Review on graphite foam as thermal material for heat exchangers
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Abstract: Due to the increased power consumptions in equipment, the demand of effective cooling methods
becomes crucial. Because of the small scale spherical pores, graphite foam has huge specific surface area.
Furthermore, the thermal conductivity of graphite foam is four times that of copper. The density of graphite foam
is only 20 % of that of aluminum. Thus, the graphite foam is considered as a novel highly - conductive porous
material for high power equipment cooling applications. However, in the commercial market, aluminum and
copper are still the preferred materials for thermal management nowadays. In order to promote the graphite foam
as a thermal material for heat exchangers, an overall understanding of the graphite foam is needed. This paper
describes the structure of the graphite foam. Based on the special structure, the thermal properties and the
flowing characteristics of graphite foam are outlined and discussed. Furthermore, the application of graphite
foam as a thermal material for heat exchangers is highlighted for electronic packages and vehicle cooling
systems. The physical problems and other aspects, which might block the development of graphite foam heat
exchangers, are pointed out. Finally, several useful conclusions and suggestions are given to promote the
development of graphite foam heat exchangers.
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1. Introduction
Nowadays the power of equipment is increased. For instance, the power of computer chips is
increased, and the power of vehicle engines is also increased. This increased power leads to a
requirement of an effective cooling method. Currently the thermal management has focused
on aluminum and copper heat exchangers, because of high thermal conductivity (180 W/(m.K)
for aluminum 6061 and 400 W/(m.K) for copper). However, when the density is considered,
the specific thermal conductivity of aluminum or copper (thermal conductivity divided by
specific gravity) is only 54 and 45 W/(m.K), respectively. Thus, when the weight is a
significant factor, it is necessary to introduce a thermal material with low density, high
thermal conductivity and large specific surface area.
An efficient thermal management method is the utilization of microcellular foam materials
such as metal or graphite foams, based on the enhancement of heat transfer by huge fluidsolid contact surface area and the fluid mixing. An example of graphite foam application was
developed at Oak Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL) in 1997. Klett et al. [1] found that the
thermal conductivity of the solid component of graphite was as high as 1700 W/(m.K), which
was around four times that of copper. The effective thermal conductivity of graphite foam was
more than 150 W/(m.K), which was higher than the value of aluminum foam (2 - 26
W/(m.K)). On the other hand, the density of graphite foam was 0.2 - 0.6 g/cm3, which was
only 1/5 of that of aluminum. The specific surface area was between 5000 and 50000 m2/m3.
Because of the high thermal conductivity, low density and large specific surface area, the
graphite foam is recognized as an appropriate material for the thermal management. It is
primarily focused on the electronic power heat sinks. A large number of studies have been
carried out to analyze graphite foam heat exchangers. However, in the commercial market of
heat exchangers, aluminum and copper are still the preferred thermal material. Thus, there are
several problems blocking the development of graphite foam heat exchangers. Otherwise the
graphite foam heat exchangers would be easily found in the market.
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In order to promote the development of graphite foam as a thermal material for heat
exchangers, this paper will present an overall view or conception about graphite foam heat
exchangers. Firstly, the structure of graphite foam is introduced in Section 2. Based on the
structure of graphite foam, the thermal properties and flow characteristics of graphite foam
are explained in Section 2 as well. After that, the application of graphite foam heat exchangers
is outlined in Section 3. In Section 4, potential problems blocking the development of graphite
foam heat exchangers are pointed out. Based on the review and analysis, several useful
conclusions and suggestions are highlighted in Section 5.
2. Structures and properties of graphite foam
2.1. Structures
Carbon foams were first developed in the late 1960s as reticulated vitreous (glassy) foam [2].
The initial carbon foams were made by pyrolysis of a thermosetting polymer foam to obtain a
carbonaceous skeleton or reticulated vitreous carbon (RVC) foam. A blowing technique or
pressure release is utilized to produce foam of the pitch precursor. Then the pitch foam is
stabilized by heating in air or oxygen for many hours to cross-link the structure, and 'set' the
pitch. In this case, the foam does not melt during the further heat treatment. However,
stabilization can be a very time consuming and expensive process depending on the pore size.
So ORNL [3] developed a new, little time consuming process to fabricate pitch - based
graphitic foams without the traditional blowing and stabilization steps. This new foam is
believed to be less expensive and easier to fabricate than the traditional foams.
Klett et al. [1] gave an overall view of the structure of the new graphite foam. The average
pore diameter is from 275 to 350 µm in the ARA24 - derived foams. The scanning electron
micrographs of fracture surfaces, which reveals the pore structure of the ARA24 - derived
foams heat - treated at 1000 ℃, are shown in Fig. 1. Inside the foam, there are many spherical
pores with small openings. These pores are three - dimensionally interconnected.

