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Abstract: Friction Stir Welding (FSW) was utilized to butt—join 2024-T4 aluminum alloy plates of
1.9 mm thickness, using tools with conical and tapered hexagonal probe profiles. The characteristic
effects of FSW using tools with tapered hexagonal probe profiles include an increase in the heat input
and a significant modification of material flow, which have a positive effect on the metallurgical
characteristics and mechanical performance of the weld. The differences in mechanical properties
were interpreted through macrostructural changes and mechanical properties of the welded joints,
which were supported by numerical simulation results on temperature distribution and material
flow. The material flow resulting from the tapered hexagonal probe was more complicated than that
of the conical probe. If in the first case, the dynamic viscosity and strain rate are homogeneously
distributed around the probe, but in the case of the tapered hexagonal probe tool, the zones with
maximum values of strain rates and minimum values of dynamic viscosity are located along the six
tapered edges of the probe.

Keywords: Al-Mg—Cu alloy; friction stir welding (FSW); probe profile; microstructure evolution;
mechanical properties; material flow; CFD modeling

1. Introduction

Aluminum alloys of Al-Cu series (2xxx) belong to the wrought age—hardening alu-
minum alloys, and are widely used in aircraft and automotive structures and in the oil and
gas industry for the manufacturing of structural components [1-4]. However, the range of
applications is limited by the comparatively low corrosion resistance and weldability.

Since Al-Cu alloys contain more alloying elements and impurities, the types of inter-
metallic phases formed in the alloys are likely to be the most diverse among aluminum
alloys. Dispersion hardening of Al-Cu alloys occurs due to the precipitation from the solid
solution and growth of the equilibrium 6 —phase Al,Cu, as well as intermediate phases and
clusters. By adding Mg and Mn to the Al-Cu alloys to increase their strength [5], a harden-
ing effect is achieved due to the precipitation and growth of more complex intermetallic
phases. Depending on the ratio of the Cu and Mg concentrations, different equilibrium
phases may be produced. When the ratio of Cu:Mg is greater than 8:1, the precipitation
hardening is mainly caused by the 6 —phase of Al,Cu. However, when the ratio of Cu:Mg
is between 8:1 and 4:1, the precipitation hardening is caused by the 6 —phase of Al,Cu and
the S—phase of Al,CuMg. When the Cu:Mg ratio is between 4:1 and 1.5:1, the S—phase
of Al,CuMg becomes the main hardening phase [6]. The last—mentioned ratio of Cu:Mg
is applicable to the Al-Cu-Mg alloy AA 2024. The addition of a small amount of silicon

Materials 2021, 14, 6296. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/ma14216296

https://www.mdpi.com/journal /materials


https://www.mdpi.com/journal/materials
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4934-0415
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5419-0378
https://doi.org/10.3390/ma14216296
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/ma14216296
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/materials
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ma14216296?type=check_update&version=3

Materials 2021, 14, 6296

20f 14

into the Al-Cu-Mg alloys promotes the formation of the 3 —phase of Mg,S5i, which has a
positive effect on the kinetics of artificial aging [6].

Until the invention and increasing implementation of the solid —state welding technology—
friction stir welding (FSW)—in 1991 [7], components made of Al-Cu alloys were usually
joined using the rivets process. At present, due to a number of advantages over fusion
welding, FSW technology is being used successfully and increasingly for welding com-
ponents made of age—hardening aluminum alloys. When using FSW, there are no hot
cracks and porosity in the weld; the residual stresses are significantly reduced, thereby
minimizing the distortion; and the strength characteristics of the weld are improved due to
grain refinement in the stir zone (SZ). However, with age—hardening alloys there is still
the same problem with FSW, as is the case with other fusion welding processes, of a strong
reduction in strength in the transition zones of the weld, namely the thermomechanical
affected zone (TMAZ) and the heat affected zone (HAZ). At elevated temperatures, the
particles of the hardening phase increase in size or dissolve, which makes the HAZ the
weakest area [8]. The fracture of friction stir—welded joints of Al-Cu-Mg alloys occurs
along the boundary between SZ and TMAZ due to the presence of larger particles of the
Aly,Cu phase along the grain boundaries [9-11].

