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[57] ABSTRACT

A relative humidity sensitive material comprises a mix-
ture of at least one hygroscopic salt and an at least
partially electrically conductive metal based powder.
Each salt in the relative humidity sensitive material has
a cationic constituent selected from the group consist- .
ing of the alkali and alkaline earth metals and an anionic
constituent selected from the group consisting of a chlo-
rate, perchlorate, and chloro aluminate. The metal
based powder preferably comprises a metal or metal
oxide powder or powder mixture including such con-
stituents as Zr, CO304, and MnO;. Additionally, the
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RELATIVE HUMIDITY SENSITIVE MATERIAL

This application is a continuation-in-part of Ser. No.
52,083 filed June 26, 1979 and now abandoned.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to relative humidity sensitive
materials and, in particular, to materials comprising a
mixture of certain salts and certain metals or metal ox-
ides in an appropriate binder.

There is a long established need to both measure and
control the relative humidity in both home and indus-
trial environments. Whether the need is for an indica-
tion of the ambient relative humidity or for control of
the relative humidity, it is first necessary to provide a

transducing instrument or sensor having characteristics-

which depend upon the ambient relative humidity. In
the past, many hygrometric instruments have depended
upon dimensional variations in various materials to
indicate the relative humidity. Historically significant
among such devices is the well-known hair hygrometer
which depends for its operation on the expansion and
contraction of a fiber such as hair. These dimensional
changes are then employed to move a mechanical link-
age assembly which is typically connected to a mechan-
ical dial indicator. Other hygrometric devices depend
for their operation upon swelling of the material upon
exposure to high level relative humidity. Again dimen-
sional changes associated with this swelling are typi-
cally converted to appropriate mechanical movement
for indicating the degree of swelling and consequently
the level of relative humidity associated therewith.
Many of these devices are unreliable and inaccurate.
Additionally, hygrometric materials based upon dimen-
sional changes frequently undergo long term degrada-
tion in performance following repeated cycling from
low to high relative humidity and back again.

More recent relative humidity sensors are based on
changes in electrical characteristics of materials in re-
sponse to exposure to environments exhibiting a range
of relative humidity conditions. These hygrometric
materials typically exploit the variation in- electrical
resistance exhibited by these materials. For example, in
U.S. Pat. No. 3,703,697, issued Nov. 21, 1972 to Nicho-
las, there is apparently described the relative humidity
sensor in which an iron oxide powder (FeO3) is fired
onto a substrate and treated with a solution of ferric
chloride (FeCl3). The Nicholas’ relative humidity sen-
sor appears to be based solely upon the variation of the
resistance of this treated material and it further appears
that it is the object of Nicholas to treat the iron oxide
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with ferric chloride to reduce the range of variation -

over which the resistance varies in accordance with
variations in the ambient relative humidity. However, it
is also seen that the reduction in the range over which
the resistance varies through the formation of oxychlo-
rides results in distortion of the otherwise linear graph
of resistance (on logarithmic scale) versus relative hu-
midity (on a linear scale).

