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Abstract: The chemical synthesis of gold nanoparticles (NP) by using gold (III) chloride
trihydrate (HAuCl·3H2O) and sodium citrate as a reducing agent in aqueous conditions at
100 °C is presented here. Gold nanoparticles areformed by a galvanic replacement
mechanism as described by Lee and Messiel. Morphology of gold-NP was analyzed by
way of high-resolution transmission electron microscopy; results indicate a six-fold
icosahedral symmetry with an average size distribution of 22 nm. In order to understand
the mechanical behaviors, like hardness and elastic moduli, gold-NP were subjected to
nanoindentation measurements—obtaining a hardness value of 1.72 GPa and elastic
modulus of 100 GPa in a 3–5 nm of displacement at the nanoparticle’s surface.
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1. Introduction
The synthesis and fabrication of metallic nanoparticles has been approached with high success by
using wet-chemistry methods when targeting specific applications (i.e., Catalysis, Cancer, and
Optics) [1–3]. Reactions like the galvanic replacement, as proposed by Lee and Meisel, seem to be
ideal in achieving large frequency spherical-like nanoparticles, using metallic salt precursors [4]. Three
basic shapes are formed on monometallic nanoparticles: decahedral, cubo-octahedral, and icosahedral.
Their final morphology has to do with the lowest surface energy γ in the (111)-plane, however it
implies that large internal core-strain values are necessary; leading to the conclusion that nanoparticle
surface are constituted by γ(111) <γ(100) <γ(110) as indicated by Elechiguerra et al. [5].
Nanoparticles geometry and facets are made out of (111) planes as observed in icosahedron; and is
attributed to lowest surface energy γ(111) of nucleation in (111)- plane. This implies large facets,
whereas decahedron has moderate internal strain and smaller facets made of (111) and (100)
planes [6]. Theoretical investigations for heat of formation, reactivity, kinetics and mechanical
behavior are possible to calculate using molecular dynamic computational methods. Recently, Casillas
et al. were able to do a dynamic simulation on gold twinned nanoparticles with five-fold symmetry, by
applying dynamic stress at different directions and locations. This indicates the formation of
dislocations and stacking faults in the range of 0 to 4 GPa of external stress applied [7].
Carlton and Ferreira presented a similar study using in situ HRTEM technique [8] by deforming a
silver nanoparticle with the aid of a sample holder equipped with a nanoindenter manipulator. HRTEM
images reflect a dislocation type a/2 {1 1 0} on {1 1 1} type plane of nanoparticle, where a correlation
between high resolution images and mechanical deformation is present. Indications of staking faults
and dislocations were also observed in their study. In similar fashion, a study to determine elastic
moduli in spherical silicon nanoparticles—using the nanoindentation technique—was presented by
Mook et al. [9]. In their study it was assumed that there was uniform and rigid contact between
nanoindenter tip and substrate, thus contribution of stress-strain comes from silicon nanoparticle only
and the elastic modulus was calculated using average true-strain/true-stress relationships methods [10].
Here, the usage of nanoindentation technique through Continuous Stiffness Measurement (CSM)
method as described by Li et al. [11] is used to measure mechanical properties on gold nanoparticles
(Au-NP) with characteristics of six-fold symmetry as revealed by HRTEM images.
2. Results and Discussion
2.1. High Resolution Transmission Electron Microscopy
Morphology, average size and symmetry of gold nanoparticles (Au-NP) were investigated by field
emission gun electron microscopy techniques. Images were taken at 300 kV with a current set to
10 μA. The equipment used was a Hitachi H-9500 equipped with EDX, X-twin lenses and CCD
camera. Interpretation of the images and measurements was done using Digital Micro computational
package. Results indicate average size diameter of 22 nm with a six-fold symmetry, as presented in
Figure 1a,b. It was understood during HRTEM measurements that Au-NP morphological surface is
very sensitive, thermodynamically speaking, to electron gun dosage since it creates some coalescence
effect between them, as shown in Figure 1b. Yacaman et al. has reported this effect at temperatures
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ranging from 283 K to 830 K by applying energetic effects from electron beam due to the interactions
with nanoparticles and electrons (phonons) [12].
Figure 1. (a) HRTEM image indicating the agglomeration of Au-NP. (b) 5 nm of
resolution HRTEM image on Au-NP six-fold symmetry is observed. (c) Coalescence effect
start to occurring after 2 min of observation, due to high electron beam dosage, typical
formation of neck-type between walls of neighbor Au-NP’s.
A