Friction stir welding on thin sheets is preferable to fusion welding because of its lower
heat generation and thus minimization of the distortion of the welded sheets [12-14], however,
friction stir welding on thin sheets could be complicated due to the presence of remnant oxide
line (ROL) in the weld. Not only the length of the probe, but also other additional features,
such as type of thread or pattern of probe, are required to be modified to break the oxide line
in the SZ. Therefore, variations of probe profile and geometry, such as triangular (TR), square
(5Q), pentagon (PEN), and hexagon (HEX) have been used to improve the quality of the joint
by intensifying the stir and breaking of the oxide layer in SZ [15-24].

The purpose of the present research is to investigate the effect of tapered hexagonal
tool probe profile on the macrostructure, mechanical performance and material flow of AA
2024—T4 joined by friction stir welding.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Base Metal

In this study, heat—treatable AA 2024 (Al-Mg—Cu) alloy sheets of 1.9 mm thick after
hot rolling and subsequent natural aging (T4) were used. The chemical composition of the
AA2024 alloy is listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Chemical composition of Aluminum Alloy 2024 (wt%) used in the study.

Fe Si Cu Mn Mg Zn Al
0.25 0.11 3.80 0.41 1.30 0.22 Bal.

The optical microstructure of the base material is presented in Figure 1a,b. The
grain structure of the wrought base material was dominated by equiaxed grains with an
average grain size of 18 um. The tensile properties of the base material are as follows:
UTS = 450 MPa; YS = 310 MPa; El = 13%.

2.2. Friction Stir Welding Procedure

The sheets with dimensions of 400 mm X 100 mm X 1.9 mm were butt—welded
parallel to the rolling direction using FSW technique. Two different tools were used in this
research: 1—a tool with a conical probe composed of a smooth flat shoulder of 10 mm in
diameter and a smooth conical probe of 3.8 mm in diameter at the shoulder end and 3.0 mm
in diameter at free end, as depicted in Figure 2a; 2—a tool with a tapered hexagonal probe
composed of a smooth flat shoulder of 10 mm in diameter and a tapered hexagonal probe
with a diagonal length of 3.8 mm at the shoulder end and 3.0 mm at the free end of the
probe, as shown in Figure 2b. The length of both probes is 1.8 mm. The tilt angle was 2°, the
axial force in vertical direction at steady friction stir stage was 4 kIN. Friction stir welding
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was performed on Matec 40P gantry machine (Matec GmbH, Kongen, Germany). Welding
conditions and process parameters are listed in Table 2. The plunging and dwelling stages
of the FSW process were guaranteed by position control mode, the traverse stage of FSW
process was guaranteed by force control mode. The parameters were selected according to
literature review [25-27] and according to the previous research [2,28].

@ o (b)

Figure 1. Microstructures of base material: (a) optical image transverse to the rolling direction;
(b) optical image in longitudinal direction (rolling direction).

&

(@) (b)

Figure 2. Tools for FSW with different probe profiles: (a) conical form; (b) tapered hexagonal form.

Table 2. FSW matrix.

Probe v, WP, Qtotals

Weld ID Form N, rpm mm/min mm/rpm Watt L Jfmm

FSW-C Conical 1200 300 0.250 728 146

Fsw_p lapered 1200 300 0.250 754 151
Hexagonal

The weld pitch WP (mm/rpm) factor was determined as the relationship between
welding speed and rotation speed, Table 2.

The total heat input Q) (Watt) was calculated using the contact shear stress, Tcontact
(Pa), tool angular rotation speed, w (rad/s), shoulder radius, Rgpoyider (Mm), probe radius,
Rprobe (mm) and probe length, Rprope (mm) by Equation (1):

Qtotal = 2/37 Teontact W (R3shoulder + 3Rzl:orobeI_Iprobe)r 1

The Teontact and w were determined by axial force F, (N) and rotation speed N (rpm)
under constant friction coefficient p = 0.4 [29-31] using Equations (2) and (3), respectively:

Tcontact = pFZ / 7Tl{Zshoulderr (2)
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w =21t N/60, 3)

The linear energy, | (J/mm) was calculated as a relation between the heat input and
welding speed v (mm/s). The difference in the heat input as well as linear energy is
highlighted in Table 2. Friction stir welding with tapered hexagonal probe (FSW—H)
exhibited higher total heat input and linear energy than with conical probe (FSW—C).

