was discreet, ranging from
0.17 to 0.34 within the analyzed frequency range. This characteristic is mainly explained
by the absence of open porosity in the material, as observed from the morphological
analysis. According to Bakatovich et al. [6], in a porous material, the air can be contained
in inclusions or connected to the surrounding environment. However, sound absorption is
only improved when the material has a high open porosity and sufficient permeability.

With respect to longitudinally cut samples, the BFL-15 configuration has a sound
absorption between 0.19 and 0.25 with a maximum value at 800 and 3150 Hz. As for
the BFL-25 configuration, the sound absorption varies from 0.17 to 0.26 with a maximum
value at 800 and 1000 Hz. It is noted that the BFL-25 configuration has sound absorption
coefficients slightly higher than those of the BFL-15 configuration, between 800 and 2500 Hz.
This demonstrates that the increase in thickness of the longitudinally cut Buriti foam
samples slightly contributed to higher sound absorption values.

A more evident difference in the sound absorption profiles is seen for the configura-
tions of the Buriti foam cut in the transverse direction. The BFT-15 configuration exhibits
sound absorption between 0.19 and 0.24, reaching a higher value at 800 Hz. On the other
hand, in the BFT-25 configuration, the sound absorption coefficients vary from 0.18 to
0.34, with a greater value also at 800 Hz. It is also verified that after 250 Hz, the BFT-25
configuration has higher sound absorption values when compared to the BFT-15 one. This



Buildings 2021, 11, 292 16 of 19

shows that the increase in thickness had a slightly more effective action on the sound
absorption performance for the Buriti foam samples cut transversely.

Although one of the factors that influence the sound absorption of a material is
thickness, this is more relevant at low and medium frequency ranges (100–2000 Hz), losing
significance at high frequencies (>2000 Hz) [7,44,45]. That occurs because waves have a
longer wavelength at lower frequencies, which means that thicker materials contribute to
better sound absorption. It is imperative to note that the material’s thickness should be
approximately 10 to 25% of the wavelength and be in the recommended condition of lower
frequencies (<2000 Hz) to act as a more effective sound absorber [44,45]. Materials with a
thickness smaller than 30 mm are classified as thin sound absorbers, while materials with
thickness greater than 30 mm are thick absorbers [7]. This explains the fact that the sound
absorption of the samples of the configurations of greater thickness (25 mm) were not
significantly greater than the samples of the configurations of a smaller thickness (15 mm)
in the low and medium frequencies.

As the sound absorption coefficients depend on frequency, direct comparisons between
materials cannot be easily performed for sound absorbers. On the other hand, sound
absorption properties can also be defined through a single classification system, such as
the Noise Reduction Coefficient (NRC), which is the arithmetic mean of the absorption
coefficients measured in the 250, 500, 1000, and 2000 Hz bands, rounding the result to
the nearest multiple of 0.05 [11,32,44,46]. This parameter is widely used commercially to
represent the sound absorption performance of different acoustic materials and systems.
Table 7 presents the NRC values for the Buriti foam samples.

Table 7. NRC of Buriti foam samples.

Sample Configuration
Frequency (Hz)

NRC
250 500 1000 2000

BFL-15 0.24 0.20 0.22 0.19 0.20
BFL-25 0.17 0.18 0.26 0.21 0.20
BFT-15 0.21 0.19 0.23 0.20 0.20
BFT-25 0.22 0.24 0.33 0.29 0.25

As can be seen, the BFT-25 configuration presents a slightly better sound absorption
performance when compared to the other configurations, shown by its higher NRC value.
Although the BFL-15, BFL-25, and BFT-15 configurations have the same NRC value, the
use of this parameter has its limitations. Materials with the same NRC, do not necessarily
have the same sound absorption performance [44]. It depends on the type of application
and the condition of use of the material.

Any material is capable of absorbing sound, the difference is the sound absorption
capacity that can be quite different. Materials with an NRC greater than 0.2 can be con-
sidered sound absorbers [29]. However, from a commercial point of view, good sound
absorbers have NRC above 0.5. The NRC of conventional sound-absorbing materials used
in buildings such as rock wool, glass wool, and polyurethane foam (PUR) reaches values
up to 0.95 [47], 0.85 [47,48], and 0.65 [49], respectively.

Many studies, particularly on materials of plant origin, have been published present-
ing results from acoustic absorbers. Berardi and Iannace [3] analyzed the sound absorption
behavior of fibers such as hemp, cane bagasse, coconut fiber, and cork. The results showed
that these materials have good sound absorption coefficients, especially at medium and
high frequencies. Arenas et al. [8] examined the absorption properties of esparto grass.
The results of the sound absorption coefficients reported for some 90 mm thick samples
reached a peak of sound absorption close to the unit at 500 Hz. Lim et al. [50] presented a
study on the sound absorption characteristics of Kenaf fibers. They demonstrated that it
had good sound absorption performance with a coefficient of 0.8 as of 1500 Hz for samples
with a thickness of 40 mm. The authors reported that the result found corresponds to the
sound absorption performance of conventional materials such as rock wool. Or, Putra
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and Selamat [51] analyzed the sound absorption potential of oil palm fibers as an acoustic
material. The samples with thicknesses of 40 mm showed high coefficients, of 0.9 on
average, for frequencies above 1000 Hz.

Compared to the literature, Buriti foam shows lower performance than other materials
of plant origin, displaying low sound absorption coefficients throughout the analyzed
frequency range. However, the materials used in the comparison are made of fibers or gran-
ules, which are porous materials with interconnected cavities. These characteristics, which
were not observed for Buriti foam, are needed to obtain good sound-absorbing materials.

Altogether, further studies are needed to understand the sound absorption mech-
anisms of the Buriti foam requires further studies. It is imperative to carry out new
investigations, taking into account other forms of processing and other thicknesses of the
material. The production of samples from the crushed vegetable foam can increase the
open-air gaps as a way to improve the sound absorption performance of the material.

4. Conclusions

In this original and unprecedented research, the thermal insulation and sound absorp-
tion performance of Buriti foam were analyzed for potential application in buildings, thus
contributing to the variety and sustainability of civil construction inputs. For this, analyzes
were performed by scanning electron microscopy (SEM), apparent density, thermogravime-
try (TGA and DTG), thermal conductivity, and sound absorption.

The SEM analysis showed a predominantly cellular morphology in the vegetable
foam, with small and closed pores. As it is a porous and light material, the apparent
density for the Buriti foam was 49.38 ± 5.9 kg/m3. The thermal behavior by TGA and DTG
demonstrated thermal stability of Buriti foam up to around 180 ◦C, which suggests the
possibility of its use as a building material. It was possible to characterize the Buriti foam
as an insulating material, with a thermal conductivity around 0.040 W/mK. The Buriti
foam showed modest sound absorption values, from 0.17 to 0.34, throughout the analyzed
frequency range, mainly due to the absence of open porosity in the material. The highest
NRC for the analyzed samples was 0.25.

From these results, it can be concluded that the Buriti foam presents characteristics
and potential for incorporation in buildings, mainly as ceiling boards, panels for thermal
insulation of internal walls, filling of precast slabs, and monolithic wall panels. Future
studies can be dedicated to evaluating and simulating the performance of the Buriti foam
as a final product in constructive systems.
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