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ABSTRACT: The structural phase transition of synthetic ZnFe2O4 nano-
particles (ZFO NPs) is investigated as a function of pressure up to 40.6 GPa at
room temperature for the first time, and its associated intriguing electrical
transport properties are resolved from in situ impedance spectra and
magnetoresistivity measurements. Significant anomalies are observed in the
properties of the grain boundary resistance (Rgb), the relaxation frequency ( fmax),
and the relative permittivity (εr) in the ZFO NPs under the pressures around
17.5−21.5 GPa. These anomalies are believed to be correlated with a cubic-to-
orthorhombic phase transition of ZnFe2O4 at the pressures between 21.9 and
25.7 GPa, which is found to be partially reversible. The pressure-tuned dielectric
properties are measured for the cubic and the orthorhombic phases of ZFO,
respectively. Remarkably, Rgb decreases up to 6 orders of magnitude as a function
of pressure in the cubic phase. The dielectric polarization is obviously
strengthened with increased fmax and decreased εr with pressure in the
orthorhombic phase. Furthermore, it is confirmed that the external pressure effectively improves the electrochemical stability
of the sample based on the cycled measurements of the impedance spectra at various pressures. The changes in the complex
permittivity (ε′, ε″) and the dielectric loss tangent (tan δ) with frequency reveal the irreversible increase in the dielectric loss
accompanied by phase transition. The MR measurements indicate that ZFO NPs are superparamagnetic under high pressure of
up to 40 GPa. The transmission electron microscopy images reflect the decrease in the grain boundary number and some local
amorphization of grains after compression, which provides good explanations for the changes in the electrical transport
properties as a function of pressure. Herein, the structural and electrical properties of ZnFe2O4 NPs generated are preserved by
quenching the high-pressure phase to ambient conditions, thus providing great choices of ferrites materials for a variety of
applications.
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■ INTRODUCTION

Spinel-structured MFe2O4 (M = Zn, Cu, Ni, Co, Fe, etc.)
ferrites nanomaterials have been among the most popular
candidates for studying nanomagnetism due to their great
potentials in the wide range of applications from information
storage and electronic devices to medical diagnostics and drug
delivery.1−4 In addition, they are often used for microwave-
and radar-absorbing materials due to their high dielectric
loss,5,6 for supercapacitor as an energy storage/delivery device
with good electrochemical properties,7,8 and for the anode of

lithium-ion batteries due to their high specific capacity and low
cost.9−11

MFe2O4 ferrites nanomaterials usually form and stabilize in
the cubic spinel structure (Fd3̅m) at ambient conditions. The
s t ruc tura l formula i s genera l l y expressed with
(MFe)x[MFe]2−xO4, where round and square brackets denote
sites of tetrahedral (A) coordination and octahedral [B]
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coordination, respectively, and x represents the degree of
inversion (i.e., the fraction of the A sites occupied by Fe3+).12

Considerable studies revealed that the developments of
different structures, various morphologies, and compositions
result in largely enhanced physical properties and chemical
stabilities of MFe2O4 nanomaterials. For example, Ju et al.13

selectively prepared the cubic and tetragonal CuFe2O4
nanoparticles through a method of a facile one-step solid-
state reaction route. The cubic CuFe2O4 NPs (as anode
materials for high power lithium-ion batteries) reveal
characteristics such as superior discharge capacity, better
cycling performance, and higher rate capability. Furthermore,
the morphologies of the cubic MFe2O4 (M = Zn, Cu, Ni, Co,
Fe, etc.) nanomaterials can be fabricated in a wide variety of
forms for different applications, such as Co3O4/ZnFe2O4
(ZFO) hollow nanocomposite8 for supercapacitor, CuFe2O4
nanofibers,14 CoFe2O4, and NiFe2O4 porous ball-in-ball hollow
spheres15 for lithium-ion batteries, as well as ZnFe2O4 hollow
nanospheres16 for potential microwave absorber.
Pressure, like temperature and chemical constituent, is one

of the most primary factors to radically tune the crystallo-
graphic and the microstructural properties (such as morphol-
ogy, size, grain/grain boundary, defect, etc.), creating a variety
of new characteristics. Recent reports indicated that spinel-
structured nanomaterials can effectively support the strain
caused by the volume change during charge and/or discharge
process to alleviate the pulverization problem, coupled with
improved electron and Li+ conduction.17 Thus, the combina-
tion of high-pressure (HP) technique and nanostructuring is
expected to provide a new route for modulating the properties
of MFe2O4 materials.
The high-pressure properties of spinel ferrites originally

attract significant interests due to their abundance in the
Earth’s crust and mantle. There have been several high-
pressure structural studies of the spinel ferrite minerals:
MgFe2O4,