B

C

Neck-type coalescence after
5 min of observation

2.2. X-ray Diffraction and Infrared Absorption
For further characterization purposes, Au-NP was subjected to both measurement techniques.
Powder X-ray diffraction was performed using a Panalytical XPert PRO machine, Cu-Kα radiation, step
size of 0.016° and step time of 30 s. Infrared absorption was done using a benchtop Thermo Nicolet
model nexus 470-FTIR and OMNIC package. In Figure 2a, a comparison of IR spectra is presented for
gold (III) chloride trihydrate before reaction and Au-NP formation. Two main broad peaks are found at
3450 and 1650 cm−1. For XRD principal reflections are (111), (300), (330) and (421). Broader
shoulder was found at 2θ = 25°—corresponding to liquidity of the sample and texture created by
Au-NP when deposited onto holder as presented in Figure 2b.
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Figure 2. (a) Fourier Transform Infrared spectra of colloidal gold (red) and Au-NP (blue)
Inset: Photographic image indicating change in coloration. (b) X-ray diffraction peaks
indicating principal reflections at (111), (300), (330), (421).
a

b

2.3. Mechanical Nanoindentation
Mechanical nanoindentation as a method to study mechanic-structural properties in nanoparticles
has brought so much attention in the past five years [13,14]. Investigations of nano-regime for specific
nanostructures (i.e., nanoparticles, nanowires, nanorods) and their comparison with bulk materials
seem to be the objective when understanding structure/function relationships and mechanical behavior.
The Young modulus and hardness of the Au-NP were obtained using Agilent Nano Indenter (inset
in Figure 3) G200—equipped with a standard configuration and DCM indentation head. All
measurements were performed using Continuous Stiffness Measurement (CSM) method as described
by Li et al. [15].
Equipment was calibrated using a standard fused silica with the following test parameters:
Berkovich diamond indenter with tip radius of 20 nm, deep limit of 35 nm, strain rate target of
0.05 1/s, harmonic displacement target of 1 nm and a frequency target of 75 Hz.
Mechanical behavior of Au-NP was subjected to study using nanoindentation as described above in
order to measure hardness (H), elastic modulus (E), and elastic stiffness (S). Traditionally, S could be
determined from the slope of the load- displacement data acquired during unload [16]. However, using
this approach, one can obtain the S values and H, E can only be determined when maximum
penetration depth is reached, thus CSM option enables a continuous measure of S during loading—and
not just at the point of initial unloads [17]. The latter is accomplished by superimposing a small
oscillation on the primary loading signal and analyzing the resulting response of the system by means
of a frequency-specific amplifier. Equation 1 presents the mathematical model used to determine CSM.
1
cos ∅

1

(1)

ω represents the excitation frequency. If the displacement amplitude (Zo), phase angle (∅), and
excitation amplitude (Fo) is measured and determined machine parameters, such as load-frame
stiffness Kf, support springs stiffness Ks, and mass m (See inset of Figure 3a)—the hardness and elastic
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modulus as a continuous function of surface penetration can be obtained. Therefore, CSM option is
useful to evaluate mechanical behavior on thin films, as well for this case when gold nanoparticles are
mounting over silicon substrates. Samples for nanoindentation measurements were prepared by
depositing one drop of colloidal solution over clean silicon wafer area, letting dry at room temperature
under glove box conditions in order to avoid contaminants. The data from loads is presented in
Figure 3. Inset presents an enlargement of 2.5 nm to 6 nm displacement on penetration depth, where a
hardness value of 1.72 ± 0.03 GPa is obtained, which is close to bulk phase found experimentally to be
1.11 ± 0.03 GPa as presented by Volinsky et al. [18].
Figure 3. Measurements of hardness and function of displacement from CSM
nanoindentation of Au-NP. Inset: Specific region between 2.5–6.0 nm of displacement,
indicating a 1.72 ± 0.03 GPa value. Horizontal dotted line corresponds to values found for
gold in bulk phase [18].
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The contribution for elastic modulus is presented in Figure 4, with a specific average value
100 ± 2 GPa—higher in comparison to bulk materials as well presented by Volinsky et al. [18].
Unfortunately, one of the nanoindenter equipment limitations is the capacity to do in situ
microstructural observations during the mechanical testing. In order to record direction of dislocation,
as presented by others Casillas [7], Ferreira [8] and Deneen [15], when using electron microscopy
techniques, no further discussion can be made about dislocations, stacking faults, bulk phase change
and twin boundaries on this systems of nanoparticles.
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Figure 4. Measurements of elastic modulus as function of displacement from CSM
nanoindentation of Au-NP. Inset: Specific region between 1.0–4.0 nm of displacement,
indicating a 100 ± 2 GPa value. Horizontal dotted line corresponds to values found for gold
in bulk phase [18].
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3. Experimental Section

