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Dynamics of nano-confined water 
in Portland cement - comparison 
with synthetic C-S-H gel and other 
silicate materials
Guido Goracci1, Manuel Monasterio2,3, Helen Jansson4 & Silvina Cerveny1,5

The dynamics of water confined in cement materials is still a matter of debate in spite of the fact that 
water has a major influence on properties such as durability and performance. In this study, we have 
investigated the dynamics of water confined in Portland cement (OPC) at different curing ages (3 
weeks and 4 years after preparation) and at three water-to-cement ratios (w/c, 0.3, 0.4 and 0.5). Using 
broadband dielectric spectroscopy, we distinguish four different dynamics due to water molecules 
confined in the pores of different sizes of cements. Here we show how water dynamics is modified by 
the evolution in the microstructure (maturity) and the w/c ratio. The fastest dynamics (processes 1 and 
2, representing very local water dynamics) are independent of water content and the degree of maturity 
whereas the slowest dynamics (processes 3 and 4) are dependent on the microstructure developed 
during curing. Additionally, we analyze the differences regarding the water dynamics when confined in 
synthetic C-S-H gel and in the C-S-H of Portland cement.

Portland cement (OPC) is one of the most common types of cement, and today is most commonly used con-
struction material. In fact, every year more than 1 m3 is produced per person worldwide1. OPC consists of about 
two-thirds, by mass, of calcium silicates (3 CaO·SiO2 and 2 CaO·SiO2 (in cement notation C=CaO, S=SiO2; C3S 
and C2S respectively)) one-third of aluminum- (3 CaO · Al2O3 or C3A) and iron- (4 CaO · Al2O3 · Fe2O3 or C4AF) 
containing phases as well as other crystalline compounds. During the hydration process, water reacts with the 
cement particles (the so-called clinker) and several chemical and physical reactions take place. The developed 
structure is highly complex with different crystalline and semi-crystalline phases and other hydration products2. 
The main hydration product is a disordered semi-crystalline phase called calcium silicate hydrate (C-S-H), which 
bonds together all crystalline products. The water used for activation remains in the final product, either as an 
integral (chemically bound) part of the different components or confined in the porous structure. Water is thus a 
vital component of the cement structure2, 3. Moreover, important properties, such as shrinkage, creep, or durabil-
ity4 of cements are attributed to the porous structure in which the water is confined.

Most of the structural models describing cements in fact describe the structure of C-S-H gel, which is 
the major component of these materials5. In principle, there are two types of approaches: colloidal- and 
layered-models. In the latter, water molecules are considered to be structurally incorporated in the C-S-H struc-
ture, which, in turn, is composed of an irregular array of single layers6. McDonald et al.7 proposed that water in 
a C-S-H gel pore can be immobile or mobile depending on the location of the water molecules (e.g. intra or inter 
the C-S-H sheets). On the other hand, the colloidal model proposed by Jennings8, 9 assumes that the microstruc-
ture of the cement paste is composed of a disk-like object (globule) having a layered internal structure similar to 
tobermorite and jennite. The packing of these globules produces a pattern in the gel in which pores of different 
sizes can be found (i.e. small 1–3 nm gel pores, and large 3–12 nm). In addition, cements also have capillary pores 
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(also called macropores or mesopores) which are due to empty spaces after the hydration reaction takes place. 
Regardless of the model considered, the structure of hydrated cements is highly complex and comprises pores of 
different sizes in which water molecules can be located.

Molecular dynamics (MD) simulations have given important insights into describing the characteristics of 
water in cementitious materials. For instance, Manzano et al.3 performed MD simulations using the ReaxFF force 
field to show that a considerable amount of the water in C-S-H gel dissociates into H+ and OH−. In this scenario, 
the dissociated H+ and OH− ions move to the nonbonding silicate oxygen atoms on the silicate chains (forming 
Si-OH groups) and to the inter-laminar Ca2+ ions (forming Ca-OH groups). This dissociation of water in C-S-H 
gel, of different Ca/Si ratios, was also studied by Hou et al.10. Recently Qomi et al.11 showed that the chemistry of 
the C-S-H affects the structural properties of water and that the motion of the water confined in the porous struc-
ture shows the same characteristics as supercooled and glassy liquids. The dynamical properties of water confined 
in cements, or in pores of pure C-S-H gel, have also been studied by different experimental techniques12–17. In 
particular, one of the most suitable techniques is broadband dielectric spectroscopy (BDS) because due to its large 
frequency range, it is possible to investigate water motion on different time scales and to obtain information about 
how the water molecules moves depending on the pore size18–20. This technique has previously been extensively 
used for analyzing the dynamics of water in the porous network of nano-alumina21, C-S-H gel19, 20, cements18, 22 
as well as in other silica-based systems such as mineral clays22, 23, zeolites24, molecular sieves25 and MCM-4126.