2.3. Macrostructural and Mechanical Properties Analysis

Samples for optical microscopy and hardness testing were cut perpendicular to the
welding direction in accordance with Figure 3 and prepared by standard metallographic
preparation techniques. The polished samples were etched with reagent consisting of 2 mL
HNO3, 5 mL CH3COOH, 12 mL H3PO, and 1 mL H,O for 20 s at a temperature of 60 °C.
Vickers microhardness was measured along the two lines at the distances 0.6 and 1.2 mm
from the bottom surface of the transverse weld section with a load of 0.98 N (HV 0,1) for
10 s after several weeks. Tensile tests were carried out on a universal machine Zwick/Roell
7100 (Zwick/Roell GmbH, Ulm, Germany) with crosshead speed of 10 mm/min at room
temperature according to Russian Standard (GOST 6996). No thickness reduction in the joints
after FSW was found. The mechanical properties of the weld (ultimate tensile strength and
yield stress) were determined by testing five replicates for each weld condition.

b a
. I
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: TC1 \ 5
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VD f W RS
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< 400 >

Figure 3. Locations of the specimens extracted for tensile testing (a); specimen for optical microscopy
and microhardness measurement (b); TC 1 and TC 2—thermocouples for temperature measurement;
WD—welding direction, PD—transverse direction, VD—vertical direction; the dimensions are mm in unit.

2.4. Numerical Simulation

Computational Fluid Dynamics (CFD) modelling was used to determine the tempera-
ture and effective strain rate distribution during FSW. The computational domain of the
FSW model, tool position, and tool geometry are presented in Figure 4.

Tool/Workpiece
interface

[P
Eﬁi//\ﬁlé et

, Inlet
/ Workpiece

Figure 4. Scheme of the domain, tool position, and tool geometry.
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It should be noted that the tool shoulder surface was only party in contact with the
workpiece. Material flows into the computational domain through the ‘Inlet” and ‘Outlet’
boundaries with a speed of 300 mm/min identical to the welding speed applied in the
experiments. The speeds of the ‘Sides’, “Top surface’, and ‘Down surface” were also set
as 300 mm/min. The convection heat transfer coefficient was assumed to be 300 W/m2K
at the ‘Down surface’ and 30 W/m?K at other surfaces. The surface that was in contact
with the tool was rotated about the Y axis with the speed according to the parameters in
Table 2. The CFD model contains 8,637,083 tetrahedral cells with finer mesh in the center.
The governing equations were described in previous research [32-34].

The validation of the CFD model was provided experimentally by means of tempera-
ture measurement using a thermocouple welded to the top surface of the plates on both
sides (AS and RS) of the weld at a distance of 7 mm from the center line according to the
scheme illustrated in Figure 3. The measured and calculated thermocycles are shown in
Figure 5, and the calculated values are in good agreement with the measured ones.

T T T T 320 T T T T T
Fact Tapered Hexagonal AS L + — Fact Tapered Hexagonal AS
Fact Conical AS i 280 L + — Fact Conical AS i
""" Model Conical AS L === Model Conical AS
Model Tapered Hexagonal AS | B 240 L ------- Model Tapered Hexagonal AS i
i
= 200 |
=1
@
= L
2
160 |
£
v L
=
120 -
80
4 40 L
1 L 1
55 60 65 70 40
Time, s Time, s
(a) (b)

Figure 5. The measured and calculated thermocycles during FSW using cylindrical and tapered hexagonal probe on
(a) advancing side (AS); and on (b) retreating side (RS).

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Macrostructural Characteristics

Figure 6 shows the typical cross—sectional macrostructures of the friction stir welds
which were produced using tools with conical (Figure 6a) and tapered hexagonal (Figure 6b)
probes. The continuous thin zigzag line in the weld center extending from the top surface
to the bottom was revealed in the etched macrographs of both of the examined samples,
Figure 6a,b. This appeared to be a remnant oxide layer (ROL) which represents the oxide
films (e.g., Al;O3) from the initial butt surfaces broken by the probe during the stirring
process [35-37]. The ROL in the macrostructure of the sample welded with the conical
probe (Figure 6a) exhibits different features in contrast to that welded with the tapered
hexagonal probe (Figure 6b). In the case of using the conical probe, ROL passes through
the top to the bottom of the entire nugget zone and reveals a curved long loop toward
the retreating side (RS) in the lower part of the joint. While in case of using the tapered
hexagonal probe, ROL passes through the top to the bottom of the nugget zone without
revealing a curved loop. The conical and tapered hexagonal probes obviously resulted in
different material flows.