Gold nanoparticles were synthesized by using a mixture of gold (III) chloride trihydrate
(HAuCl4.3H2O), sodium hydroxide (NaOH), sodium citrate (C6H5Na3O7) and distilled water. A
solution of 2.5 mM of HAuCl4.3H2O was prepared by mixing 0.05 g of gold (III) chloride trihydrate in
50 mL of deionized water. A second solution of 6.6 Mm sodium hydroxide (NaOH) was prepared by
mixing 0.0264 g of NaOH in 100mL of deionized water. The pH of the 10 mL gold solution was
controlled by adding NaOH until the pH reached 6.6. The solution was heated to 85 °C under vigorous
stirring for 30 min. Then a solution of 5 mM of sodium citrate (C6H5Na3O7) was prepared by mixing
0.073 g of sodium citrate with 50 mL of deionized water and heating 10 mL solution of sodium citrate
to around 85 °C before adding it to the gold solution under vigorous mixing. The reaction was
maintained at 85 °C for approximately 20 min. This step reduced the gold (Au+3→Au°) to produce the
nanoparticles and the solution turned ruby red. The galvanic reaction is produced in agreement to:
HAuCl 4  3H 2 O  C 6 H 5 Na 3O7  NaOH  Au 0  4 NaCl  C 6 H 5 Na 2 O7  4 H 2 O

(2)

4. Conclusions

Mechanical properties of Au-NP are presented here by means of nanoindentation with the
continuous stiffness method. Morphological aspects of gold nanoparticles were studied by way of
HRTEM techniques, indicating a six-fold symmetry nanoparticle type, with average size of 22 nm.
Using the nanoindentation technique it was possible to measure the Elastic modulus and hardness
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values which are found to be E = 100 ± 2 GPa with an standard deviation of 3.6353 and H = 1.72 ±
0.03 GPa with standard deviation of 0.0306 respectively, indicating higher mechanical strength when
compared to bulk phase. Unfortunately, the nanoindenter equipment used to perform measurements is
not equipped with an imaging interface, which is needed to detect any microstructural change due to
external forces. Therefore, a detailed understanding of atomistic behavior is not presented here, as it is
presented in literature [8,15,19]. A trivial conclusion could be the formation of stacking faults and
dislocations preferentially on the <111> direction of nanoparticles. For this reason, further work is
under progress by using molecular dynamics computational methods to simulate mechanical testing
and comparison of theoretical and experimental data.
Acknowledgements

Principal author thanks financial support to PROMEP-Mexico grant #103.5/11/4377/NPTC/260UACJ and AGMUS-Universidad Metropolitana. Materials Research & Tech. Inst. of The University of
Texas at El Paso and Centro de Materiales Advanzados (CIMAV)-Chihuahua for usage of equipment
and facilities to perform experiments and characterization.
References

1.

2.
3.

4.
5.
6.

7.

8.
9.