The main aim of the present dielectric study is to analyze the dynamics of confined water in OPC at low tem-
peratures, i.e. in a deeply supercooled regime. We analyzed samples of Portland cement prepared with different 
w/c ratios (0.3, 0.4 and 0.5) after 3 weeks and 4 years of preparation (OPC-3w and OPC-4y respectively). We 
found different relaxation processes, which can be attributed to different populations of water molecules located 
in the pores network developed during hydration. The more local processes do not change with w/c or aging 
time whereas the slowest processes show dependence on microstructure and water content. Additionally, we also 
compare and discuss differences and similarities with the dynamics of water confined in synthetic C-S-H-gel19, 20, 
MCM-4126 and in molecular sieves (10 Å)25. The latter is a material with similar structural characteristics to OPC.

Results
Characterization of materials. Figure 1 shows the thermogravimetric response of Portland cement at 
different water-to-cement (w/c) ratios after three weeks (a) and four years (b) of preparation. Three different steps 
of weight loss as a function of temperature are found. Such behavior is typically observed in Portland cements 
and corresponds to the loss of water, dehydroxylation of portlandite27 and carbonates from low to high tempera-
tures28. The water (cw) and the hydroxyl groups (cOH) contents of each sample were determined29 and the values 
are shown in Table 1. It should be noted that cw was calculated as cw = (w40-w250)/w250 (where w40 and w250 denote 
the weight of the sample at 40 and 250 °C respectively) and cOH = (w250-w500)/w500 (where w500 denotes the weight 
of the sample at 500 °C). cw represents the water (H2O) distributed throughout the sample (i.e. in capillary pores, 
and both small and big gel pores) whereas cOH refers to the dehydroxylation of the rest of hydration products. 
Table 1 also shows cw for the 4-years aged sample. cw decreases after 4 years because both structural incorporation 

Figure 1. Thermogravimetric curves for different water-to-cement ratio (w/c) as indicated in the figure for 
samples after three weeks (a) and four years (b) of preparation.

w/c

3-weeks (OPC-3w) 4-years (OPC-4y)

cw [wt %]
COH 
[wt %] α cw [wt %]

cOH [wt 
%] α

0.50 30.10 9.80 0.77 20.50 10.50 0.81

0.40 24.50 9.20 0.87 20.50 10.10 0.88

0.30 18.10 8.00 0.88 17.00 9.30 0.88

Table 1. Water (H2O) (cw) and hydroxyl groups (cOH) contents obtained from TGA for the 3 weeks (OPC-3w) 
and aged for 4-years (OPC-4y). The degree of hydration (α) is also included.
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of water to the cement network and water evaporation from the capillary pores. In addition, the degree of hydra-
tion (α) for samples after 3 weeks and 4 years of preparation was estimated considering the work of Parrot et al.30 
and the results are shown in Table 2.

Dielectric response of Portland cement – Fitting procedure. In a dielectric experiment, the inter-
action between an external electric field and the permanent molecular dipoles within the material under inves-
tigation is measured31. Through measurements of complex permittivity (ε*(ω) = ε′(ω) − ιε″(ω)) it is possible 
to analyze the dynamics of dipolar species as well as the charge transport. In the case of Portland cement, water 
molecules and hydroxyl groups are expected to contribute to the dielectric signal in a similar way as previously 
observed for synthetic C-S-H gel (developed by hydration of single C3S and hereafter referred to as C-S-HC3S)19, 20.

All the samples presented two broad temperature-dependent dielectric processes (see arrows in Fig. 2). The 
different dielectric processes shift to higher frequencies with increasing temperature. Starting from the low tem-
perature region (110 to 150 K), the asymmetry of this component suggests the presence of two different dynam-
ical processes. Increasing the temperature (160 to 250 K), a stronger process enters into the frequency window. 
Due to the broad and asymmetric shape of the peaks in Fig. 2, the data suggest that such components are also 
originated by more than a single process.

The dielectric response can be described by using standard fit functions. As commonly done for water in con-
finements, the symmetric Cole–Cole (CC) function32 is used to describe each relaxation process,

Sample w/c

Process 1 Process 2
Process 3 
(145 K < T < 165 K)

log (τ0 
[s])

Ea 
[eV]

log (τ0 
[s])

Ea 
[eV]

log (τ0 
[s]) Ea [eV]

OPC-3w

0.3 −13.5 0.19 −13.9 0.26 −15.0 0.42

0.4 −13.3 0.20 −13.9 0.26 −16.4 0.47

0.5 −13.9 0.20 −13.8 0.26 — —

OPC-4y

0.3 −14.5 0.23 −14.6 0.28 −13.3 0.39

0.4 −13.6 0.21 −14.5 0.28 −12.9 0.37

0.5 −12.5 0.18 −14.4 0.28 −14.1 0.41

Table 2. Activation Energy (Ea) and Pre-Exponential Factor (log (τo)) obtained from the Arrhenius equation 
applied to the data in Fig. 4.

Figure 2. (a and b). Imaginary part (ε″) of the dielectric spectra of Portland cement after three weeks of 
preparation with w/c = 0.4 at different temperatures (see plot). The solid lines through the data points represent 
the fits to the experimental data.
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where Δε is the dielectric strength (Δε = εs − ε∞, ε∞ and εs are the unrelaxed and relaxed values of the dielectric 
constant respectively), τ is the relaxation time, α is the stretching parameter and ω = 2πf is the angular frequency. 
In addition, at low frequencies and high temperatures, the spectra are dominated by conductivity effects and 
therefore a power law term was added (σ/(ε0ω)) where ε0 denotes the vacuum permittivity and σ is the static ionic 
conductivity.