18 ZnFe2O4,
19 CoFe2O4,

20 Fe3O4,
21,22 etc., where

the equation of state and other mechanical properties, like
elastic moduli, have been broadly reported and the denser
high-pressure orthorhombic postspinel structure has been
revealed. With the development and applications of synthetic
MFe2O4 materials for various fields, more and more attentions
are focused on the field of high-pressure research. Blasco et
al.22,23 performed high-pressure angle-dispersive X-ray dif-
fraction (XRD) measurements on synthetic CoxFe3−xO4 (x =
0, 1, 1.5, 1.75, 2) ferrites and observed an irreversible structural
phase transformation from the cubic spinel phase to the
analogous orthorhombic postspinel phase at pressures around
20 GPa. Ye et al.24 found that MnFe2O4 ferrites undergo a
phase transition at pressures about 18 GPa to form a denser
antiferromagnetic CaMn2O4-type phase, which is stable up to
39.6 GPa and retains its high-pressure polymorph after
decompression. Very recently, Zn0.2Mg0.8Fe2O4, an intermedi-
ate compound with the co-substitution of metal divalent
cations, was found to undergo a pressure-induced structural
phase transition to an orthorhombic phase (CaTi2O4 type,
space group Bbmm) at pressures of about 21 GPa.25

In addition, nanocrystalline materials have a well-known
different high-pressure behavior compared to bulk materials
due to the quantum size effect, especially the transition
pressure, the structural transformation sequence, and the
transportation properties. Although great efforts have been
made in studying the crystallography, the electronic structures,
and the vibration properties of the bulk MFe2O4 ferrites under

high pressure, it seems that structural evolution and properties
changes of the nanoscaled MFe2O4 are still unclear. For
example, Wu et al.26 carried out high-pressure resistance
measurements on CoFe2O4 NPs and proposed that the phase
transition to the postspinel structure occurs at 7.5 and 12 GPa
for 80 and 6 nm particles, respectively. The reduction in
transition-pressure from 20 to 27 GPa to less than 12 GPa was
explained as a consequence of the transformation of CoFe2O4
into a metastable phase that does not exist in the bulk material.
However, this result conflicts with the known fact that the
transition-pressure usually shifts toward higher pressures when
reducing the grain size of the nanoparticles.
ZnFe2O4 nanoparticles (ZFO NPs), among the most

important spinel-structured ferrite nanomaterials, have the
characteristics of superparamagnetism and high resistance1,27

owing to the small size effect (when the grain size of the NPs is
smaller than the critical size of 20 nm). Ferrari et al.28 found
that the cubic phase of ZFO NPs (an average grain size of 45
nm) is retained up to 33 GPa, evident by powder X-ray
diffraction measurements. Also, a phase transition was induced
and an orthorhombic CaMn2O4 type phase formed beyond
this pressure point. However, this observation is only reported
on ZnFe2O4 NPs under high pressure so far. The systematic
knowledge of the electrical and the magnetic properties of
ZnFe2O4 nanomaterials at various pressures, especially of
ZnFe2O4 NPs (size < 20 nm), has not yet been obtained.
Therefore, more work is needed to establish a structure−
property relationship upon compression. Moreover, pressure-
related property changes (such as resistance, dielectric
constant, relaxation frequency, energy loss, magnetoresistivity,
etc.) also depend on the size changes and the grain boundary
effect to a large extent, lack of any of which further prevents
the comprehensive understandings of functional ferrites
materials under compression.
Motivated by the above-mentioned observations, we

conducted the in situ high-pressure angle-dispersive X-ray
diffraction experiments, transmission electron microscopy
(TEM) measurements, and electrical measurements on ZFO
NPs (an average grain size of 9.8 ± 0.1 nm) in this study. First,
the XRD spectra of the ZFO NPs under compression were
collected to monitor the structural modification, which has not
been well-defined yet, providing the basis to understand the
pressure-induced property changes. Second, impedance spectra
and magnetoresistivity measurements were performed to
explore the novel electrical and magnetic properties of ZFO
NPs induced by pressure. Last but not the least, TEM
measurements were utilized to reveal the changes in the
grains/grain boundaries of the ZFO NPs for understanding the
variations in the electrical transport properties upon
compression.

■ EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS
Sample Preparation. Cubic ZnFe2O4 nanoparticles were

prepared in the following processes: 0.01 mol Zn(Ac)2·2H2O and
0.02 mol Fe(NO3)3·9H2O were initially dissolved in 50 mL
triethylene glycol inside a reaction vessel and gelated by a catalyst
of 0.05 mol trisodium citrate. The solution was heated and
continuously stirred at 190 °C until forming a highly viscous gel.
Then, the resultant gel was dried in an oven at 60 °C for 24 h. The
crystal structure and the microstructure morphologies of the sample
were measured at ambient pressure, using XRD with λ = 1.5418 Å
from the Cu Kα radiation (Shimadu XRD-6000), TEM (JEOL 2100),
and scanning electron microscopy (SEM) equipped with an energy-
dispersive spectrometry (EDS) (JEOL JSM-6700F). Additionally,
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vibrating sample magnetometer (VSM) (LakeShore 7407) was used
to measure the magnetic hysteresis (M−H) loops of the sample at
room temperature.
In Situ High-Pressure Angle-Dispersive XRD Measurements.

A symmetrical diamond anvil cell (DAC) with a pair of diamond
anvils with 300 μm culet size was employed to generate high pressure.
A T301 steel gasket was preindented to 40 μm in thickness and a hole
with a 150 μm diameter was drilled at the center of the dent as the
sample chamber for high-pressure XRD experiments. Powder sample
and a small ruby ball were placed into the sample chamber and the in
situ pressure was gauged by the R1 ruby fluorescence method. Silicon
oil was used as the pressure-transmitting medium. The schematic
drawing of the sample assembly for high-pressure angle-dispersive
XRD measurements is further shown in Figure S1 as the Supporting
Information. The high-pressure XRD experiments were conducted at
the 13-BM-C station of Advanced Photon Source (APS), Argonne
National Laboratory (ANL) (λ = 0.406750 Å). Experimental
parameters including the distance between the sample and the
detector were calibrated using the CeO2 standard materials. The two-
dimensional (2D) XRD images were induced into the format of
intensity versus diffraction angle (2θ) through the integration via the
FIT2D program.
In Situ High-Pressure Electrical Measurements. High pressure

was generated using a nonmagnetic DAC with a culet size of 400 μm
diameter. A nonmagnetic rhenium sheet, used as the gasket, was
preindented to 50 μm thickness. A hole 200 μm in diameter was
drilled at the center of the indentation using a laser. Then, a mixture
of alumina powder and epoxy was inserted and compressed into the
hole as the insulating layer. Subsequently, another hole 150 μm in
diameter was drilled and served as the sample chamber. The thickness
of the sample under high pressure was determined using a micrometer

with a precision of 0.5 μm. No pressure medium was loaded to avoid
additional errors in electrical measurements. Ruby fluorescence
method was used for the pressure calibration. Parallel-plate capacitor
electrodes and van der Pauw configuration electrodes were integrated
on the diamond culets for in situ high-pressure impedance spectra and
magnetoresistivity measurements, respectively, as shown in Figure S2.
The fabricated details of different microcircuits probes on diamond
have been reported previously.29−31 Impedance spectrum was
obtained using a computer-controlled impedance analyzer (Solartron
1260), combined with a dielectric interface (Solartron 1296). A
voltage signal with an amplitude of 2 V, and frequency ranging from
10−2 to 107 Hz was applied to the sample. The magnetoresistivity
measurements were conducted using the current reversal method to
avoid thermoelectric offsets. The current, typically 100 mA, was
sourced by a Keithley 2400 Source Meter and the voltage was
measured using a Keithley 2700 Multimeter. A uniform magnetic field
with a maximum value of 20 kG was produced by the EM7
electromagnet (East Changing Co.) and exported through two
magnetic heads 76 mm in diameter.