In the macrostructures of the friction stir welds, three zones are generally defined.
The stir zone (SZ) is located in the weld center and is characterized by a fine—grain
recrystallized microstructure. The thermomechanically affected zone (TMAZ) is composed
of highly deformed grains. The heat—affected zone (HAZ) is where the structure was
influenced only by temperature and the grain structure was almost the same as that of
the unaffected base metal (BM). As can be seen from the macrostructures in Figure 6, the
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contour of the zones varied as tool probes with different geometries were applied. The SZ
of the weld achieved by the tapered hexagonal probe shows a narrower width due to the
probe’s geometries. The weld produced by the tapered hexagonal probe exhibits a wider
HAZ than that produced by the conical probe.

(b)

Figure 6. Transverse macrostructure sections of: (a) FSW—C, (b) FSW—H joints revealing remnant oxide layer (ROL).

3.2. Microhardness and Tensile Behaviour

The microhardness distributions along the transverse direction of the welds are pre-
sented in Figure 7. The microhardness of the base metal was approximately 120 HV. The
microhardness distribution of all welds depicts a W—shaped profile, with a wide, softened
HAZ which is typical of the friction stir weld of heat—treatable aluminum alloys. The
hardness distribution in the HAZ toward the retreating side (RS) reveals lower values, as
shown in Figure 7a,b, where the minimum hardness level is approximately 105 HV. As
can be seen, the hardness level in the SZ produced by the conical probe is lower (about
115 HV in average) than that produced by the tapered hexagonal probe (about 120 HV
in average). The sample FSW —H shows slightly higher hardness in the SZ than FSW—C.
A narrower SZ closer to the bottom of the joints is a feature of the macrostructure of the
FSW joints, and can be seen in Figure 7a,b. At a distance of 0.6 mm from the bottom (black
lines), hardness decreases in the HAZ at a distance of approximately 2 mm from the weld
center. At a distance of 1.2 mm from the bottom (blue lines), hardness decreases in the
HAZ at a distance of approximately 4 mm from the weld center on both AS and RS for the
FSW —H sample (Figure 7a) and on RS for the FSW—C sample (Figure 7b). The increase in
the hardness in the SZ on the AS could be explained by the intensifying of the phenomena
of reprecipitation at higher temperatures compared with the RS, Figure 8.

The average tensile properties of the studied joints, out of a total of five tensile
specimens, were determined and are listed in Table 3. The mechanical properties of the
weakest section of a tensile specimen are generally accepted as the global properties of
the joint. In general, the fracture of the tensile specimen taken from the transverse section
of a friction stir weld of heat—treatable aluminum alloys occurs in the HAZ, assuming
a defect—free weld [8]. As described in the scientific literature [38,39], the existence of
weakest region was due to dissolution and coarsening of the strengthening precipitates
resulting from welding heat, and rendered a decrease in mechanical properties. It is worth
noting that all FSW tensile specimens exhibited their fracture locations in the SZ.
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Figure 7. Microhardness profile of the studied joints: (a) FSW—C and (b) FSW—H.
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Figure 8. Temperature distribution for both FSW—C (left) and FSW—H (right), top view.
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Table 3. Tensile properties of the studied joints.

Specimen UTS (MPa) YS (MPa)
FSW-C 288.3 275.9
FSW-H 354.8 279.2

3.3. Temperature Fields

The CFD model was used to analyze the temperature field and material flow during
FSW. Calculated temperature distributions at steady friction stir stage for both FSW—-C
and FSW—H samples are presented in Figures 8 and 9. The temperature distribution of the
FSW—C sample exhibits a region of maximum temperature only located under the probe,
whereas the temperature distribution of the FSW—H sample reveals a larger region of
maximum temperature, which extended from the probe tip to the adjacent area towards the
advancing side. In both cases, the temperature fields depict a nonsymmetric distribution
about the probe axis, with higher temperatures towards the advancing side. The difference
between the maximum calculated temperatures of FSW—H and FSW—C is less than 15 °C.
However, FSW—H shows a slightly larger volume of metal in the SZ that is heated to
maximum temperature.

