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Abstract: The magnetic response of the storage modulus for bimodal magnetic elastomers containing
magnetic particles with a diameter of 7.0 µm and plastic beads with a diameter of 200 µm were
investigated by varying the volume fraction of plastic beads up to 0.60 while keeping the volume
fraction of the magnetic particles at 0.10. The storage modulus at 0 mT for monomodal magnetic
elastomers was 1.4 × 104 Pa, and it slightly increased with the volume fraction of plastic beads up
to 0.6. The storage modulus at 500 mT for bimodal magnetic elastomers at volume fractions below
0.25 was constant, which was equal to that for the monomodal one (=7.9 × 104 Pa). At volume
fractions of 0.25–0.40, the storage modulus significantly increased with the volume fraction, showing
a percolation behavior. At volume fractions of 0.40-0.60, the storage modulus was constant at
2.0 × 105 Pa, independently of the volume fraction. These results indicate that the enhanced increase
in the storage modulus was caused by the chain formation of the magnetic particles in vacancies
made of plastic beads.
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1. Introduction

Magnetic elastomers are a type of stimuli-responsive soft material [1–5] and its physical properties
alter in response to magnetic fields. The magnetic response for a magnetic elastomer is in general
drastic; therefore, the material attracts considerable attention as actuators in the next generation of
materials [6–8]. Magnetic elastomers consist of polymeric matrices, such as polyurethane, and magnetic
particles with nano or micron sizes in diameter. When a magnetic field is applied to a magnetic
elastomer, the elasticity increases due to the chain structure formation (restructuring) of magnetic
particles, which is called the magnetorheological (MR) effect. So far, we have investigated the MR
effect for polyurethane-based magnetic elastomers and found that bimodal magnetic elastomers
with magnetic and nonmagnetic particles exhibit a significant MR effect compared with monomodal
magnetic elastomers [9–13].

In our past studies, zinc oxide with a diameter of 10.6 µm or aluminum hydroxide with a diameter
of 1.4 µm was used as nonmagnetic particles [9,11]. The increase in the storage modulus for bimodal
magnetic elastomers containing zinc oxide particles of 12 vol.% was 500 kPa, which was achieved by
applying a magnetic field of 500 mT, which is 4.2 times that used for the monomodal one (120 kPa) [9].
The increase in the storage modulus for bimodal magnetic elastomers containing aluminum hydroxide
particles of 6.6 vol.% was 3.27 MPa, which is 4.3 times that used for the monomodal one (754 kPa) [11].
Figure 1 shows the schematic illustrations representing the mechanism for the MR effect for bimodal
magnetic elastomers in our previous study and the scenario for that in the present study. In the previous
study, the enhanced magnetorheology mentioned above is caused by bridging the discontinuous chains
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of magnetic particles with nonmagnetic particles. However, this mechanism is not efficient since a
considerable amount of nonmagnetic particles is needed to raise the elasticity of magnetic elastomers.
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Figure 1. Schematic illustrations representing the mechanism for the magnetorheological (MR) effect
for bimodal magnetic elastomers in our previous study and the scenario in the present study.

In our present study, we proposed a new concept for the enhanced magnetorheology of bimodal
magnetic elastomers. A large bead of poly(methyl-2-methylpropenoate) (PMMA) with a diameter of
200 µm was used as a non-magnetic particle. The diameter of the bead was large, and the interaction
with the matrix of polyurethane was weak compared with nonmagnetic particles in past studies.
Beads with a large diameter made vacancies in the magnetic elastomer, and magnetic particles were
localized in the vacancies made of the plastic beads. The density of the plastic was low compared
with inorganic compounds; therefore, the beads were not precipitated during the synthesis; this
contributed to the random dispersion of vacancies in the elastomer. Bimodal magnetic elastomers with
plastic beads also have advantages of transparency and weight saving. The density of zinc oxide and
aluminum hydroxide is 5.8 and 2.4 g/cm3, respectively, meanwhile, the density of the plastic bead was
1.2 g/cm3. Magnetic elastomers with both a lightweight and huge magnetic response could be obtained.
Bimodal magnetic elastomers with plastic beads have a possibility to transmit visible light, although
the light may reflect at the interface between the matrix and plastic beads. This should be helpful for
biologists or medical scientists who investigate the effect of substrate elasticity on the cell behavior
using magnetic elastomers [14].

Here, we prepared bimodal magnetic elastomers with various volume fractions of plastic beads
while keeping the volume fraction of magnetic particles constant, and discuss the addition effect of
plastic beads on the magnetic response, the transmissibility of visible light, and weight saving.