■ DISCUSSION AND RESULTS
As shown in Figure 1a, the XRD result indicates that ZFO NPs
crystallize in a cubic structure (space group Fd3̅m) at ambient
conditions, in agreement with the references.11,12,14 Figure
1b,d demonstrates the stoichiometry and the morphology of
the ZFO NPs and reveals a uniform size distribution (good
dispersibility), as indicated in Figure 1f, which shows an
average grain size of 9.8 ± 0.1 nm. The EDS result, as shown in
the inset of Figure 1b, confirms that the sample consists mainly
of zinc, iron, and oxygen. In Figure 1c, the M−H loops clearly

Figure 1. (a) XRD pattern of the as-prepared ZnFe2O4 nanoparticles (ZFO NPs) at ambient conditions. All the diffraction peaks in the figure are
perfectly indexed as the cubic structure based on the references. (b) SEM image of ZFO NPs and its elemental analysis results determined by EDS.
(c) Magnetic hysteresis (M−H) loops of ZFO NPs. (d) TEM image and the corresponding (e) high-resolution transmission electron microscopy
(HRTEM) image of ZFO NPs. The ⟨311⟩ lattice fringes of the cubic ZnFe2O4 are labeled in the HRTEM image. (f) Size distribution of ZFO NPs.
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show the characteristics of superparamagnetism in ZFO NPs at
room temperature (300 K). Our observation is consistent with
the literatures.1,27 Furthermore, the block temperature (TB) of
ZFO NPs is found to be ∼35.3 K by using the temperature-
dependent magnetic moment measurements under field
cooling (FC) and zero field cooling (ZFC) conditions at
500 Oe magnetic field (shown in Figure S3 in the Supporting
Information). The block temperature of ZFO NPs is much
higher than that (TB ∼ 9 K) of bulk ZnFe2O4 reported in
previous literature,32 which results from strong superexchange
interactions between the Fe3+-occupied A sites and Fe3+-
occupied B sites in ZFO NPs.
In situ high-pressure XRD measurements were carried out to

monitor the structural modification of ZFO NPs upon
compression. Figure 2a represents the selected XRD patterns
at various pressures at room temperature. We find no
considerable changes in the diffraction peaks below 21.9
GPa, except that the peaks gradually shift toward high angles.
However, four new diffraction peaks at ∼9.6, ∼10.5, ∼14.2,

and ∼17.8° suddenly emerge as the pressure approaches 21.9
GPa, which clearly signals the start of the structural phase
transition. Above 25.7 GPa, the transformation is complete and
no further transition is observed up to 40.6 GPa, the highest
pressure covered by our experiments. Our observations are
consistent with the previous references,22−24,26,28 which
reported that the cubic spinel ferrites often transform to an
HP orthorhombic phase. In Figure 2b, the Rietveld profile
fitting at 25.7 GPa further evidences that the best agreement
between the observed and calculated patterns is achieved by
considering that the new HP phase is the orthorhombic phase.
Volume and lattice parameters against pressures are obtained
from the fitting results of Rietveld refinements for each
diffraction pattern, as shown in Figure 2c,d, respectively. It is
found that the pressure-induced cubic-to-orthorhombic phase
transition causes an increase in density by approximately 1.4%
as a consequence of the volume collapse, on the ZFO
nanoparticles. The compressibility is slightly anisotropic in the
HP phase. In particular, the b-axis is the most compressible
one. The structural phase transition involves the rearrangement
of atoms in the unit cell. The coordination of cations
consequently changes from octahedral and tetrahedral in the
cubic phase to octahedral and dodecahedral in the
orthorhombic phase,33 as shown in Figure 2e. Furthermore,
upon decompression, we notice that the phase transition is
partially reversible.
As clearly shown in Figure 3a, upon quenching to ambient

pressure, most of the diffraction peaks of the orthorhombic

phase gradually disappear and many diffraction peaks of the
cubic phase reappear. When the pressure is fully released, three
obvious diffraction peaks of the orthorhombic phase still
persist at the 2θ angles marked by the ↓ symbols in Figure 3b.
The sample is found to contain the metastable orthorhombic
phase as well as the starting cubic one. It is evident that the
structural phase transition is partially reversible.

Figure 2. (a) Representative XRD patterns of ZFO NPs at selected
pressures at room temperature. The ↓ symbols point to the emerged
new peaks of high-pressure (HP) phase and the ◆ symbols mark the
disappearing peaks (significantly reducing in intensity but still
observable) of ambient-pressure (AP) phase. (b) Rietveld refinement
of the new HP phase at the pressure of 25.7 GPa (Rw = 1.52% and Rwp
= 3.61%). (c) Volume and (d) lattice parameters as a function of
pressure in the AP and HP phases obtained using XRD and geometry
optimization. (e) Schematic structures of ZnFe2O4 generated using
VESTA.