For all the samples analyzed (OPC-3w and OPC-4y), in the low temperature range (100 to 150 K), two 
Cole-Cole functions (processes 1 and 2) were used to fit the data, whereas at higher temperatures (150 to 250 K) 
the combination of three C-C functions was needed to describe the data (processes 3, 4 and 5). The exception is 
the sample OPC-3w (w/c = 0.5) in which conductivity effects prevent the clear observation of these three dielec-
tric processes. Figure 3 shows the dielectric loss (ε″) and the fitting curves at three different temperatures (110 K 
(a), 160 K and 190 K (b)) for OPC-3w at w/c = 0.3. In the following, we will compare the main fitting parameters 
(relaxation times and relaxation strength) for the different w/c ratios and aging times.

Temperature dependence of the relaxation times of OPC. Figure 4a shows the temperature depend-
ence of the relaxation times of the five dynamics of OPC-3w and OPC-4y at w/c = 0.4. In addition in Fig. 4b and c, 
we compare the temperature dependence of the relaxation times for different w/c ratios of OPC-3w and OPC-4y 
respectively.

Processes 1 and 2 show an Arrhenius-type temperature dependence in the entire temperature range (τ = τ0 
exp(Ea/kT), where Ea represents the activation energy for the reorientation of the relaxing dipole, and log (τ0) is 
a pre-exponential factor, (see values of Ea and log(τ0) in Table 2)). Relaxation times of processes 1 and 2 are inde-
pendent of both the aging time (Fig. 4a) and the w/c ratio (Fig. 4b and c). This indicates that water relaxing via 
processes 1 and 2 are independent from the pore network developed during hydration.

Process 3 exhibits two different types of behavior depending on the temperature. Below 165 K, the process 
3 follows Arrhenius behavior (see values of Ea and log (τ0) in Table 2) and, above this temperature, there is 
a systematic reduction of the relaxation times with respect to the line extrapolated from the low temperature 
behavior. This change in the temperature dependence of the relaxation time has previously been observed for 

Figure 3. Imaginary part (ε″) of the dielectric spectra of Portland cement at w/c = 0.3 after three weeks of 
preparation. (a) T = 120 K and (b) T = 160 K, (c) T = 190 K. The solid lines through the data points represent the 
fits to the experimental data. Individual processes (1 to 5) for sample w/c = 0.3 are also shown.
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water confined in different confining systems and extensively debated in a previous publication33. In the case 
of synthetic C-S-H gel34, this crossover was related to confinement sizes of 1 nm. Moreover, the relaxation time 
of process 3 is independent of the w/c ratio (i.e. water content). The independence of relaxation times on water 
content is typical of the relaxation of water under confinement in small pores35 and therefore a strong indication 
that this process reflect the relaxation of confined water. Therefore, process 3 represents the dynamics of water 
confined in the small gel pores (∼1 nm) of Portland cement. These pores are located in the C-S-H gel phase of 
OPC and denoted here as C-S-HOPC.

The relaxation time of process 3 becomes slightly slower for the aged samples (see Fig. 4a). It is important to 
note that the OPC here analyzed was maintained in the same preparation container for 4 years at room tempera-
ture. The variation of the relaxation time of process 3 with aging time is therefore related to the changes in pores 
sizes as hydration proceeds.

Contrary to the fastest processes 1–3, the relaxation time of processes 4 and 5 depends on the w/c ratio 
(see Fig. 4b and c) and the aging time (see Fig. 4a). Therefore these relaxation processes are related with the 

Sample w/c

Process 4 Process 5

D To [K] log (τo [s]) D To [K] log (τo [s])

OPC-3w 0.3 31.5 83.1 −13.1 27.2 90.2 −11.6

OPC-3w 0.4 21.0 94.5 −12.2 24.3 92.0 −11.6

OPC-4y 0.3 37.7 78.5 −13.5 59.5 63.0 −13.4

OPC-4y 0.4 33.0 84.7 −13.8 44.5 72.0 −12.4

OPC-4y 0.5 28.9 89.0 −13.9 31.6 81.9 −11.9

Table 3. VFT parameters for processes 4 and 5 showed in Fig. 4.

Figure 4. (a) Temperature dependence of relaxation times of water confined in OPC w/c = 0.4 after 3 weeks and 
4 years of preparation. (b and c) Temperature dependence of relaxation times of water confined in cements with 
different w/c ratios after 3 weeks (b) and 4 years (c) of preparation.
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structural changes produced during cement hydration. The temperature dependence of processes 4 and 5 follow 
a Vogel-Fulcher-Tamman (VFT) temperature dependence36–38 (τ (T) = τ0 exp (D To/(T − T0)), where τ0, D and T0 
are fitting parameters). All these parameters are shown in Table 3 for all the samples analyzed.

Temperature dependence of the relaxation strength of OPC. Figure 5 shows the relaxation strength, 
Δε, as a function of the temperature for the different w/c ratios of OPC-3w and OPC-4y. Δε is related to the 
number of water dipoles participating in relaxation as well as its ability for reorientation. Δε of processes 1 to 3 
are independent of the total water content determined by TGA, the w/c ratio and the aging time. This indicates 
that the number of water molecules relaxing via these three processes is essentially the same, independent of the 
details of the pore network and even of the structural changes produced during aging.