To better understand the effect of the tapered hexagonal probe on the joint formation,
dynamic viscosity and strain—rate distributions were calculated. The distributions of the
dynamic viscosity in the transverse section and in the longitudinal section of the joints are
presented in Figure 10a,b, respectively. The distributions of the strain rate in the transverse
section and in the longitudinal section of the joints are presented in Figure 11a,b, respectively.

B W E- S

Temperature, °C

| | | l T | l T L) l | |

90 4 ofbé © 10 D AN o 101D N
D AR AP A PO

Figure 9. Temperature distribution for both FSW—C (left) and FSW—H (right), transverse section (according to the
cross—section line in Figure 8).

(b)

é',g%'@

S
N N
o h‘“u*h*b*h*
Dynamic viscosity,Pa-s o’ @

Figure 10. The distribution of the dynamic viscosity for both FSW—C (left) and FSW—H (right) samples, (a) transverse and

(b) longitudinal section.
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Figure 11. The distribution of the strain rate for both FSW—C (left) and FSW—H (right) samples: (a) transverse and
(b) longitudinal sections.

In case of the conical probe and in contrast to the case of the tapered hexagonal
probe, a small circular rim of higher dynamic viscosity is located at the root of the conical
probe, directly adjacent to the shoulder as depicted in Figure 10 (left). The higher the
dynamic viscosity, the more difficult the material is to be stirred, therefore the strain—rate
distribution corresponding to the small, circular rim area of higher viscosity exhibits a
lower value of strain rate, as depicted in Figure 11 (left). It is also noticeable that strain
rates for FSW—H sample in the transverse section are higher than those in the longitudinal
section (Figure 11a). To emphasize the influence of the probe profile on the material flow,
the distribution of the dynamic viscosity and strain rate in the plane of the welded sheets
at a distance of half of the thickness was calculated and presented in Figures 12 and 13.

SN $
L \+vo+\+ﬁ,+¢§'fb+h+u+6*<o+h+
Dynamic viscosity,Pa-s Vv el b “

Figure 12. The distribution of the dynamic viscosity and strain rate in the plane of the welded sheets at a distance of half of
the thickness for both samples FSW—C (left) and FSW—H (right).
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Figure 13. The distribution of the strain rate in the plane of the welded sheets at a distance of half of the thickness for both
samples, FSW—C (left) and FSW—H (right).

It can clearly be seen that in the case of tapered hexagonal probe tool, the material flow
is somewhat complicated compared with that of the cylindrical probe tool. In the case of
the FSW—C sample, the dynamic viscosity and strain rate are homogeneously distributed
around the probe, while in the case of the FSW—H sample zones, it is revealed that
maximum values of strain rates and minimum values of dynamic viscosity are concentrated
along the six tapered edges.

The difference in material flow for the two probe profiles within the stir zone could
be illustrated by the isosurfaces of flow stress of 200 MPa, as shown in Figure 14. The
iso—surfaces look similar for both probe profiles directly under the shoulder and close to
the outer edge. However, the flow stress distribution around the two tool probes reveals
different morphologies. It can be clearly seen that near all edges of the tapered hexagonal
probe, the material reaches the stress of 200 MPa because of high values of strain rate in
these zones compared with those of the conical probe, where flow stress of 200 MPa could
be found only under and near the bottom tip of the probe.