Figure 3. (a) XRD patterns of ZnFe2O4 nanoparticles in the
decompression run. The dashed lines are guides to the eyes. (b) XRD
patterns at 0.3 GPa during compression and after pressure being fully
released, respectively. The ↓ symbols indicate the peaks from the
preserved orthorhombic phase.
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Discontinuous changes in electrical properties of materials
usually coincide with the abrupt structural changes upon
compression. Figure 4 illustrates the three-dimensional (3D)
perspective plots of impedance spectra of ZFO NPs at selected
pressures. Solid and open black lines are the 3D curves, and
three 2D projections are shown in the corresponding planes.

The projection to the Z″ and Z′ plane is the conventional
Nyquist plot of impedance spectrum. Unlike previously
reported observations of other bulk materials (such as CdS34

and BaTeO3
35) in our previous studies, where two semicircles

describing the bulk and grain boundary effect can be clearly
distinguished in the Nyquist plots, the Z″ and Z′ planes of

Figure 4. Three-dimensional (3D) impedance spectra (Z′, Z″, and frequency) of ZFO NPs at (a) 3.0, 20.9, (b) 22.7, and 40.2 GPa under
compression, respectively. Gray symbols are 3D curves against Z′, Z″, and frequency. Blue, green, and red symbols show 2D relationship between
Z′ and Z″, Z″ and frequency, and Z′ and frequency.

Figure 5. (a) Nyquist plot of impedance spectrum of ZFO NPs at 2.3 GPa with simulation to an RC equivalent circuit. Top-left inset sketches the
RC equivalent circuit, where Rgb is the grain boundary resistance, CPE is the double-layer capacitance between the sample-to-electrode interfaces,
and R0 is the contact resistance. Top-right inset is the enlarged part of impedance below 2 × 104 Ω, which indicates that the required frequency for
enhanced grain effect is lower than 1.58 × 106 Hz. Open circles are experimental data and the solid red line is the fitted curve. (b) Cycled pressure
dependence of Rgb (solid balls). Total resistances (Rtotal, open triangles) obtained from the direct current (DC) volt−ampere measurements are
plotted in b for comparison. (c) Cycled pressure dependence of relaxation frequency ( fmax). Inset is the variation in the imaginary part of
impedance as a function of frequency at selected pressures. (d) Cycled pressure dependence of relative permittivity (εr) obtained according to the
formula in the top-right corner. In addition, green bars in (b), (c) and (d) indicate the range of the cubic-to-orthorhombic phase transition.
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ZFO NPs in this study reveal only one complete semicircle at
selected pressures. More Nyquist plots of impedance spectra of
ZFO NPs under compression are shown in Figure S4. We find
out that the contribution from the interior of the grains to the
total conductivity of the sample is much weaker than that of
grain boundaries, resulting in the difficulty of impedance
measurements on the grain effect. In other words, the electrical
transport properties of ZnFe2O4 ferrite material should be
significantly affected by grain boundaries (including the
processes of boundary orientation, migration, and reconstruc-
tion) in ZFO NPs.
The model of equivalent circuit is generally reliable to

demonstrate the impedance behaviors of the powder sample.
The parallel resistors (Rgb) and constant-phase elements
(CPE) in the equivalent circuit model are useful analogues
to describe the relaxation process of the grain boundary. In
Figure 5a, the experimental impedance data of ZFO NPs are
perfectly fitted by a commonly RC equivalent circuit model
with the Zview2 software. Besides, the top-right inset in Figure
5a clearly reveals a much smaller contribution from the interior
of the grain to the total resistance compared to that of grain
boundary at high frequencies above 1.58 × 106 Hz. Similarly, it
was found in InN hollow nanotubes36 under compression that
the impedance arc of grain interior was covered by that of grain
boundaries due to the small size effect and the high interface
barrier in nanomaterials. The grain boundary effect was
boosted compared to the grain effect and dominant in the
total electrical transportation. Hence, the effect on the
impedance caused by the interior of grains (bulk resistance)
is negligible at frequencies lower than 1.58 × 106 Hz in this
study.
The grain boundary resistance (Rgb), relaxation frequency