Regarding the relaxations at higher temperatures, the dielectric strength of process 4 depends on both the 
w/c ratio and the aging time. The water molecules that originate this process are therefore located in pores that 
undergo some evolution during hydration (either the pore size or the water content). Finally, the relaxation 
strength of process 5 increases with decreasing water content. This behavior indicates that this contribution is 
the so-called Maxwell-Wagner-Sillars (MWS) polarization31. Recently Abe et al.18 have analyzed mortar samples 
at higher temperatures than those here analyzed. They observed a dielectric process (called in their publication 
“process 3”) with similar characteristics as those observed here in process 5. In fact, drying the mortar sample this 
process gradually shifts to lower frequencies and finally disappear from the frequency window. This behavior is 
normally observed in the MWS polarization39. For this reason, process 5 is not further discussed in the present 
work.

Dielectric response of water under different confinements vs water confined in OPC. We now 
compare the relaxation times of water confined in C-S-HOPC and C-S-HC3S with that obtained in other silicate 
systems such as molecular sieves25 and MCM-4126. Both MCM-41 and molecular sieves (MS) are made up alu-
minosilicates, with a three-dimensional interconnecting structure of silica and aluminum tetrahedrals40, 41. This 
is a similar structure to that of hydrated cement. MCM-41 has cylindrically shaped pores which do not greatly 
perturb the wall structure, the shapes, and the topology of the porous network. The structure of MCM-41 has a 
rather well-defined pore size distribution. By contrast, the structure of molecular sieves is more disordered with a 
network of short worm-like channels. Molecular sieves are therefore more similar to the irregular and disordered 
structure of cements42. Therefore, it is not surprising that the dielectric responses of the different types of C-S-H´s 
gels (C-S-HOPC and C-S-HC3S) show behavior corresponding to these two model systems although the topology 
of the porous network of cement materials is far more complex. In hydrated cements, there are different multiple 
crystalline hydrates phases (for instance portlandite or ettringite) immersed in the C-S-H gel matrix, which in 
turn also has a complex pore distribution43.

Figure 5. Temperature dependence of relaxation strength (Δε) of processes 1 to 5 for samples OPC-3w (left 
panel) and OPC-4y (right panel).
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Figure 6 shows a comparison between the relaxation times of process 3 in C-S-HOPC and those observed in 
C-S-HC3S at similar water content, together with water confined in molecular sieves25 and MCM-4126. Two dif-
ferent scenarios can be observed, one for C-S-HC3S and MCM-41 and other for C-S-HOPC and molecular sieves.

The relaxation time of water confined in the molecular sieves reflects the dynamics in an average pore size of 
1 nm25, and therefore process 3 in C-S-HOPC is related to water in disordered pores of about the same size. This 
assumption is further supported by the fact that the temperature dependence of the relaxation time of process 3 
exhibits a crossover around ~175 K and the activation energy is similar to that found in molecular sieves. Such a 
crossover is associated with confinement effects44, produced by the small size of the pores in which the water is 
situated45. On the other hand, the temperature dependence of the relaxation times of MCM-41 is similar to that 
of C-S-HC3S.This reflects a more ordered pore network developed in C-S-HC3S than in OPC.

Discussion
As mentioned in the previous section, the temperature dependence of the relaxation times of processes 1 to 3 
in C-S-HOPC does not vary with the w/c ratio (i.e. water content) as normally observed for water in other con-
finement systems45. This behavior contrasts with water confined in C-S-HC3S (i.e. synthetic C-S-H developed by 
hydration of single C3S), where a significant variation of the relaxation times with water content was observed19. 
This gives a strong indication of the large structural differences between C-S-HC3S and C-S-HOPC. This is further 
supported by the fact that process 3 is faster in C-S-HC3S

19 than in C-S-HOPC with the same water content (see 
Fig. 6). The structure of hydrated Portland cement contains disordered C-S-H gel, and also other hydration prod-
ucts and crystalline phases. In addition, the Ca/Si ratio of the C-S-HOPC (Ca/Si = 2.5) investigated here is much 
higher compared to the previously investigated C-S-HC3S (Ca/Si = 1.3), which is a factor that is known to have 
a great influence on the structural properties of cements. Whereas the structure of a material with a high Ca/Si 
ratio is disordered, an ordered structure is observed in materials with a low Ca/Si ratio46. With increasing the Ca/
Si ratio, the number of bridging groups decreases, and consequently, the length of the silicate chains becomes 
shorter. Therefore, for higher Ca/Si ratios a larger amount of dangling oxygen (Si-O−) is present in the structure 
than for lower Ca/Si ratios46. This indicates that shorter chains should result in a reduced variation in pore sizes 
since smaller pores and cavities in the sheets to a large extent become more connected11. Thus, in the case of 
C-S-HC3S a more ordered and well-defined structure than for Portland cement is expected.

The relaxation strength of process 3 has no dependence with aging or water content. Therefore, it is possible 
to conclude that the smallest pores are saturated by water from 3 weeks to 4 years (the number of water molecules 
located in these small pores is not appreciable changing with aging).