Fig. 1. Photomicrographs of the foams produced from Mitsubishi ARA 24 pitch at different densities A
< B (P1: opening pore; M: microcrack; J: junction; L: ligament)[1].

2.2. Thermal properties of graphite foam
Because of the special structure of graphite foam, there are several prominent thermal
properties in the graphite foam. The graphite foam made by the ORNL process exhibits high
effective thermal conductivity (up to 182 W/(m.K)) and low density (0.2 -0.6 g/cm3). The data
in Table 1 show that the thermal conductivity in the z – plane is much larger than the one in
the x – y plane. It implies that the high thermal conductivity of the graphite foam only exists
in a certain direction. This is a disadvantage of the graphite foam. Klett et al. [4] found out
that the heat inside the graphite lattice was transferred down the graphite lattice fast, because
of the very stiff nature of the covalent bonds (as shown in Fig. 2). Moreover, the position and
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vibration of atoms in the neighboring planes may impede the vibration of atoms in the plane
of interest. The crystal perfection controls the thermal performance. In order to achieve high
thermal conductivity in the graphite crystal, the structure must be comprised of aligned,
straight grapheme planes, and so on.
Table 1. Properties of various graphite foams made by the ORNL method compared to Poco Foam[4].

ORNL graphite foam (A)
ORNL graphite foam (B)
PocoFoamTM

Graphitiza
-tion rate
(℃/min)

Average
bulk density
(g/cm3)

z -Plane thermal
conductivity k z
(W/(m.K))

10
1
-

0.45
0.59
0.61

125
181
182

x-y Plane
thermal
conductivity k xy
(W/(m.K))
41
60
65

Fig. 2. Planar structure of hexagonal graphite [4].

On the other hand, Yu et al. [5] presented a model which was based on sphere - centered and
interconnected unit cubes. The effective thermal conductivity was proved to be a function of
the porosity of the graphite foam. Tee et al. [6] used a tapered, anisotropic strut model to
predict the overall thermal conductivity of the porous graphite foam. When the size of the
foam pores was increased, the convective heat transfer coefficient of the foam was reduced.
By using graphite foams as the heat sinks, the enhancement of the convective heat transfer
was not only because of its open and inter-connected pores, but also due to its high thermal
conductivity and the extremely large surface areas. Furthermore, Straatman et al. [7] validated
that the optimal thickness of graphite foam was 3 mm based on the thermal performance.
Meanwhile the heat transfer increase was 28 % at low Reynolds numbers (150000). However,
at high Reynolds number, the increase of the heat transfer was only 10 %.
2.3. Pressure drop of graphite foam
Graphite foam has a very high thermal conductivity, but it also has very high pressure drop,
due to the large hydrodynamic loss associated with the open pores in the graphite foam [8].
Leong et al. [9] investigated pressure drop of four different configurations of graphite foams
(as shown in Fig. 3). The pressure drops of these four configurations of graphite heat sinks are
shown in Fig. 4. For the same inlet flow velocity, the block and baffle foams present the
highest and the lowest pressure drop, respectively. On the other hand, Lin et al. [10] approved
that the pressure drop through the corrugated passages could be reduced significantly while
maintaining a high heat transfer coefficient. As shown in Fig. 5, for forced convection, the air
is forced to go through a thin porous wall of graphite foam. Due to the short flow length
inside the graphite foam, the pressure drop could be reduced greatly.
2.4. Advantages and disadvantages
Based on the special microscopic structures in graphite foams, the advantages of these
materials can be summarized:
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(1) High thermal conductivity (thermal conductivity of solid graphite is 1700 W/(m.K), and
the effective thermal conductivity of graphite foam is more than 150 W/(m.K));
(2) Low density (0.2 to 0.6 g/cm3);
(3) High specific surface area (5000 to 50000 m2/m3);
On the other hand, there are some disadvantages for the graphite foam materials:
(1) High thermal conductivity only exists in a certain direction;
(2) Due to the small scale pores and complex structures of the foam, the pressure drop
through graphite foam is very high.