( fmax), and relative permittivity (εr) of ZFO NPs are plotted in
Figure 5b−d. In AP phase, Rgb is about 1 × 1012 Ω at ambient
conditions. Rgb drops gradually by almost 6 orders of
magnitude with increasing pressure up to 17.5 GPa, followed
by an abrupt increase between 17.5 and 21.0 GPa (phase
transition region). Then, Rgb becomes almost P independent
(with an average value of 3 × 108 Ω) in the orthorhombic
phase. Rtotal obtained from the DC volt−ampere measurements
further obeys the trend of Rgb variations with P (Figure 5b).
Furthermore, both fmax in Figure 5c and εr in Figure 5d
decrease rapidly by 3 orders of magnitude and by 26.2%,
respectively, at the phase transition region (green bars in
figures) on loading. In our results, notable anomalies of
transportation properties are discovered and correlated with
the phase transition. The physics behind this phenomenon is
understood as follows: owing to its small size and large specific
surface area for nanoparticles, the unsaturated coordinated
atoms at grain boundaries are very disordered and the grain
boundary barrier is large. The grain boundary effect is
dominant in the total electrical transportation. When the
cubic-to-orthorhombic phase transition is induced by pressure,
the new grain boundaries structure (or rearranging the atoms)
is generated. As a consequence, the electrical parameter
anomalies are observed during the phase transition. During the
decompression after the first loading, Rgb increases smoothly
and reaches the highest value of 1.2 × 109 Ω at ambient
conditions, which is 3 orders of magnitude lower than that of
the original state. Upon the cycled decompression, it is found
that, all of Rgb, fmax, and εr are not fully recovered due to the
partial irreversibility of the phase transition and the underlying
grain boundary effect. The results show that the ZFO NPs gain

preservable higher stability and lower resistive−dielectric
properties after the pressure cycling (loading−releasing−
loading−releasing cycle).
To gain a deeper insight into the energy exchange from the

dielectric relaxation, the complex permittivity (ε′, ε″) as a
function of frequency ( f) and the dielectric loss factor (tan δ)
as a function of log f under various pressures are investigated in
ZFO NPs, as shown in Figure 6. An undispersive characteristic

of dielectric relaxation is found (Figure 6a). The ε′ decreases
gradually with increasing f below 1 × 106 Hz, which is mainly
caused due to two reasons: the suppression of the orientation
of dipoles as the applied field increases with shorter oscillating
period; and the number of dipoles contributing to the
polarization decreasing with f. But, when subjected to higher
frequencies above 1 × 106 Hz, ε′ turns to increase with f. This
often occurs in the heterogeneous systems in which the
component dielectrics have different conductivities, i.e., the f >
1 × 106 Hz region emerges with the gradual transformation
from the grain boundaries dominant to the grain interiors
dominant during the relaxation processes. On the other hand,
the imaginary part of permittivity (ε″) is dramatically reduced
with increasing f up to 1 Hz, followed by ε″ being independent
of f, indicating the coexistence of the conductive loss and the
dielectric relaxation loss in the dielectric relaxation. Further-
more, the mean magnitude of ε′ within the full frequency
region decreases during the structural phase transition of ZFO
NPs, accompanied by simultaneous increase in ε″, indicating
the redshift of undispersive region toward the higher
frequencies due to the application of pressure.

Figure 6. Frequency dependences of (a) complex permittivity (ε′, ε″)
and (b) dielectric loss factor (tan δ) of ZFO NPs at representative
pressures. Inset of (b) shows the plots of tan δ at relative low
frequencies of 0.01 and 0.16 Hz, respectively, as a function of
pressure.
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The value of tan δ is the ratio of the energy dissipation of
material to the energy storage over a period of time. In Figure
6b, tan δ appears as the strongest dissipation peak between 1 ×
10−2 and 1 × 107 Hz above 21.7 GPa, which is well simulated
using a two-piece nonlinear fitting. By fitting the data, we
obtain two representative values of tan δ being 0.01 and 0.16
Hz, respectively (inset of Figure 6b). It is found that a higher
dielectric loss is produced during the cubic-to-orthorhombic
phase transition and indeed it cannot be recovered to the initial
state after the pressure is fully released. Therefore, the
absorption properties of ZnFe2O4 ferrite nanomaterials can
be improved, as expected, by the use of modulating the
crystalline and the electronic structures induced by the external
pressure.
For achieving the spin-polarized hopping of localized carriers