The relaxation strength of process 4 depends on the w/c ratio and therefore on the microstructure develop-
ment of cement. In addition, this process is almost two orders of magnitude slower than process 3. This behavior 
can be explained if we assume that water molecules giving rise to this process 4 are located in pores larger than 
1 nm (which is the origin of process 3) as also suggested in our previous work of C-S-HC3S

19. In accordance with 
this interpretation, the temperature dependence of the relaxation time does not follow Arrhenius behavior indi-
cating that the number of water molecules relaxing via process 4 is big enough to show more cooperative behavior 
i.e. pores bigger than 1 nm. In agreement with this analysis, Abe et al.18 also observed a relaxation process (called 
“process 2” in their work) compatible with our process 4.

The activation energy of processes 1 and 2 are ~0.20 and ~0.28 eV, respectively, and they are independent of the 
w/c ratio. These values are much lower than the activation energy of a more collective behavior of confined water 
(which is normally around 0.5 eV)44. This indicates that, in the present case, a less extensive and weaker hydrogen 
bonded network is formed. Following that both the relaxation time and the relaxation strength of processes 1 to 2 are 
independent of water content and the aging time, these processes reflect very local water dynamics.

The relaxation times for process 1 are very similar in both C-S-HC3S and C-S-HOPC (Fig. 6), which suggests the 
same origin in both cases. Since process 1 in C-S-HC3S was due to the rotation of hydrated hydroxyl groups (OH) 
on the internal surface of the material20, 39, we also assign the same origin to process 1 in hydrated C-S-HOPC.

Figure 6. Comparison of the temperature dependence of relaxation times of water confined in Portland 
cements with different w/c ratio, in C-S- H gel20, molecular sieves (1 nm)51, MCM-41 (1 nm)26 and mineral 
clays52.
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The relaxation times of process 2 are significantly different to those of processes 1 and 3, which indicates that a 
different water population is the origin of this process. Despite the fact that C-S-HC3S has a larger variation of the 
pore sizes than C-S-HOPC, only the two processes (corresponding to process 1 and 3) were observed for water in 
C-S-HC3S. Moreover, process 2 has low activation energy (0.26 eV) and it does not show the typical crossover in 
temperature dependence usually observed for water in pores47. The internal environment of cements is alkaline 
with a relatively high pH. As for other silica based porous materials48, the pH has an influence on the internal 
structure of cements. At high pH there is a reduction of surface hydroxyl groups and an increase of dangling oxy-
gen groups (Si-O−), with an increased surface charge as a consequence. In addition, the substitution of aluminum 
(Al3+) in the silicate structures (Si4+) also affects the surface charge which is compensated by the presence of 
calcium ions (Ca2+) located close to the surface. Thus, the water dynamics in cements is not only affected by the 
confining geometry in pores but also by the large amounts of calcium cations (Ca2+) in the structure. Ca2+ attracts 
water49 and therefore it has a large structural effect on water molecules48, 49. In addition, their presence increases 
the hydrophilicity of the porous environment. This in turn, has a huge reducing influence on the time scale of 
water relaxation48. Thus, with increased hydrophilicity in the porous structure, water molecules reside for longer 
times compared to water in regions with lower hydrophilicity. In addition, the more structured water surrounding 
the calcium ions relaxes faster than free water molecules. Since the time scale in process 2 is much faster than 
process 3 and also much slower compared to process 1 (OH-group reorientation), we attribute this process to be 
due to water surrounding the charge compensating calcium cations close to the surface of the internal structures. 
The reason why this process was not observed in previous investigations on C-S-HC3S is most likely that material 
contains a lower content of Ca2+ due to the lower Ca/Si ratio (with a lower fraction of Si-O− and lower pH value as 
consequences). Finally, the activation energy obtained for water confined in montmorillonite24, 50 with two types 
of cations (Ca2+ and K+) is similar to that observed here for process 2 although the time scale of both processes 
are different. In that work, the authors also assumed that this relaxation process reflects the water structure near 
the hydrated cations located in the interlayer in agreement with our interpretation for the process 2.

Summary of dielectric processes measured in Portland cement. Portland cement is an extremely 
heterogeneous material and therefore several processes can be detected using dielectric spectroscopy. Here we 
summarize the origin and characteristics of each process:

 (1) Process 1 is originated in the rotation of hydrated hydroxyl groups (OH) on the internal surface of the 
Portland cement.

 (2) Process 2 is related to the relaxation of water molecules surrounding the charge compensating calcium 
cations.

 (3) Process 3 is due to relaxation of water molecules in the small gel pores of C-S-HOPC (1–3 nm).
 (4) Process 4 is due to relaxation of water molecules in the big gel pores of C-S-HOPC.
 (5) Process 5 is the Maxwell-Wagner-Sillars polarization.

Processes 1 and 2 reflect a very local dynamics (i.e. they relaxation times have Arrhenius temperature depend-
ence) and both processes are independent on the w/c ratio or aging time and therefore independent on the pore 
network developed during hydration. On the other hand, processes 3 and 4 reflect the dynamics of water in bigger 
pores and therefore more cooperativity of water molecules can be detected by dielectric spectroscopy (i.e. VFT 
behavior). These processes are dependent on the w/c ratio and aging time and therefore they are dependent on 
the microstructure of cements.