For certain applications in which humidity sensors
are desired in feedback control systems, the object of
which is to maintain the relative humidity at a fixed or
in a narrow range of temperatures, it is highly desirable
to be able to produce a relative humidity sensor which
is particularly responsive in the desired region of con-
trol. Conventional relative humidity sensors and materi-
als, including those of Nicholas above, do not appear to
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be amenable to treatment which seek to adjust their
responses to fit specific relative humidity ranges.
Other relative humidity sensors also appear to be
based on the electrical properties of certain metal ox-
ides. In particular, U.S. Pat. No. 3,345,596, issued Oct.
3, 1967 to Delaney et al. appears to disclose the use of
cobalt oxide as such a material. This sensor appears to
be produced by firing a substrate containing cobaltic
oxide (Co304) deposited on a substrate to produce co-
baltous oxide (CoO) having a highly crystalline surface.
The resultant sensor appears to produce a variation in
resistance in response to relative humidity changes over
a four to five order of magnitude range. As indicated in
the above-mentioned Nicholas patent, such a dynamic
range of variation is undesirable in terms of the elec-
tronic circuitry which must conventionally interface
with such a device to provide an indication of the rela-
tive humidity. Additionally, there is no disclosure in the
patent of Delaney et al. to indicate how a hygrometric
sensor may be tailored to various humidity ranges.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with a preferred embodiment of the
present invention, a relative humidity sensitive material
comprises a mixture of at least one hygroscopic salt and
an at least partially electrically conductive metal based
powder. Each said salt has a cationic constituent and an
anionic constituent, as do salts generally, and, in a pre-
ferred. embodiment of the present invention, the cati-
onic constituent is selected from the group consisting of
the alkali and alkaline earth metals and the anionic con-
stituent is selected from the group consisting of chlo-
rate, perchlorate, and chloro aluminate. The at least
partially electrically conductive metal based powder
preferably comprises a mixture of zirconium and cobal-
tic oxide (Co304). The mixture is conveniently bonded
together with an inert binding material such as polyvi-
nylpyrollidone or. any other conventional inert hydro-
philic binding material. The resulting relative humidity
sensitive material is disposed between electrically con-
ductive electrodes placed on an inert substrate to form
a relative humidity sensor. A plurality of these sensors
are configured in a selectable array, with the sensors in
the array exhibiting overlapping response ranges.

Accordingly, it is an object of the present invention
to provide a humidity sensitive material capable of
readily being used to produce a relative humidity sensor
having a wide or narrow response range as desired and
being particularly responsive to relative humidity
changes in various narrow ranges.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a top view of a relative humidity sensor in
accordance with the present invention.

. FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram illustrating the sensors
of the present invention employed in a relative humidity
sensing system employing the sensors of the present
invention configured in a selectable array.

FIG. 3 is a plot of normalized resistance vs. relative
humidity for certain salts and combinations of salts of
the present invention.

FIG. 4 is a graph of resistance vs. relative humidity
for certain salts and mixtures of salts of the present
invention.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

In accordance with a preferred embodiment of the
present invention, a relative humidity sensitive material
comprises a mixture of at least one hygroscopic salt and
an at least a partially conductive metal based powder.
Each of the salts present has a cationic constituent se-
lected from the group consisting of the alkali and alka-
line earth metals and an anionic constituent selected
from the group consisting of chlorate, perchlorate, and
chloro aluminate. The relative humidity sensitive mate-
rial of the present invention also preferably includes an
inert binder such as polyvinylpyrollidone. Typical pre-
ferred salts that may be employed in the present inven-
tion include, but are not limited to, potassium perchlo-
rate, sodium perchlorate, hydrated calcium chlorate,
sodium chlorate, and hydrated barium chlorate. These
salts may be employed individually or in combination.

In general, however, the salt or salt mixture com-
prises salts having an anionic constituent selected from
the group consisting of chlorate, perchlorate, and
chloro aluminate, and a cationic constituent selected
from the group consisting of the alkali and alkaline
earth metals. The metal based powder preferably com-
prises a mixture of zirconium and cobaltic oxide
(C0304). In fact, the preferred weight ratio of Zr pow-
der to Co304 powder is in the range of between 0.2 to
0.8. However, cobaltic oxide may be employed alone or
with other metal powders or metal oxide powders in-
cluding manganese oxide (MnO»). The significant prop-
erties of the metal based powder are that it be at least
partially electrically conductive and that it comprises a
metal powder, a metal oxide powder or a mixture
thereof.