through the presence of the magnetic disorder and the pressure
dependence, the magnetoresistivity (MR) as a function of
magnetic field (B) of ZFO NPs is measured at different
pressures, as shown in Figure 7. The magnetoresistivity is

defined as MR = [ρ(H) − ρ(0)]/ρ(0), where ρ(H) and ρ(0)
are the resistivity with and without the parallel magnetic field,
respectively. For (ZnFe)x[ZnFe]2−xO4, the nonmagnetic Zn2+

prefers to occupy the [A] sites but also displaces some Fe3+

from (B) to [A] sites. Thus, the disordering of the cations
enhances the superexchange interaction of A−O−B, exhibiting
the characteristic of spins canting. Further, the enhanced spin
canting enlarges the scattering of the carriers and results in a
higher electrical resistivity in the sample without the applied
magnetic field (B = 0 Gauss). Upon increasing B, the angle of
spin canting reduces, and consequently the electrical
conduction increases. Therefore, it is expected that the curves
of MR vs B show a decreasing trend at a relatively low B with
the characteristic of the anomalous magnetic resistance. But
when subjected to the higher B over 7 kG, MR is observed to
increase with further increase in B, with the characteristic of
the Ordinary Magnetoresistivity (OMR). This is ascribed as
the consequence of the lengthened electrons transport path
and the increased probability for the electron collision due to
the Hall effect under different B. In addition, the variation in
MR with B is found to be rarely affected by the application of
pressure, except for the differences in the magnitude of the
reduction at B = 7 kG, indicating that ZFO NPs keep its
superparamagnetism under high-pressure loading.
Figure 8 shows the HRTEM measurements of the ZnFe2O4

sample that was quenched from 2.8, 16.7, and 22.3 GPa,
respectively. It is found that the number of grain boundaries is
reduced with significant decrease in the number of grains upon
compression from 2.8 to 16.7 to 22.3 GPa. It shows the ability
to weaken the scattering of carriers and coincides with the
decreasing of Rgb with pressure. Furthermore, the local grains
are found to become amorphous in the quenched sample and
hence the percentage of unsaturated atoms at grain boundaries
becomes low. The capacity of charge bounding is reduced with
respect to the dangling bonds with pressure, which is likely to
be cause for the continuous decrease in εr upon compression.
In addition, the irreversibility of grain boundaries after the
pressure is fully released is also a key factor to influence the
pressure-tuning of the electrical transport properties of ZFO
NPs.

Figure 7.Magnetoresistivity (MR) versus magnetic field (B) curves of
ZFO NPs at selected pressures with a magnetic field applied
perpendicular to the sample chamber. Arrows in the upper half the
figure are the guides for the eyes.

Figure 8. High-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM) images of ZFO NPs quenched from selected pressures: 2.8 GPa (a), 16.7
GPa (b), and 22.3 GPa (c), respectively. Grains are marked by red circles.
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■ CONCLUSIONS
The effects of pressure on both structural phase transition and
electrical transport properties of synthetic ZnFe2O4 nano-
particles (ZFO NPs) were studied as a function of pressure up
to 40.6 GPa at room temperature for the first time. It is evident
that ZFO NPs undergo a partially reversible cubic-to-
orthorhombic phase transition at pressures between 21.9 and
25.7 GPa. This structural transformation correlates with
notable anomalies of Rgb, fmax, and εr within the pressure
range of 17.5−21.5 GPa. Our results show that Rgb, fmax, and εr
changes dramatically in the cubic phase than in the
orthorhombic phase with increasing pressure. The dielectric
polarization is enhanced by increasing fmax and decreasing εr
with pressures. Additionally, the existence of external pressure
improves the electrochemical stability of the sample. The
behavior of higher dielectric loss is retained from the phase
transition. Moreover, the superparamagnetism of ZFO NPs is
still measurable under high pressure close to 40 GPa. The
reduced grain boundary number and the local amorphization
of the grains are found on the TEM images of the quenched
sample. After the high-pressure annealing, the high-pressure
polymorph (orthorhombic phase) of ZFO NPs can be partially
preserved, so do their improved electrical properties. This
shows the great potentials of the pressure-treated ferrites
materials for a broad range of applications.
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