Other important finding is the fact that water confined in C-S-HOPC and C-S-HC3S has different dynamical 
behavior and this reveals the large structural differences between these two materials.

Methods
Experimental Techniques. Thermogravimetric analysis was performed using a TA Instruments Q500 at a 
heating rate of 5 K/min−1 under nitrogen flow to determine the contents of water and portlandite and the degree 
of carbonation.

A broadband dielectric spectrometer, Novocontrol Alpha-N, was used to measure complex dielectric permit-
tivity, ε* (ω) = ε′ (ω) − i ε″ (ω) (ω = 2π f), in the frequency range 10−1–106 Hz. The isothermal frequency scans 
were performed on heating every 5 degrees over the 110–250 K temperature range. At higher temperatures than 
250 K, the relaxation processes approach the limit of the experimental window and therefore all the relaxation 
processes are out of the experimental window. The sample temperature was controlled with stability better than 
±0.1 K. Parallel gold plated electrodes (with a diameter of 30 mm and a sample thickness of 0.4 mm) were used.

Mineral [wt %]

C3S 74.8

C2S 5.8

C4AF 4.4

C3A 0.8

Calcite 9.0

Table 4. Mineral composition determined by XRD-Rietveld analysis of the cement studied in this work.
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Samples. The material used in this study was Portland cement (Cementa, Heidelberg Cement Northern 
Europe Sweden). The mineral composition determined by XRD-Rietveld analysis is given in Table 4. Samples 
at different water-to-cement ratios by mass (w/c = 0.3, 0.4 and 0.5) were prepared using distilled water. To avoid 
water evaporation and sedimentation during hardening, each sample was casted in a sealed plastic tube (diame-
ter 2 cm), which was slowly rotated during 2 days. After 1 week of hydration, circular samples were cut from the 
hardened material and then stored in plastic bags at room temperature (298 K). The analysis of the samples was 
done 3 weeks after the preparation casting (OPC-3w) and after four years (OPC-4y). It is important to note that 
the OPC was maintained in the same preparation container for 4 years at room temperature.

Hydration products in the sample aged during 4-years were determined using XRD-Rietveld analysis and 
the following phases were found: calcite (55.4 wt%), Portlandite (36.6 wt%), AFt (6.6 wt%) whereas AFm was not 
quantifiable. The oxide contents of the materials (Table 5) were determined by X-ray fluorescence. From these 
results and TGA measurements the Ca/Si ratio was determined to 2.5 for all samples.

The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current study are available from the corresponding 
author on reasonable request.

References
 1. Scrivener, K. L. & Nonat, A. Hydration of cementitious materials, present and future. Cement and Concrete Research 41, 651–665 

(2011).
 2. Taylor, H. F. W. Cement Chemistry. (Thomas Telford Ltd. 1997).
 3. Manzano, H. et al. Confined Water Dissociation in Microporous Defective Silicates: Mechanism, Dipole Distribution, and Impact 

on Substrate Properties. Journal of the American Chemical Society 134, 2208–2215 (2011).
 4. Vandamme, M. & Ulm, F.-J. Nanogranular origin of concrete creep. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 106, 

10552–10557 (2009).
 5. Papatzani, S., Paine, K. & Calabria-Holley, J. A comprehensive review of the models on the nanostructure of calcium silicate 

hydrates. Construction and Building Materials 74, 219–234 (2015).
 6. Feldman, R. F. & Sereda, P. J. A model for hydrated Portland cement paste as deduced from sorption-length change and mechanical 

properties. Matériaux et Constructions 1, 509–520 (1968).
 7. McDonald, P. J., Rodin, V. & Valori, A. Characterisation of intra- and inter-C-S-H gel pore water in white cement based on an 

analysis of NMR signal amplitudes as a function of water content. Cement and Concrete Research 40, 1656–1663 (2010).
 8. Jennings, H. M. A model for the microstructure of calcium silicate hydrate in cement paste. Cement and Concrete Research 30, 

101–116 (2000).
 9. Jennings, H. M. Refinements to colloid model of C-S-H in cement: CM-II. Cement and Concrete Research 38, 275–289 (2008).
 10. Hou, D., Li, Z., Zhao, T. & Zhang, P. Water transport in the nano-pore of the calcium silicate phase: reactivity, structure and 

dynamics. Physical Chemistry Chemical Physics 17, 1411–1423 (2015).
 11. Qomi, M. J. A., Bauchy, M., Ulm, F.-J. & Pellenq, R. J.-M. Anomalous composition-dependent dynamics of nanoconfined water in 

the interlayer of disordered calcium-silicates. The Journal of Chemical Physics 140, 054515 (2014).
 12. Bordallo, H. N. & Aldridge, L. P. Concrete and Cement Paste Studied by Quasi-Elastic Neutron Scattering. Zeitschrift Fur 