FIG. 1 illustrates a relative humidity sensor employ-
ing relative humidity sensitive material of the present
invention. Electrically conductive electrodes 14 are
disposed on inert substrate 12 as shown with the mate-
rial 16 of the present invention affixed to the substrate
12 so as to bridge the pair of electrodes with which the
material is in electrical contact. The resultant sensor 10
shown in FIG. 1 is easily fabricated. The desired salt
and metal base powder is selected and mixed, as is more
particularly described below, and an inert hydrophilic
binding material such as polyvinylpyrollidone is added
to form a slurry which is allowed to set in place. The
electrodes comprise any conventional, electrically con-
ductive material suitable for such a purpose, such as
aluminum. The substrate comprises any inert material,
such as glass or porous ceramic. The electrode portions
between which the slurry is deposited is configured to
have a width t and a separation d, as shown in FIG. 1.
By way of example, and not limitation, d may be ap-
proximately 1 millimeter and t may be approximately 3
millimeters for proper operation. However, shrinkage
of all dimensions by a factor of 10 is also possible with-
out significantly impairing the operation of the sensor.
Accordingly, the relative humidity sensor of the present
invention is highly compatible with present-day micro-
miniaturized solid-state devices and packaging tehc-
niques.

The material of the present invention not only exhib-
its significant changes in resistance in response to
changes in the ambient relative humidity but also exhib-
its significant changes in the effective capacitance of a
sensor such as that shown in FIG. 1. In general, the
relative humidity indicated by devices of the present
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invention may be discerned through measuring either
the resistance, the capacitance, or in general the impe-
dance of the sensor. Even though purely resistance
effects may be discerned through the use of direct cur-
rents for driving the sensor, it is highly desirable that
the sensor of the present invention be operated with
alternating currents to minimize problems associated
with polarization and electrolysis of the sensor material.
In particular, measurements described below in FIGS. 3
and 4 were acquired through the use of a 6 volt, 60 Hz
drive signal. The varying impedance of the sensor of the
present invention may be readily indicated through the
use of a conventional bridge circuit employing a meter
calibrated to read in percent relative humidity. Like-
wise, the sensor of the present invention may be readily
incorporated in a solid-state digital device in which the
analog impedance signal produced through a bridge
circuit or other means is first converted to digital pulses .
and subsequently displayed using a light-emitting diode
display or a display employing liquid crystals. The size
and electrical characteristics of the present sensor are
highly compatible with the use of the sensor in such
solid-state electronic systems. ’
However, the relative humidity sensor of the present
invention lends itself to other applications than merely
indicating the ambient relative humidity. In particular,
in certain applications it is highly desirable that the
relative humidity in a particular environment be con-
trolled as closely as possible and allowed to vary over a
small range of values. Particular compositions of mate-
rials produced in accordance with the present invention
particularly lend themselves to use in relative humidity
sensors having a relatively narrow range of relative
humidities to which they are maximally responsive.
These compositions find particular application as sen-
sors in feedback control systems designed to maintain a
substantially constant relative humidity. Moreover, a
plurality of sensors produced in accordance with the
present invention each of which exhibit a variation in
electrical properties over a substantially narrow range
of relative humidities may nonetheless be configured in
a relative humidity indicating system in which each
sensor is designed to operate in a specific narrow range
of relative humidities in which said sensor is most sensi-
tive. In such a system, sensors are selected for operation
depending upon the instantaneous level of relative hu-
midity. To effect a wide range of permissible relative
humidity readings, the sensors are designed to have.
overlapping ranges. Conventional relative humidity
sensors do not exhibit the potential for these design
considerations. Moreover, adjustments in the resistance
range are made in the material of the present invention
by varying the particle size and proportion of the zirco-
nium powder used as indicated below. A schematic
diagram illustrating such a system as shown in FIG. 2
which sensors 10; through 10, are shown connected to
sensor selector 20 which operates to select one of the n
sensors. The selection function can be automatic or
manually overridden and is typically performed so that
the center of the operating range for the sensor selected
corresponds most closely with the actual ambient rela-
tive humidity. Once an individual sensor is selected, its
electrical characteristics, that is its resistance, capaci-
tance, or in general its impedance, are employed to
determine the relative humidity. This function is ac-
complished by impedance transducer 22 which accepts

. as input an impedance dependent signal and produces as

an output either an analog or digital signal indicative of
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the relative humidity. Display 24 functions to visually
indicate the analog or digital relative humidity signal
produced by impedance transducer 22. Alternatively,
the readings from a plurality of the sensors may be
combined in a weighted average to produce a single
relative humidity indication.