Chen, J.; Wiley, B.; Li, Z.Y.; Campbell, D.; Saeki, F.; Cang, H.; Au, L.; Lee, J.; Li, X.; Xia, Y.
Gold nanocages: Engineering their structure for biomedical applications. Adv. Mater. 2005, 17,
2255–2261.
Thompson, D.T. Using gold nanoparticles for catalysis. Nano Today 2007, 2, 40–43.
Debouttière, P.-J.; Roux, S.; Vocanson, F.; Billotey, C.; Beuf, O.; Favre-Réguillon, A.; Lin, Y.;
Pellet-Rostaing, S.; Lamartine, R.; Perriat, P.; Tillement, O. Design of gold nanoparticles for
magnetic resonance imaging. Adv. Funct. Mater. 2006, 16, 2330–2339.
Lee, P.C.; Meisel, D. Adsorption and surface-enhanced Raman of dyes on silver and gold sols.
J. Phys. Chem. 1982, 86, 3391–3395.
Elechiguerra, J.L.; Reyes-Gasga, J.; José-Yacaman, M. The role of in twinning in shape evolution
of anisotropic noble metal nanoparticles. J. Mater. Chem. 2006, 16, 3906–3919.
Montejano-Carrizales, J.M.; Rodriguez-Lopez, J.L.; Gutierrez-Wing, C.; Miki-Yoshida, M.;
Jose-Yacaman, M. Encyclopedia of Nanoscience and Nanotechnology. Nalwa, H.S., Ed.;
American Scientific Publishers: Los Angeles, CA, USA, 2004; Volume 2, pp. 237–282.
Casillas, G.; Palomares-Báez, J.P.; Rodríguez-López, J.L.; Luo, J.; Ponce, A.; Esparza, R.;
Velázquez-Salazar, J.J.; Hurtado-Macias, A.; González-Hernández, J.; José-Yacaman, M. In situ
TEM study of mechanical behaviour of twinned nanoparticles. Philos. Mag. 2012, 92, 4437–4453.
Carltona, C.E.; Ferreira, P.J. In situ TEM nanoindentation of nanoparticles. Micron 2012, 43,
1134–1139.
Mook, W.M.; Nowak, J.D.; Perrey, C.R.; Carter, C.B.; Mukherjee, R.; Girshick, S.L.; McMurry,
P.H.; Gerberich, W.W. Compressive stress effects on nanoparticle modulus and fracture. Phys.
Rev. B 2007, 75, 214112:1–214112:10.

Materials 2013, 6

205

10. Gerberich, W.W.; Mook, W.M.; Perrey, C.R.; Carter, C.B.; Baskes, M.I.; Mukherjee, R.;
Gidwani, A.; Heberlein, J.; Mc-Murry, P.H.; Girshick, S.L. Superhard silicon nanospheres.
J. Mech. Phys. Solids 2003, 51, 979–992.
11. Li, X.; Bhushan, B. Development of continuous stiffness measurement technique for composite
magnetic tapes. Scr. Mater. 2000, 42, 929–935
12. Li, X.; Bhushan, B. A review of nanoindentation continuous stiffness measurement technique and
its applications. Mater. Character. 2002, 48, 11–36.
13. José-Yacamán, M.; Gutierrez-Wing, C.; Miki, M.; Yang, D.-Q.; Piyakis, K.N.; Sacher, E. Surface
diffusion and coalescence of mobile metal nanoparticles. J. Phys. Chem. B 2005, 109, 9703–9711.
14. Deneen, J.; Mook, W.M.; Minor, A.; Gerberich, W.W.; Carter, C.B. In situ deformation of silicon
nanospheres. J. Mater. Sci. 2006, 41, 4477–4483.
15. Deneen, J.; Mook, W.M.; Minor, A.; Gerberich, W.W.; Carter, C.B. Fracturing a nanoparticle.
Philos. Mag. 2007, 87, 29–37.
16. Oliver, W.C.; Pharr, G.M. An improved technique for determining hardness and elastic modulus
using load displacement sensing indentation experiments. J. Mater. Res. 1992, 7, 1564–1583.
17. Pethica, J.B.; Oliver, W.C. Tip surface interactions in STM and AFM. Phys. Scr. 1987, 61,
doi:10.1088/0031-8949/1987/T19A/010.
18. Volinsky, A.A.; Moody, N.R.; Gerberich, W.W. Nanoindentation of Au and Pt/Cu thin films at
elevated temperatures. J. Mater. Res. 2004, 19, 2650–2657.
19. Zhang, N.; Deng, Q.; Hong, Y.; Xiong, L.; Li, S.; Strasberg, M.; Yin, W.; Zou, Y.; Taylor, C.R.;
Sawyer, G.; Chen, Y. Deformation mechanisms in silicon nanoparticles. J. Appl. Phys. 2011, 109,
063534:1–063534:6.
© 2013 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).