Physikalische Chemie-International Journal of Research in Physical Chemistry & Chemical Physics 224, 183–200 (2010).
 13. Jacobsen, J. et al. Nano-scale hydrogen-bond network improves the durability of greener cements. Sci. Rep. 3 (2013).
 14. Korb, J., McDonald, P., Monteilhet, L., Kalinichev, A. & Kirkpatrick, R. Comparison of proton field-cycling relaxometry and 

molecular dynamics simulations for proton–water surface dynamics in cement-based materials. Cem. Concr. Res. 37, 348 (2007).
 15. Li, H. et al. Translational and rotational dynamics of water contained in aged Portland cement pastes studied by quasi-elastic 

neutron scattering. Journal of Colloid and Interface Science 452, 2–7 (2015).
 16. Krishnan, N. M. A. et al. Confined Water in Layered Silicates: The Origin of Anomalous Thermal Expansion Behavior in Calcium-

Silicate-Hydrates. ACS Applied Materials & Interfaces 8, 35621–35627 (2016).
 17. Yi, Z., Deng, P. N., Zhang, L. L. & Li, H. Dynamic behaviors of water contained in calcium-silicate-hydrate gel at different 

temperatures studied by quasi-elastic neutron scattering spectroscopy. Chin. Phys. B 25, 8 (2016).
 18. Abe, F. et al. Dielectric study on hierarchical water structures restricted in cement and wood materials. Measurement Science and 

Technology 28, 044008 (2017).
 19. Cerveny, S. et al. Effect of hydration on the dielectric properties of C-S-H gel. Journal of Chemical Physics 134, 034509 (2011).
 20. Monasterio, M., Jansson, H., Gaitero, J. J., Dolado, J. S. & Cerveny, S. Cause of the fragile-to-strong transition observed in water 

confined in C-S-H gel. J. Chem. Phys. 139, 164714 (2013).
 21. Suzuki, Y. et al. Homogeneous Nucleation of Predominantly Cubic Ice Confined in Nanoporous Alumina. Nano Letters 15, 

1987–1992 (2015).
 22. Bittelli, M., Flury, M. & Roth, K. Use of dielectric spectroscopy to estimate ice content in frozen porous media. Water Resources 

Research 40, W04212 (2004).
 23. Rotenberg, B. et al. An Analytical Model for Probing Ion Dynamics in Clays with Broadband Dielectric Spectroscopy. The Journal of 

Physical Chemistry B 109, 15548–15557 (2005).
 24. Vasilyeva, M. A. et al. Dielectric relaxation of water in clay minerals. Clays and Clay Minerals 62, 62–73 (2014).
 25. Jansson, H. & Swenson, J. Dynamics of water in molecular sieves by dielectric spectroscopy. Eur. Phys. J. E 12(Suppl 1), S51–S54 

(2003).
 26. Sjostrom, J., Swenson, J., Bergman, R. & Kittaka, S. Investigating hydration dependence of dynamics of confined water: Monolayer, 

hydration water and Maxwell-Wagner processes. J. Chem. Phys. 128, 154503 (2008).
 27. Esteves, L. P. On the hydration of water-entrained cement–silica systems: Combined SEM, XRD and thermal analysis in cement 

pastes. Thermochimica Acta 518, 27–35 (2011).
 28. Pane, I. & Hansen, W. Investigation of blended cement hydration by isothermal calorimetry and thermal analysis. Cement and 

Concrete Research 35, 1155–1164 (2005).
 29. De Weerdt, K. et al. Hydration mechanisms of ternary Portland cements containing limestone powder and fly ash. Cement and 

Concrete Research 41, 279–291 (2011).

SiO2 Al2O3 Fe2O3 MnO MgO CaO Na2O K2O TiO2 P2O5 SO3

OPC 14.54 2.93 2.20 0.03 1.83 48.20 0.07 0.72 0.22 0.04 1.78

Table 5. Chemical composition [wt%] obtained through X-ray fluorescence analysis for Portland cement 
(OPC).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 0SCiEnTifiC RepoRts | 7: 8258  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-08645-z

 30. Parrott, L. J., Geiker, M., Gutteridge, W. A. & Killoh, D. Monitoring Portland cement hydration: Comparison of methods. Cement 
and Concrete Research 20, 919–926 (1990).

 31. Kremer, F. & Schönhals, A. Broadband Dielectric Spectroscopy. (Springer, 2003).
 32. Cole, K. S. & Cole, R. H. Dispersion and absorption in dielectrics - Direct current characteristics. Journal of Chemical Physics 10, 

98–105 (1942).
 33. Cerveny, S., Mallamace, F., Swenson, J., Vogel, M. & Xu, L. Confined Water as Model of Supercooled Water. Chemical Reviews 116, 

7608–7625 (2016).
 34. Monasterio, M. et al. Effect of addition of silica- and amine functionalized silica-nanoparticles on the microstructure of calcium 

silicate hydrate (C-S-H) gel. Journal of Colloid and Interface Science 450, 109–118 (2015).
 35. Swenson, J. & Cerveny, S. Dynamics of deeply supercooled interfacial water. Journal of Physics: Condensed Matter 27, 033102 (2015).
 36. Vogel, H. Phys. Z. 22, 645 (1921).
 37. Fulcher, G. S. J. Am. Ceram. Soc. 8, 339 (1925).
 38. Robert, P. Electrical and Magnetic Properties of Material. (Artech House, 1988).
 39. Cerveny, S. et al. Dielectric Study of Hydration Water in Silica Nanoparticles. Journal of Physical Chemistry C 116, 24340–24349 