By way of example, and not limitation, particular
examples of the relative humidity sensitive material of
the present invention are now described. In this descrip-
tion, the numbers employed indicate the weight ratio of
the particular ingredient specified. In particular, a rela-
tive humidity sensitive material of the present invention
may include a metal based powder with 0.4 Co304 and
0.45 Zr powder. The zirconium powder preferably has
a particle diameter of approximately 25 microns. Ad-
justments of the resistance range of the sensor are made
by using larger or smaller zirconium particles or vary-
ing the amounts of Zr and Co304. The Co304 employed
is milled and has the consistency of lamp black. To the
metal based powder there is combined a binder com-
prising polyvinylpyrollidone in the approximate weight
ratio of between 0.005 and 0.02, but preferably approxi-
mately 0.01. To this there is also combined the hygro-
scopic salt or salt mixture in a weight ratio of from
approximately 0.14 to approximately 0.25. The salts
provide sudden change of resistivity at a critical value
of relative humidity as seen in FIG. 3. Table 1 below
provides a tabulation of the critical relative humidity
value for several salt or salt mixtures.

TABLE I
Active Material RH¢rir
0.1 KCIO4 + 0.13 NaClOg4 25
0.1 KClO4 + 0.05 NaClO4 33
0.04 Ca(Cl03)2.2H;0 + 0.12 NaClO3 40
0.02 Ca(Cl03)2.2H;0 + 0.12 NaClO3 50
0.5 Ba(Cl03)2.H20 + 0.06 NaClO3 60
0.15 NaClO3 70

A more detailed description of the variation in resis-
tance with respect to the relative humidity of certain of
the materials shown in Table 1 is provided in FIG. 3 for

the first, fourth, and sixth salts or salt mixtures indicated

in the table. The graphs shown indicate normalized
resistance versus relative humidity. From these graphs,
it can be appreciated that the relative humidity sensitive
material illustrated are readily employable in a plugga-
ble sensor for insertion into a relative humidity control-
ler designed to maintain the relative humidity substan-
tially constant in a narrow range. Selection of the de-
sired relative humidity is accomplished by plugging an
appropriate sensor into the relative humidity controller.

For relative humidity sensitive material of the present
invention exhibiting a wider range of relative humidity
responses, the materials indicated in FIG. 4 may be
employed. As above, in FIG. 3, only the active ingredi-
ents, that is, salts, are indicated in the figure. The same
amounts of binder, Co304 and Zr are employed as
above. As can be seen the range of relative humidity
over which these ingredients exhibit a nearly linear
change in resistance as measured in arbitrary units plot-
ted on a log scale ranges from a relative humidity of
approximately 10 percent to a relative humidity of ap-
proximately 80 percent. Within the range of relative
humidities, the resistance varies by only three orders of
magnitude. Such materials are quite appropriate for use
in a relative humidity sensing system providing a digital
indication of the relative humidity in a fluctuating envi-
ronment. Thus, not only are these materials exhibiting a
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wide range of relative humidity appropriate in relative
humidity indicating systems, they are also appropriate
for control applications in which it is desired to selec-
tively vary the ambient relative humidity over a wide
range. :

From the above, the advantages of the present inven-
tion over prior relative humidity sensing materials is
easily appreciated. For example, a relative humidity
sensor is easily fabricated from the relative humidity
sensitive material of the present invention without the
need for an expensive and costly firing process as is
required in certain sensor, such as those apparently
disclosed in the above-mentioned patents of Nicholas
and Delaney et al. This difference in processing is fur-
ther indicative of the differences in the actual materials
employed in these other sensors. A significant advan-

_tage of the present invention is that the material of the

invention is tailorable with respect to its resistance. In
particular, increase in the proportion of Co30O4increases
the resistance at all humidities. Similarly, an increase in