2. Experimental Procedures

2.1. Synthesis of Magnetic Elastomers

Polypropylene glycols (P2000, G3000B, Adeka Co., Tokyo, Japan) with molecular weights of
Mw = 2000 and 3000 were used for the matrix of magnetic elastomers. Tolyrene diisocyanate (Wako
Pure Chemical Industries. Ltd., Osaka, Japan) and dioctyl phthalate (DOP, Wako Pure Chemical
Industries. Ltd., Osaka, Japan) were used as a crosslinker and plasticizer, respectively. Carbonyl iron
with a median diameter of 7.0 µm (CS Grade BASF SE., Ludwigshafen am Rhein, Germany) was used
for magnetic particles. The saturation magnetization of carbonyl iron particles was 190 emu/g measured
using a SQUID magnetometer (MPMS, Quantum Design Inc., San Diego, CA, USA). Plastic beads
made of polymethylmethacrylate (PMMA) (Techpolymer, MBX-200, Sekisui Plastics Co., Ltd., Tokyo,
Japan) with a mean diameter of 200 µm were used as nonmagnetic particles. Magnetic elastomers
were synthesized using a prepolymer method. Polypropylene glycols are crosslinked with tolyrene
diisocyanate. The concentration of the crosslinker remarkably affects not only the off-field modulus,
but also the magnetorheological response. The molar ratio of –NCO to –OH group for the prepolymer
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was constant at 2.01 (=[NCO]/[OH]). Magnetic particles and plastic beads were mixed with prepolymer,
linear polymer, plasticizer, and catalysis. The mixed liquid was poured into a silicon mold and cured for
30 min at 100 ◦C. DOP has a good chemical affinity with polypropylene glycols, which is a good solvent
for crosslinked PPG elastomers. Similar to the crosslinker concentration, the concentration of the
plasticizer strongly affects both the off-field modulus and the magnetorheological response. The weight
concentration of DOP to the matrix without magnetic particles was fixed at 60 wt.%. The densities of
the magnetic particles and plastic beads were 7.57 and 1.20 g/cm3, respectively. The volume fraction of
magnetic particles was kept at 0.1; meanwhile, for plastic beads, it was varied from 0.10 to 0.60.

2.2. Dynamic Viscoelastic Measurement

Dynamic viscoelastic measurements were carried out for magnetic elastomers using a rheometer
(MCR301, Anton Paar Pty. Ltd., Graz, Austria) at 20 ◦C. The strain was varied from 10−5 to 1 and
the frequency was kept at 1 Hz. The sample was a disk that was 20 mm in diameter and 1.5 mm in
thickness. The normal force initially applied to the magnetic elastomer was approximately 0.3 N.

2.3. SEM Observation

The shape of the magnetic and nonmagnetic particles in the powder state and the particle
morphology for monomodal and bimodal elastomers were observed using scanning electron microscopy
(SEM, JCM-6000 Neoscope JEOL Ltd. Tokyo, Japan) with an accelerating voltage of 15 kV without a
Au coating. SEM photographs for magnetic particles and plastic beads (nonmagnetic particles) are
presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. SEM photographs for (a) magnetic particles and (b) plastic beads (nonmagnetic particles).

3. Results and Discussion

Figure 3a exhibits the magnetic field response of the storage modulus at a strain of 10−4 (in the
linear viscoelastic regime) for monomodal and bimodal magnetic elastomers containing plastic beads.
A magnetic field of 500 mT was applied to the magnetic elastomers every 60 s. It was observed for
all magnetic elastomers that the storage modulus was altered synchronously with the magnetic field,
and completely recovered to the original modulus after removing the field. The storage modulus for
bimodal magnetic elastomers at φPB < 0.3 rapidly increased due to the application of the magnetic field.
This result coincided with our previous study showing that the alignment time improved by adding
aluminum hydroxide nonmagnetic particles [11]. Meanwhile, at φPB > 0.35, the storage modulus
gradually increased with time and it was not saturated within 60 s. It is considered that only magnetic
particles move and form a chain structure at φPB < 0.3. At φPB > 0.35, large plastic beads moved,
accompanying the movement of the magnetic particles, resulting in long relaxation time.
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Figure 3b demonstrates the magnetic-field response of the storage modulus at a strain of 1 (in the
non-linear viscoelastic regime) for monomodal and bimodal magnetic elastomers containing plastic
beads. Similar to the results at low strain, all magnetic elastomers responded to the magnetic field
at high strain. However, the time development of the storage modulus was opposite at high strain.
A gradual increase of the storage modulus with time was observed for monomodal and bimodal
magnetic elastomers with φPB < 0.3, and a rapid increase of the storage modulus with time was
observed for bimodal magnetic elastomers with φPB > 0.35.