Figure 14. Isosurface of flow stress equal to 200 MPa for both FSW —C (left) and FSW —H (right) samples.
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It is difficult to calculate the amount of strain with CFD models. Yet, it is possible to
calculate the strain characteristic, known as “pseudo strain”. The CFD model used in this
study has a stationary tool, which only rotates without translation along the weld line. The
material moves towards the tool with the welding speed (as in this study the welding speed
is 300 mm/min for both tool geometries). We assume that the material is subjected to plastic
deformation when dynamic viscosity is lower than 5 x 10 Pa-s [40]. This zone, wherein
the dynamic viscosity is lower than 5 x 10° Pa-s, is limited by the green circle shown in
Figure 15. In the absence of deformation during welding, the material would move and
intersect with this area in a straight line from the yellow to black marker, and the distance
between these markers is L. In the case of FSW with deformation, the material moves along
the streamlines, shown in Figure 15 as blue lines, and its length is L;. Thus, it is possible to
calculate “pseudo strain” as the ratio of (L; — L) and Ly, as described in Equation (4).

pseudo strain = (L; — Lg)/Ly, 4)
AS
A Streamlines
2
4 ‘ 1 IA“ Iso-surface of viscosity
BD / \ Bj B} —— Welding direction

L]
‘ \ Rotation direction

1.5 mm
mm

C
Ca ‘ \ /=C2; Center line

v

RS
Figure 15. Scheme of “pseudo strain” calculation for the cylindrical probe profile.

“Pseudo strain” values were calculated for three points in the middle plane at distances
of 0 mm, 1 mm and 1.5 mm from the center line in the longitudinal direction of the weld
for both types of tool geometry. The results are presented at Table 4.

Table 4. “Pseudo strain” values.

Start Point Position FSW-C FSW—-H
0 mm 0.385 0.366
1 mm 0.892 0.814
1.5 mm 2.493 2.269

The comparison of the results presented in Table 4, with the assumptions mentioned,
allows us to conclude that “pseudo strains” for FSW—C and FSW—H are close to each
other, but the FSW—C approach has higher values than FSW—H. The closer the streamlines
are to the pin, the higher the difference in “pseudo strain” between FSW—C and FSW—H.

It was observed that dynamic recrystallization occurred in aluminum when the
amount of strain was larger than 0.2, at a temperature of 300 °C and strain rate of 10 s~ [41].
In the SZ of both cases, the temperature is higher than 350 °C, and the “pseudo strains”
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are larger than 0.3. This allows us to assume that dynamic recrystallization proceeds in SZ.
Thus, the microstructure in the SZ is determined by dynamic recrystallization since the
conical or tapered hexagonal tool probe profile, being a heat source, affects the material
flow and therefore the shape of SZ. Furthermore, the tool profile also has a relevant effect
on mechanical stirring and breaking of the remnant oxide layer.

4. Conclusions

Al-Mg—Cu aluminum alloy plates were friction stir—welded with conical and tapered
hexagonal tool probe profiles, in order to investigate the influence of the tapered hexagonal
probe profile on the material flow, macrostructure and mechanical performance of the joint.
The results obtained in the present study are summarized as follows:

(1) In the case of the conical probe, ROL passes through the top to the bottom of the entire
nugget zone, and reveals a curved, long loop toward the retreating side (RS) in the
lower part of the joint. While in the case of the tapered hexagonal probe, ROL passes
through the top to the bottom of the nugget zone, without revealing a curved loop. The
conical and tapered hexagonal probes obviously resulted in different material flows.

(2) Anarrower SZ closer to the bottom of the joint is a feature of the macrostructure of
the weld produced by the tapered hexagonal probe. The SZ of the weld produced by
the tapered hexagonal probe reveals a narrower width than that of the conical probe,
while the weld of the tapered hexagonal probe reveals a wider HAZ than that of the
conical probe. This macroscopic observation was supported by calculation results.

(3) The average ultimate tensile strength of the welds of FSW—H specimens reached
a higher value of 354 MPa compared with that achieved by the FSW—C probe, of
288 MPa. This could be attributed to the more intensive material flow around the
probe. Yielding strength is almost the same for both probe types.

(4) In the case of the FSW—C sample, the dynamic viscosity and strain rate are homo-
geneously distributed around the probe, while in the case of the FSW—H sample,
maximum strain rate and minimum dynamic viscosity are located along the six
tapered edges.

(5) The temperature distribution of the FSW—C sample exhibits a region of maximum
temperature located beneath the probe end, whereas the temperature distribution of
the FSW—H sample reveals a larger region of maximum temperature which extends
from the probe tip to the adjacent area towards the advancing side.

(6) The probe profile has a relevant effect on the stirring and breaking of the remnant
oxide layer. The microstructure evolution in the SZ was dominated by dynamic
recrystallization.
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