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BORON IMPURITY EFFECT
ON THE STRUCTURAL, ELASTIC, AND ELECTRONIC
PROPERTIES OF TITANIUM CARBIDE 1

Atomic, structural, and elastic properties of titanium carbide with the boron impurity have
been studied in the framework of the density functional theory in the general gradient approxi-
mation, by using the software ABINIT. The calculations of the total energy of a TiC supercell
with boron impurity atoms showed that the latter do not tend to form clusters in titanium
carbide. The equilibrium distances between the adjacent planes of titanium atoms were found
to increase in the presence of the boron impurity. The electronic spectra of TiC supercells
with various numbers and positions of boron impurity atoms are analyzed. The presence of
boron impurity atoms is found to result in the appearance of a subband of their electron states,
which is located between the local electronic spectra of the 2𝑠 and 2𝑝 carbon states by about
0.24 Hartree below the Fermi level. The coordination positions of boron impurity atoms af-
fect only the shape and half-width of their electronic subband. An insignificant increase in the
electron density of states just below the Fermi level also takes place. The bulk modulus of a
titanium carbide supercell with boron impurity atoms is calculated and analyzed.
K e yw o r d s: titanium carbide, boron impurity, atomic structure, elastic properties, electronic
structure.

1. Introduction

The issues associated with the creation and fabri-
cation of highly durable materials are very impor-
tant for the further development of engineering and
advanced technologies. Therefore, the elaboration of
ceramic-matrix composites has a particular impor-
tance, since those composites are characterized by
a higher resistance to the destruction in compari-
son with a monolithic ceramics. Solid-alloy compos-
ites of transition metals are good candidates for their
practical application under extreme conditions be-
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cause of the excellent combination of their mechanical
and electrical properties, as well as their high corro-
sion and oxidation resistance at high temperatures. In
particular, materials on the basis of titanium boride
and titanium carbide possess remarkable physical and
mechanical characteristics such as the hardness, cor-
rosion resistance, Young’s modulus, and high melting
point. In addition, recent studies have demonstrated
that the metal ceramics on the basis of TiC-TiB2

composite have higher hardness and chemical resis-
tance at high temperatures, being considered a good

1 The paper was presented at XXIVth Galyna Puchkovska In-
ternational School-Seminar “Spectroscopy of Molecules and
Crystals” (August 25–30, 2019, Odesa, Ukraine).
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alternative to the wear-resistant application of metal
ceramics on the basis of tungsten carbide (WC) [1–3].

One of the most efficient ways to produce TiC-
TiB2 heteroceramics is the reactive hot pressing of
a TiC-B4C mixture. Therefore, there arises a chal-
lenging problem consisting in discovering the atomic
mechanisms giving rise to the nucleation of titanium
diboride (TiB2), as well as in a theoretical study of
the electronic and elastic properties of TiC with the
boron impurity.

2. Calculation Results and Their Discussion

This work is devoted to the ab initio study of the in-
fluence of the boron impurity on the structural, me-
chanical, and electronic properties of titanium car-
bide. The theoretical calculations are performed in
the framework of the density functional method [4]
in the generalized gradient approximation [5] and us-
ing the software ABINIT [6].

2.1. Atomic structure

Titanium carbide is known to possess a NaCl-type
structure. The latter can be represented as two hcc
lattices of titanium and carbon atoms that are shifted
with respect to each other by the half-lattice pe-
riod along any of the ⟨100⟩ edges. Accordingly, in the
(111)-type planes, there are alternating layers filled
with only titanium or carbon atoms that are arranged
according to the structure of close-packed spheres. In
order to elucidate the influence of the boron impu-
rity on the titanium carbide properties, a TiC su-
percell with 24 atoms was constructed. Namely, it
contained three (111)-type planes of titanium atoms
(close sphere packings of types A, B, and C) with 4
atoms in each plane; and the same planes for carbon
atoms. Hence, the initial supercell can be described
as Ti12C12.

Then boron atoms were arranged in this supercell
either at the carbon atom substitution positions or
at the interstitial positions corresponding to the po-
sitions of boron atoms in TiB2. Titanium boride also
consists of layers composed of titanium atoms with
the structure of close-packed spheres (e.g., of type
A) which alternate with graphite-like layers of boron
atoms (positions B and C). The distance between the
layers of close-packed titanium atoms in TiB2 is larger
than in TiC by about 28%. After the introduction of
boron impurity atoms into the Ti12C12 supercell and

Fig. 1. Changes of the distance between the adjacent planes
of close-packed Ti atoms in a Ti12C12 supercell: (𝑎) two boron
atoms replace two carbon atoms, (𝑏) three boron atoms replace
three carbon atoms, and (𝑐) two boron atoms replace two car-
bon atoms and the third boron atom occupies an interstitial
position

in order to relax internal stresses, a numerical anneal-
ing procedure of the atomic positions was carried out
in accordance with the forces calculated from the first
principles.