Figure 4a depicts the storage modulus at 10−4 for monomodal and bimodal magnetic elastomers
as a function of the volume fraction of plastic beads. The storage modulus at 0 mT was almost constant,
although the volume fraction of the plastic beads increased. In general, when the volume fraction of
fillers was high, the storage modulus for the composite elastomers was higher than that for the matrix.
The low storage modulus seen at φPB = 0.60 indicated that the plastic beads were randomly dispersed
in the elastomer without direct contact between the beads. Of course, the interfacial effect between the
matrix and plastic beads with a large diameter should be negligibly small compared with the small
particles being several microns in size. Actually, when a plastic bead with a diameter of 8 µm was
used, the storage modulus at 0 mT for the bimodal magnetic elastomer at φPB = 0.60 was 3.6 × 105 Pa,
which was far higher than that for the elastomer with large particles. In addition, the change in the
storage modulus was very small and negative. This strongly indicated that the total interfacial area was
dominant for the storage modulus of magnetic elastomers, i.e., the storage modulus could be raised by
increasing the interfacial area, even though the interfacial interaction between the matrix and plastic
beads was weak. The storage modulus at 500 mT for bimodal magnetic elastomers was equal to that of
the monomodal one, and it was almost independent of the volume fraction at φPB < 0.25. This behavior
was unusual, and it indicated that bridging did not occur between discontinuous chains of magnetic
particles via plastic beads, even though the volume fraction of plastic beads was considerably high.
At 0.25 < φPB < 0.40, the storage modulus significantly increased with the volume fraction of the
plastic beads. It was considered that the magnetic particles bridged the gap between the plastic beads.
An interesting thing was that the significant increase in the storage modulus was only seen at 500 mT
and did not appear at 0 mT. In addition, the influence of the matrix elasticity on the magnetorheological
effect was investigated. The storage modulus for polyurethane elastomers with (φPB=0.40) and without
plastic beads was (3.8 ± 0.35) × 104 Pa and (3.3 ± 0.34) × 104 Pa, respectively.
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Figure 4. (a) Storage modulus at a strain of 10−4 at 0 and 500 mT as a function of the volume fraction
of plastic beads and (b) storage modulus as a function of φPB − φ

c
PB for monomodal and bimodal

magnetic elastomers.

Therefore, an important factor for the stress transfer between plastic beads is the chain structure
of magnetic particles, not the elasticity of the matrix. The onset volume fraction for the percolation is
considered to be 0.25 < φPB < 0.30, which is close to the value of the cite percolation for a body-centered
cubic structure (=0.248) [15,16]. Figure 4b shows the relation between the storage modulus and
the volume fraction of plastic beads (φPB − φ

c
PB) for bimodal magnetic elastomers. The storage

modulus at φPB > 0.25 obeyed a power low of G500~(φPB − φ
c

PB)0.64, although the critical exponent
was relatively high compared with that of a 3D lattice (≈0.4) [15,16]. Accordingly, the plastic beads
were packed in the structure of the body-centered cubic structure, and magnetic particles were filled
in the vacancies between the beads. At φPB > 0.4, the storage modulus was not raised, although
the volume fraction of plastic beads was increased. This indicated that the percolation possibility
reached a maximum at φPB ≈ 0.5, which was 74% of the maximum packing ratio for the lattice of a
body-centered cubic structure. It might be that the effective paths contributing to the storage modulus
were not increased at φPB > 0.4 due to the increase in the number of branches of the percolated paths.
Figure 5 exhibits the schematic illustrations representing the mechanism of the elasticity increase by the
magnetic field for bimodal magnetic elastomers with plastic beads with a large diameter. The distance
between the nearest neighbor beads was calculated to be 31 µm. Magnetic particles are forced to be
localized in the vacancy and form a chain structure by the magnetic field, for example, a qualitative
representation of the microstructure [17] and computed tomography images [18]. In our previous
study, the storage modulus for bimodal magnetic elastomers containing small nonmagnetic particles
(1.4 or 10.6 µm in diameter) gradually increased with the volume fraction of nonmagnetic particles,
and a clear percolation threshold was not observed. This strongly indicated that the chains of magnetic
particles were gradually connected via nonmagnetic particles with increases in the volume fraction
of nonmagnetic particles [9–11]. The mechanism presented here was completely different from that
observed in the past. Figure 5 also shows a realization of percolation behavior for bimodal magnetic
elastomers with plastic beads. Each white circle represents a plastic bead, and the black part represents
the magnetic elastomer, i.e., polyurethane and magnetic particles. The percolation of the stress between
the plastic beads occurred via chains of magnetic particles at φPB = 0.25. The percolation path increased
with the volume fraction of plastic beads at 0.25 < φPB < 0.40. At 0.40 < φPB < 0.60, both the percolation
path and the branch of the paths increased with the volume fraction.
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Figure 5. Schematic illustrations representing (left) the mechanism of the MR effect and (right) a
realization of percolation behavior for bimodal magnetic elastomers with large plastic beads.