(2012).
 40. Liu, Z. et al. A review of fine structures of nanoporous materials as evidenced by microscopic methods. Microscopy 62, 109–146 

(2013).
 41. Han, L. et al. Structures of Silica-Based Nanoporous Materials Revealed by Microscopy. Zeitschrift für anorganische und allgemeine 

Chemie 640, 521–536 (2014).
 42. Coasne, B., Galarneau, A., Pellenq, R. J. M. & Di Renzo, F. Adsorption, intrusion and freezing in porous silica: the view from the 

nanoscale. Chemical Society Reviews 42, 4141–4171 (2013).
 43. Jennings, H. M., Thomas, J. J., Gevrenov, J. S., Constantinides, G. & Ulm, F.-J. A multi-technique investigation of the nanoporosity 

of cement paste. Cement and Concrete Research 37, 329–336 (2007).
 44. Cerveny, S., Alegria, A. & Colmenero, J. Universal features of water dynamics in solutions of hydrophilic polymers, biopolymers, and 

small glass-forming materials. Physical review E, Statistical, nonlinear, and soft matter physics 77, 031803 (2008).
 45. Swenson, J. & Cerveny, S. Dynamics of Deeply Supercooled Interfacial Water. J. Phys.: Condens. Matter 27, 033102 (2015).
 46. Richardson, I. G. The calcium silicate hydrates. Cement and Concrete Research 38, 137–158 (2008).
 47. Le Caer, S. et al. A trapped water network in nanoporous material: the role of interfaces. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 13, 17658–17666 

(2011).
 48. Bonnaud, P. A., Coasne, B. & Pellenq, R. J. M. Solvated calcium ions in charged silica nanopores. The Journal of Chemical Physics 137, 

064706 (2012).
 49. Bruneval, F., Donadio, D. & Parrinello, M. Molecular Dynamics Study of the Solvation of Calcium Carbonate in Water. The Journal 

of Physical Chemistry B 111, 12219–12227 (2007).
 50. Feldman, Y., Puzenko, A., Ben Ishai, P. & Gutina Greenbaum, A. The dielectric response of interfacial water—from the ordered 

structures to the single hydrated shell. Colloid and Polymer Science 292, 1923–1932 (2014).
 51. Swenson, J., Jansson, H., Howells, W. S. & Longeville, S. Dynamics of water in a molecular sieve by quasielastic neutron scattering. J 

Chem Phys 122, 84505 (2005).
 52. Bergman, R. & Swenson, J. Dynamics of supercooled water in confined geometry. Nature 403, 283–286 (2000).

Acknowledgements
Support from the Basque Government under the ELKARTEK Program is acknowledged (Super - KK-
2016/00060). S.C also acknowledges the Ministerio de Economia y Competitividad”, code: MAT2015-63704-P 
(MINECO/FEDER, UE). H.J. acknowledges the Swedish research council FORMAS and the EU Climate KIC 
project Building Technologies Acceleration for financial support.

Author Contributions
H.J. performed the sample preparation. M.M., G.G. and S.C. performed the experiments and analyzed the data. 
All the authors equally contributed to the interpretation of the data and the writing of the manuscript.

Additional Information
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Dynamics of nano-confined water in Portland cement - comparison with synthetic C-S-H gel and other silicate materials
	Results
	Characterization of materials. 
	Dielectric response of Portland cement – Fitting procedure. 
	Temperature dependence of the relaxation times of OPC. 
	Temperature dependence of the relaxation strength of OPC. 
	Dielectric response of water under different confinements vs water confined in OPC. 

	Discussion
	Summary of dielectric processes measured in Portland cement. 

	Methods
	Experimental Techniques. 
	Samples. 

	Acknowledgements
	Figure 1 Thermogravimetric curves for different water-to-cement ratio (w/c) as indicated in the figure for samples after three weeks (a) and four years (b) of preparation.
	Figure 2 (a and b).
	Figure 3 Imaginary part (ε″) of the dielectric spectra of Portland cement at w/c = 0.
	Figure 4 (a) Temperature dependence of relaxation times of water confined in OPC w/c = 0.
	Figure 5 Temperature dependence of relaxation strength (Δε) of processes 1 to 5 for samples OPC-3w (left panel) and OPC-4y (right panel).
	Figure 6 Comparison of the temperature dependence of relaxation times of water confined in Portland cements with different w/c ratio, in C-S- H gel20, molecular sieves (1 nm)51, MCM-41 (1 nm)26 and mineral clays52.
	Table 1 Water (H2O) (cw) and hydroxyl groups (cOH) contents obtained from TGA for the 3 weeks (OPC-3w) and aged for 4-years (OPC-4y).
	Table 2 Activation Energy (Ea) and Pre-Exponential Factor (log (τo)) obtained from the Arrhenius equation applied to the data in Fig.
	Table 3 VFT parameters for processes 4 and 5 showed in Fig.
	Table 4 Mineral composition determined by XRD-Rietveld analysis of the cement studied in this work.
	Table 5 Chemical composition [wt%] obtained through X-ray fluorescence analysis for Portland cement (OPC).