Fig. 3. Tested graphite foam heat sinks of (a) block, (b) staggered, (c) baffle and (d) corrugated
configurations [9].

Fig. 4. Pressure drop versus inlet flow velocity of air flow through tested configuration [9].

Fig. 5. Flow path inside the corrugated foam [10].

3. Applications of graphite foams
Due to the high thermal conductivity, low density and large specific surface area, the graphite
foam is a good thermal material for heat exchangers or heat sinks. The major applications of
graphite foam as materials for heat exchangers are: electronic package cooling, vehicle
cooling systems, energy storage systems, and others.
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3.1. Electronic package cooling
Because of the large internal interfaces and the high thermal conductivity, the usage of
graphite foam is considered as an effective cooling method to dissipate the high heat flux in
electronic equipment. Furthermore, the coolant of electronic equipment can be air instead of
water, due to the high thermal conductivity of graphite foam. The removal of water can avoid
shorting the circuitry of electronic equipment by water leakage.
Gallego et al. [11] demonstrated that the foam-based heat sink can be used to reduce the
volume of the required cooling fluid or eliminate the water cooling system altogether. In
terms of thermal performance, the graphite foam is much better than the aluminum.
Meanwhile, the graphite foam heat sinks respond to transient loads faster than the traditional
aluminum heat sinks. This response time may be crucial for the power electronics. Williams
et al. [12] investigated several different channel - insert configurations as mini - heat
exchangers by using both copper fins and graphite foams. The graphite foam was proved to
have strong potential as a mini - heat exchanger.
On the other hand, the usage of thermosyphons in the thermal management of electronics is
established and the methods for evaporator enhancement are of interest. Gandikota et al. [13]
investigated the cooling performance of graphite foams for evaporator enhancement in
thermosyphons and in pool boiling with FC-72 as the operating fluid. The exhibited thermal
resistance was very low, averaging at about 0.024 K/W at low heat flux. The thermal
resistance rose with increasing heat flux, but still remained very low. Lu et al. [14] used the
graphite foam as a wick in a vapor chamber. With ethanol as the coolant, the vapor chamber
(25 mm x 25 mm x 6 mm) had been demonstrated at a heat flux of 80 W/cm2. The results
showed that the performance of a vapor chamber using graphite foam was about twice that of
one using a copper wick structure. Furthermore, Coursey et al. [15] found that 149 W heat
load could be dissipated from a 1 cm2 heated base at the operating temperature of 52 ℃, by
usage of a graphite foam thermosyphon evaporator.
3.2. Vehicle cooling systems
Another important utilization of the graphite foam heat exchangers is in vehicle cooling
systems. Because of the low density and large specific surface area, it might lead to a light
and compact heat exchanger in vehicles. Meanwhile, graphite foam is considered as a
potential material to solve critical heat rejection problems that must be solved before fuel cell
and advanced power electronics technologies are introduced into automobiles.
The graphite foam could be utilized to produce a light and compact radiator in vehicles. In
this case, the radiator might be placed away from the front of vehicles. If the size of the front
of vehicles can be reduced, the vehicle does not push so much air in its forward motion. This
implies less aerodynamic drag and increase of the fuel efficiency in vehicles. Kett et al. [16]
designed a radiator (as shown in Fig. 6) with the carbon foam. Due to the increase of heat
transfer coefficients, the number of coolant tubes in the radiator was reduced significantly. A
typical automotive radiator with cross section of 48 cm x 69 cm might be reduced to 20 cm x
20 cm at the same heat removal rate. The reduced size will cut down the overall weight, cost,
and volume of the cooling system. Thereby the fuel efficiency can be improved. Moreover,
Yu et al. [17] compared a carbon foam fin - tube radiator with a conventional aluminum fin tube radiator. The thermal performance of the carbon foam radiator was increased around
15 % without changing the frontal area or the air flow rate and pressure drop.
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Fig. 6. Configuration of graphite foam radiator [16].