Figure 6a,e indicates the SEM photographs for monomodal magnetic elastomers taken at different
magnifications. Figure 6e demonstrates the fact that no clear aggregations of magnetic particles were
found in the polyurethane matrix. However, the photo showed that there were two regions with
different concentrations of magnetic particles, i.e., densely and sparsely dispersed parts. This result
coincided with the previous results showing that carbonyl iron particles form secondary particles
within the polyurethane matrix when ultrasonication is not carried out [19]. Figure 6c,g displays the
SEM photographs for bimodal magnetic elastomers with plastic beads above the percolation threshold
(φPB = 0.4). It was clear that magnetic particles were localized in the vacancy made by plastic beads,
meaning the success of our scenario given that magnetic particles were gathered in a limited space.
The hole made by removing the plastic bead showed a very smooth surface, suggesting that the
interaction between the plastic beads and the matrix was weak (see Figure 6f). Figure 6d,h shows
the SEM photographs for bimodal magnetic elastomers containing plastic beads with the maximum
volume fraction (φPB = 0.60). It was clearly observed that magnetic particles were distributed in
the vacancy.
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and 0.6.

4. Conclusions

The magnetorheological response for bimodal magnetic elastomers with large plastic beads was
investigated. It was found that the increment in the storage modulus for the bimodal magnetic
elastomers was higher than twice that of the monomodal one. It could be considered that the enhanced
magnetorheology was caused by an efficient chain formation of magnetic particles in a vacancy made
by the plastic beads that packed into the body-centered cubic structure. In addition, it was found that
the bimodal magnetic elastomer could partially transmit natural light, although the clarity was very
low. At approximately half the weight of conventional elastomers, the bimodal magnetic elastomers
showed the same level of elasticity changes. We believe that the magnetorheological features presented
here are useful not only for applications but also for designing materials for new magnetorheological
elastomers with a high efficiency and multiple functions.

Author Contributions: The idea for this work came from T.M. M.K. conceived and designed all the experiments;
S.A. performed the sample synthesis, rheological experiment, and SEM observations for magnetic elastomers
and wrote the paper; and Y.K. carried out the rheological experiment and drew the graphs and graphic abstract.
Presentation of the results and the draft structure were discussed between all authors. All authors have read and
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was partially supported by a grant from the Cooperative Research Program of Cooperative
Research Program of the Network Joint Research Center for Materials and Devices (No. 20191257).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Kose, O.; Boott, C.E.; Hamad, W.Y.; MacLachlan, M.J. Stimuli-Responsive Anisotropic Materials Based on
Unidirectional Organization of Cellulose Nanocrystals in an Elastomers. Macromolecules 2019, 52, 5317–5324.
[CrossRef]

2. Du, J.; Zhang, Z.L.; Liu, D.B.; Ren, T.B.; Wan, D.C.; Pu, H.T. Triple-stimuli responsive shape memory effect of
novel polyolefin elastomer/lauric acid/carbon black. Compos. Sci. Tech. 2019, 169, 45–51. [CrossRef]

3. Kaiser, S.; Radl, S.V.; Manhart, J.; Ayalur-Karunakaran, S.; Griesser, T.; Moser, A.; Ganser, C.; Teichert, C.;
Kern, W.; Schlogl, S. Switching “on” and “off” the adhesion in stimuli-responsive elastomers. Soft Mater
2018, 14, 2547–2559. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Amaral, A.J.R.; Pasparakis, G. Stimuli responsive self-healing polymers: Gels, elastomers and membranes.
Polym. Chem. 2017, 8, 6464–6484. [CrossRef]

5. Wang, M.; Sayed, S.M.; Guo, L.X.; Lin, B.P.; Zhang, X.Q.; Sun, Y.; Yang, H. Multi-Stimuli Responsive Carbon
Nanotube Incorporated Polysiloxane Azobenzene Liquid Crystalline Elastomer Composites. Macromolcules
2016, 49, 663–671. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.macromol.9b00863
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.compscitech.2018.10.029
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C8SM00284C
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29541729
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C7PY01386H
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.macromol.5b02388