Figure 1 illustrates a change of the distance be-
tween the adjacent planes of close-packed layers of
titanium atoms in the TiC cell in the course of nu-
merical annealing (𝑁 is the annealing step number),
when boron atoms are inserted into the layer of car-
bon atoms: (𝑎) two boron atoms replace two carbon
atoms; (𝑏) three boron atoms replace three carbon
atoms; and (𝑐) two boron atoms replace two carbon
atoms, and the third boron atom is at the immer-
sion position (which corresponds to the graphite-like
layer of boron atoms in TiB2). One can see that ten
steps of the numerical annealing are enough to achieve
the equilibrium distance between the corresponding
atomic layers.

In the case where two boron impurity atoms re-
place two carbon atoms, the distance between the
adjacent layers of close-packed Ti atoms increases by
about 6% (curve 𝑎 in Fig. 1). Three boron impurity
atoms at the substitution positions increase the cor-
responding interplanar distance by approximately 8%
(curve 𝑏 in Fig. 1). Finally, if two boron impurity
atoms are at the substitution positions, and if the
third one is at the interstitial position, the distance
between the adjacent layers of close-packed Ti atoms
increases by 10.5% (curve 𝑐 in Fig. 1). This result is
quite expected, because the covalent radius of a boron
atom is larger than that of a carbon atom.

Hence, the results of calculations from the first
principles allow an assumption to be made about the
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Fig. 2. Pressure changes at the uniform compres-
sion/extension of Ti12C12, Ti12C11, and Ti12C9B3 [before
annealing (𝑎), after annealing (b)] supercells

mechanism of TiB2 formation during the hot pressing
of the TiC-B4C system. Boron atoms, which can be
captured at carbon vacancies in substoichiometric ti-
tanium carbide TiC𝑋 during the hot pressing of TiC-
TiB2 heteroceramics, increase the distance between
the (111)-type planes in TiC and thus enhance the
probability for additional boron atoms to be included
into the TiC lattice.

We also studied the behavior of boron impurity
atoms from the viewpoint of their tendency to form
clusters in titanium carbide. For this purpose, the
changes in the total energy of the Ti12C12 super-
cell for various numbers and positions of boron impu-
rity atoms were analyzed. The impurity atoms were
arranged so that the numbers of adjacent impurity
atoms in the first coordination sphere of non-metallic
atoms should be different. The corresponding addi-
tional analysis, as well as the results of works [7, 8],
testifies that the boron impurity atoms in titanium
carbide do not tend to form clusters.

2.2. Elastic properties

In order to determine the influence of the boron im-
purity on the elastic characteristics of titanium car-
bide, the calculations of the electron subsystems of
Ti12C12 supercells with various numbers and posi-
tions of defects under isotropic compression and ex-
tension conditions were carried out. As one can see
from Fig. 2, the corresponding pressure calculated
from the first principles changes linearly at that,
which makes it possible to determine the bulk mod-
ulus according to the formula 𝐵 = −𝑉 (𝑑𝑃/𝑑𝑉 ).

It is known [9] that, as a rule, titanium car-
bide exists in the substoichiometric form TiC𝑋 with
a certain concentration of carbon vacancies. In one
of the pioneering works devoted to the study of
the mechanical properties of titanium carbide, the
substoichiometric compound TiC0.91was considered
[10]. It is the results obtained for substoichiomet-
ric TiC𝑋 that should be compared with the exper-
imental ones. Therefore, we firstly studied the be-
havior of the Ti12C12 and Ti12C11 supercells cor-
responding to TiC and substoichiometric TiC0.92, re-
spectively [11]. By linearly approximating the pres-
sure dependences on the supercell volume 𝑉 (Fig. 2),
the following values of the bulk modulus 𝐵 were ob-
tained: 𝐵 = 251 ± 1 GPafor the Ti12C12 supercell
and 𝐵 = 238 ± 1 GPafor the Ti12C11 one. The re-
sults obtained are in good agreement with the results
of experimental measurements, from the pioneering
experimental study of the elastic properties of tita-
nium carbide TiC0.91 (𝐵 = 242 GPa [10]) to elec-
tronic databases for the properties of ceramic ma-
terials. In the latter case, the corresponding elastic
moduli of titanium carbide fall within an interval of
234–241 GPa.