. proportion of Zr lowers the resistance. Additionally,

the materials of the present invention exhibit superior
reversibility properties in that there is substantially no
degradation in the device characteristics following re-
peated cycling between relative humidities of 15 per-
cent and 90 percent. Relative humidity sensors employ-
ing materials of the present invention are easily fabri-
cated on glass or ceramic substrates and are configura-
ble in packages whose dimenions are commensurate
with present-day integrated circuit techniques and a
microminiature device is easily fabricated. Further-
more, it is seen that certain of the materials of the pres-
ent invention which exhibit a variation in resistance
over a relatively narrow range of relative humidities are
particularly applicable in control circuit applications in
which it is desired to maintain a substantially constant
relative humidity. Also, the resistance of the material of
the present invention is also controllable through size
selection of zirconium powder particles.

While this invention has been described with refer-
ence to particular embodiments and examples, other
modifications and variations will occur to those skilled
in the art in view of the above teachings. Accordingly,
it should be understood that within the scope of the
appended claims, the invention may be practiced other-
wise than is specifically described.

I claim:

1. A relative humidity sensitive material comprising:

a mixture of at least one hygroscopic salt;

an at least partially electrically conductive metal

based powder comprising a mixture of materials
selected from the group consisting of Co304, Zr,
and MnO»; each said salt having a cationic constit-
uent selected from the group consisting of the al-
kali and alkaline earth metals and an anionic con-
stituent selected from the group consisting of chlo-
rate, perchlorate, and chloro aluminate; and

an inert binder.

2. The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 1
in which said inert binder comprises polyvinylpyrolli-
done.

3. The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 1
in which said salt, metal based powder, and binder are
present in the approximate weight ratio of X:0.85:0.01,
respectively, where 0.05= X =0.25.

-4, The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 1
in which said at least partially electrically conductive
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metal based powder comprises a mixture of Zr powder
and Co304 powder.

S. The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 4
in which the weight ratio of Zr powder to Co304 pow-
der is between approximately 0.2 and 0.8.

6. The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 4
in which the particles of Zr powder have a diameter of
approximately 25 microns.

7. The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 5
in which the Zr powder and the Co304 powder are
approximately present in the weight ratio of 0.45:0.40
with respect to each other.

8. The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 1
in which said at least one salt is selected from the group
consisting of

KClO4 and NaClOy4 in the approximate weight ratio

of 0.1 to 0.13, respectively;

KCl0O4 and NaClOy4 in- the approximate weight ratio

of 0.1 to 0.05, respectively;

Ca(ClO3)2.2H0 and NaClO3 in the approximate

weight ratio of 0.04 to 0.12, respectively;
" Ca(Cl03)2.2H20 and NaClO3 in the approximate
weight ratio of 0.02 to 0.12, respectively;

Ba(ClO3)2.H20 and NaClO3 in the approximate

weight ratio of 0.15 to 0.06; respectively, and

NaClO3 in the approximate weight ratio of 0.15, each

of the weight ratios being given with respect to
said metal based powder which is present in the
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approximate weight ratio of 0.85 with respect to
the above ratios. :

9. The relative humidity sensitive material of claim 8
wherein the inert binder is hydrophilic and present in
the weight ratio of between approximately 0.005 and
approximately 0.02, _

10. A relative humidity sensor exhibiting changes in
impedance in response to changes in relative humidity,
said sensor comprising an inert substrate with a pair of
spaced apart electrodes disposed thereon with the rela-
tive humidity sensitive material of claim 1 affixed to said
substrate between said electrodes and in electrical
contact with said electrodes.

11. The relative humidity sensor of claim 10 in which
said substrate comprises material selected from the
group consisting of glass and porous ceramic.

12. A relative humidity sensing system comprising:

a plurality of sensors of claim 10, each of said sensors

being particularly responsive to changes in relative
humidity in a specific relative humidity range; and
means to select at least one of said sensors, said selec-
tion depending on ambient relative humidity condi-
tions; .
means to convert the impedance of said at least one
selected sensor so as to indicate said ambient rela-
tive humidity.
* * * x %