Polymers 2020, 12, 290 9 of 9

6. Qi, S.; Fu, J.; Xie, Y.P.; Li, Y.P.; Gan, R.Y.; Yu, M. Versatile magnetorheological plastomer with 3D printability,
switchable mechanics, shape memory, and self-healing capacity. Compos. Sci. Tech. 2019, 183, 107817.
[CrossRef]

7. Kim, J.G.; Park, J.E.; Won, S.; Jeon, J.; Wie, J.J. Contactless Manipulation of Soft Robots. Materials 2019, 12, 19.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. Ditter, D.; Bluemler, P.; Klockner, B.; Hilgert, J.; Zentel, R. Microfluidic Synthesis of Liquid Crystalline
Elastomer Particle Transport Systems which Can Be Remote-Controlled. Adv. Funct. Mater. 2019, 29, 29.
[CrossRef]

9. Mitsumata, T.; Ohori, S.; Chiba, N.; Kawai, M. Enhancement of magnetoelastic behavior of bimodal magnetic
elastomers by stress transfer via nonmagnetic particles. Soft Matter 2013, 9, 10108–10116. [CrossRef]

10. Nagashima, K.; Kanauchi, S.; Kawai, M.; Mitsumata, T.; Tamesue, S.; Yamauchi, T. Nonmagnetic particles
enhance magnetoelastic response of magnetic elastomers. J. Appl. Phys. 2015, 118, 024903. [CrossRef]

11. Nanpo, J.; Nagashima, K.; Umehara, Y.; Kawai, M.; Mitsumata, T. Magnetic-Field Sensitivity of Storage
Modulus for Bimodal Magnetic Elastomers. J. Phys. Chem. B 2016, 120, 12993–13000. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Umehara, Y.; Yamanaga, Y.; Akama, S.; Kato, S.; Kamoshita, S.; Kawai, M.; Mitsumata, T. Railway Actuator
Made of Magnetic Elastomers and Driven by a Magnetic Field. Polymers 2018, 10, 1351. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

13. Kobayashi, Y.; Akama, S.; Ohori, S.; Kawai, M.; Mitsumata, T. Magnetic Elastomers with Smart Variable
Elasticity Mimetic to Sea Cucumber. Biomimetics 2019, 4, 68. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Mayer, M.; Rabindranath, R.; Börner, J.; Hörner, E.; Bentz, A.; Salgado, J.; Han, H.; Böse, H.; Probst, J.;
Shamonin, M.; et al. Ultra-soft PDMS-based magnetoactive elastomers as dynamic cell culture substrata.
PloS ONE 2013, 8, e76196. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Stauffer, D. Introduction to Percolation Theory; Taylor & Fran-cis: London, UK, 1985.
16. Grimmett, G. Percolation, 2nd ed.; Springer: Cambridge, UK, 1999.
17. Snarskii, A.A.; Zorinets, D.; Shamonin, M.; Kalita, V.M. Theoretical method for calculation of effective

properties of composite materials with reconfigurable microstructure: Electric and magnetic phenomena.
Physica A 2019, 535, 122467. [CrossRef]

18. Watanabe, M.; Takeda, Y.; Maruyama, T.; Ikeda, J.; Kawai, M.; Mitsumata, T. Chain Structure in a Cross-Linked
Polyurethane Magnetic Elastomer Under a Magnetic Field. Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2019, 20, 2879. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

19. Watanabe, M.; Ikeda, J.; Takeda, Y.; Kawai, M.; Mitsumata, T. Effect of Sonication Time on Magnetorheological
Effect for Monomodal Magnetic Elastomers. Gels 2018, 4, 49. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

20. Ivaneyko, D.; Toshchevikov, V.; Saphiannikova, M.; Heinrich, G. Effects of particle distribution on mechanical
properties of magneto-sensitive elastomers in a homogeneous magnetic field. Condens. Matter Phys. 2012, 15,
33601. [CrossRef]

21. Romeis, D.; Toshchevikov, V.; Saphiannikova, M. Effects of local rearrangement of magnetic particles on
deformation in magneto-sensitive elastomers. Soft Matter 2019, 15, 3552. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

© 2020 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
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.compscitech.2019.107817
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ma12193065
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31547115
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201902454
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c3sm51836a
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.4926646
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpcb.6b08622
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27959557
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/polym10121351
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30961276
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/biomimetics4040068
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31601006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0076196
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24204603
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.physa.2019.122467
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijms20122879
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31200473
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/gels4020049
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30674825
http://dx.doi.org/10.5488/CMP.15.33601
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C9SM00226J
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30945719
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Experimental Procedures 
	Synthesis of Magnetic Elastomers 
	Dynamic Viscoelastic Measurement 
	SEM Observation 

	Results and Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