There is an opinion [12] that, when metal-ceramic
composites of the TiC-TiB2 system are fabricated by
the hot pressing of a TiC-B4C mixture, the boron
atoms diffuse in both the vacancy positions and the
substitution positions of carbon atoms. Therefore, we
performed an ab initio simulation of the state of the
Ti12C12 supercell with various numbers and posi-
tions of boron impurity atoms. As an example, Fig. 2
demonstrates the pressure dependence on the vol-
ume of the Ti12C9B3 supercell in which all three
boron impurity atoms are at the substitution po-
sitions of carbon atoms in the same plane. As one
can see (curve Ti12C9B3(a)), the substitution of car-
bon atoms by boron ones with a larger covalent ra-
dius leads to a substantial pressure growth before
the annealing. The linear approximation of the cor-
responding curve gives a value of 261± 2 GPa for the
bulk modulus. However, this result is not reliable, be-
cause the stresses in such an unannealed cell are not
isotropic.

After the procedure of numerical annealing of the
atomic positions and the supercell size, a quite ex-
pected increase in the supercell specific volume was
obtained (curve Ti12C9B3(b) in Fig. 2). The corre-
sponding value of the bulk modulus was found to
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equal 240± 2 GPa. In effect, the calculated value co-
incides with its counterpart for the substoichiometric
titanium carbide TiC0.92 (as was marked above, the
latter value correlates well with the values obtained
for the bulk modulus experimentally in various liter-
ature sources). This fact allows us to suggest that the
boron impurity has an insignificant effect on the elas-
ticity parameters of titanium carbide, at least in the
examined interval of impurity atom concentrations.

2.3. Electronic structure

In this work, in order to analyze the influence of boron
impurity atoms on the electronic properties of tita-
nium carbide, we calculated the total energies and
plotted the spectra of the electron density of states
for Ti12C12 supercells with various numbers and po-
sitions of boron impurity atoms.

Firstly, let us analyze the electronic structure of
titanium carbide. The energy dependence of the elec-
tron density of states in titanium carbide is de-
picted in Fig. 3. The figure demonstrates (𝑎) the to-
tal spectrum of titanium carbide and the spectra
of its (𝑏) 3𝑑 Ti and (𝑐) 2𝑠 C and 2𝑝 C compo-
nents, which are shifted along the 𝑦-axis for con-
venience. The Fermi level is indicated by a vertical
line. According to the results of our calculations, as
one can see from Fig. 3, the electron states near the
Fermi level almost entirely consist of the 3𝑑 states of
titanium atoms and the 2𝑝 states of carbon ones.

It is known that the binding in titanium carbide si-
multaneously possesses the metallic, ionic, and cova-
lent features, which results in a very interesting com-
bination of the physical and chemical properties of
this compound. The results of our calculations con-
firmed the presence of all three contributions to the
binding. The non-zero electron density of states at
the Fermi level, which is created from approximately
identical contributions of the 3𝑑 Ti states and the
2𝑝 C states, is responsible for the metallic contribu-
tion to the binding. The ionic character of the binding
is confirmed by a substantial electron density transfer
(more than 1 electron per atom) 2 from Ti to C. Ho-
wever, the spectra presented in Fig. 3 testify that the
role of the dominant factor governing the behavior
of electron peaks near the Fermi level is played by a
strong covalent bond among the hybridized Ti3𝑑-C2𝑝

2 It was impossible to evaluate the amount of charge transfer
more accurately in the framework of our calculation method.

Fig. 3. Electron densities of states: (𝑎) titanium carbide,
(𝑏) local 3𝑑 Ti spectrum, (𝑐) local 2𝑠 C and 2𝑝 C spectra

Fig. 4. Electron densities of states:: (𝑎) Ti12C10B2 (black)
and Ti12C12 (gray) supercells, (𝑏) Ti12C9B3 supercell, (𝑐) lo-
cal 2𝑠 B and 2𝑝 B spectra for Ti12C9B3 supercell

orbitals. It is this bond that is responsible for the high
stability, strength, and hardness of titanium carbide.

By introducing boron impurity atoms into the ti-
tanium carbide supercell, as well as by changing the
number and positions of adjacent impurity atoms in
the first coordination sphere of non-metallic atoms,
we calculated and analyzed the corresponding varia-
tions in the electronic structure. A detailed descrip-
tion of all possible variants of the positions of impu-
rity atoms and their coordination environment can be
found in works [7, 8].