3.3. Energy storage system
Because of the high thermal conductivities in the graphite foam, the time used for heat
transfer inside the material will be very short. This is a big advantage for energy storage
applications. Lafdi et al. [18] investigated the thermal performance of graphite foams
infiltrated with phase change materials for space and terrestrial energy storage systems.
Because of the high thermal conductivity of graphite foams, the thermal performance of phase
change material and foam system was improved significantly. In the phase change material
related energy storage process, the higher thermal conductivity leads to a shorter time to
charge or discharge, which implies better system performance.
4. Problems
Even though the graphite foam is an excellent thermal material, it is still very hard to find
graphite foam heat exchangers in the commercial market. Thus, there are some problems
blocking the development of graphite foam heat exchangers.
The most important problem facing the graphite foam heat exchanger is the high pressure
drop. Because of the complex internal structure of the foam, the flow resistance inside the
graphite foam is very high. This causes a high pressure drop through the graphite foam. Due
to the high flow resistance, it is difficult for the cooling air to reach all the inter - faces and
transfer the heat. Thus, the effective area of heat transfer is reduced greatly, which will result
in a low thermal performance. Furthermore, the high pressure drop requires large input of
pumping power to push the air through the graphite foam heat exchangers, which will cause a
low coefficiency of performance (COP, the ratio of the removed heat to the input pumping
power). Garrity et al. [19] proved that the graphite foam heat exchanger had lower COP than
the aluminum multilouvered fin. In order to reduce the high pressure drop, it is important to
adopt an appropriate configuration of the graphite foams, as discussed in [9-10].
The second problem is that the mechanical properties of the graphite foam are not as good as
those of the metal foam. The tensile strength of graphite foam with porosity of 75 % is only
0.69 MPa [20]. However, the tensile strength of nickel foam with the same porosity is 18.44
MPa, which is much higher than the one of graphite foam [21]. In order to reinforce the
mechanical properties of graphite foam, it might be useful to introduce some other material to
the graphite foam. For instance, the compressive strength can increase ten times after the
graphite foam has been mixed with epoxy resin. However, by changing the fabrication
process to improve the foam’s mechanical properties, the high thermal conductivity might
sacrifice [22].
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The third problem is the dust block. Most research of the graphite foam focus on the
electronic equipment heat sinks. Little attention was put to the vehicle radiator applications.
The major reason is the dust blocking problem. When the open pores in graphite foams are
blocked by dust, the cold air can not reach all inter - faces and bring away the heat. Thus, the
effective heat transfer area is reduced greatly and the thermal performance will decrease too.
Due to the operating conditions, the dust block problem is more serious in vehicle radiators
than in the electronic equipment heat sinks.
Due to these problems, the development of graphite foams is relatively slow and difficult.
Much work has to be done before a mature graphite foam heat exchanger appears in the
commercial market.
5. Conclusions and suggestions
The graphite foam has very high thermal conductivity, low density and large specific surface
area. Because of these properties, the graphite foam is considered as a potential thermal
material for heat exchangers. The graphite foam can be used as heat sinks to cool electronic
packages. Also the graphite foam can be used as a radiator to cool the vehicle engines.
Sometimes, the graphite foam can be used in energy storage applications.
However, due to the complex internal structure of the graphite foam, there is a very high
pressure drop when the air flows through the graphite foams. There are also some other
problems blocking the development of graphite foam, such as the low tensile strength, and the
dust block. In order to promote the development of graphite foams as thermal material for
heat exchangers, adopting an appropriate configuration might be useful to reduce the pressure
drop through the graphite foam. On the other hand, mixing some other material with graphite
foam might be helpful to reinforce the mechanical properties of graphite foam. Thus, much
work has to be conducted before the graphite foam is accepted as a thermal material of heat
exchangers.
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