As an example, curve 𝑎 in Fig. 4 demonstrates the
energy dependence of the electron density of states
for a Ti12C9B2 supercell in which two boron impu-
rity atoms replace carbon atoms. In order to make
the analysis convenient, the same figure exhibits the
energy dependence of the electron density of states
for a Ti12C12 supercell (in gray). Owing to the pres-
ence of boron impurity atoms, there appears an im-
purity subband of the boron electron states between
the local electron spectra of the 2𝑠 and 2𝑝 car-
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bon states at approximately 0.24 Hartree below the
Fermi level. One can also observe an insignificant in-
crease in the electron density of states just below the
Fermi level.

Various coordination arrangements of boron impu-
rity atoms affect only the shape and half-width of the
subband of their electron density of states. In partic-
ular, curve 𝑏 in Fig. 4 illustrates the electronic spec-
trum of a Ti12C9V3 supercell in which all three boron
atoms occupy the substitution positions of carbon
atoms in such a way that the impurity atoms should
be located as close to one another as possible. Ac-
cordingly, the aforementioned impurity subband has
the largest width and a certain internal structure. An
analysis of the local partial spectra of boron impurity
atoms (curve 𝑐 in Fig. 4) revealed that the impurity
subband is formed by the 2𝑠 states of boron atoms,
and the increase in the electron density of states just
below the Fermi level is induced by their 2𝑝 states. As
a whole, the local spectrum of a boron atom substitut-
ing a carbon atom is similar to the local spectrum of
a carbon atom in titanium carbide (curve 𝑐 in Fig. 3),
but it is shifted toward higher energies. This behav-
ior can be completely understood, because the charge
of a boron atom is smaller.

3. Conclusions

In the course of a thorough study dealing with the
influence of the boron impurity on the atomic, elas-
tic, and electronic properties of titanium carbide, it
is found that the presence of boron impurity atoms
increases the distance between the adjacent planes of
titanium atoms. The distance growth is larger, if at
least one boron impurity atom occupies an intersti-
tial position. It is also established that boron impu-
rity atoms do not tend to form clusters in titanium
carbide.

The calculations of the bulk modulus carried out
for titanium carbide with boron impurity atoms from
the first principles showed that the boron impurity
atoms in the examined concentration interval have
an insignificant effect on the elastic properties of ti-
tanium carbide.

The electronic spectra of titanium carbide cells
with various numbers and positions of boron impu-
rity atoms are analyzed. It is found that the presence
of boron impurity atoms results in the appearance
of an impurity subband of the boron electron states

between the local electron spectra of 2𝑠 and 2𝑝 car-
bon states at approximately 0.24 Hartree below the
Fermi level. Besides that, an insignificant increase in
the density of electron states just below the Fermi
level takes place. The shape and the half-width of the
impurity subband depend on the number and the co-
ordination arrangement of boron impurity atoms.
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ВПЛИВ БОРУ НА СТРУКТУРНI, ПРУЖНI
ТА ЕЛЕКТРОННI ВЛАСТИВОСТI КАРБIДУ ТИТАНУ

Р е з ю м е

Методом функцiонала густини в узагальненому градiєнтно-
му наближеннi за допомогою пакета програм ABINIT про-
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ведено дослiдження структурних, пружних та електронних
властивостей карбiду титану за наявностi домiшок бору.
В результатi розрахункiв повної енергiї надкомiрки TiC з
домiшками бору було показано, що атоми бору не виявля-
ють схильностi до кластеризацiї. Встановлено, що вiдбува-
ється збiльшення вiдстанi мiж сусiднiми площинами ато-
мiв титану за рахунок присутностi домiшкових атомiв бору.
Виконано аналiз електронних спектрiв вибраної надкомiр-
ки з рiзною кiлькiстю та при рiзних положеннях домiшок.
Встановлено, що завдяки наявностi домiшкових атомiв бо-

ру формується домiшковий субпiк електронних станiв бору
приблизно на 0,24 Хартрi нижче за рiвень Фермi мiж ло-
кальними електронними спектрами 2s та 2p станiв вуглецю.
Рiзне координацiйне розташування домiшкових атомiв бо-
ру впливає тiльки на форму та напiвширину домiшкової
пiдзони електронних станiв атомiв бору. Також спостерiга-
ється незначне зростання густини електронних станiв без-
посередньо пiд рiвнем Фермi. Обчисленi та проаналiзованi
значення модуля всебiчного стиснення надкомiрки карбiду
титану iз домiшковими атомами бору.
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