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Abstract: In this study, the effect of precipitates on the surface mechanical properties in the presence
of hydrogen (H) is investigated by in situ electrochemical nanoindentation. The nickel superalloy 718
is subjected to three different heat treatments, leading to different sizes of the precipitates: (i) solution
annealing (SA) to eliminate all precipitates, (ii) the as-received (AR) sample with fine, dispersed
precipitates, and (iii) the over-aged (OA) specimen with coarser precipitates. The nanoindentation
is performed using a conical tip, and a new method of reverse imaging is employed to calculate the
nano-hardness. The results show that the hardness of the SA sample is significantly affected by H
diffusion. However, it could be recovered by removing the H from its matrix by applying an anodic
potential. Since the precipitates in the OA and AR samples are different, they are influenced by H
differently. The hardness increase for the OA sample is more significant in −1200 mV, while for the AR
specimen, the H is more effective in−1500 mV. In addition, the pop-in load is reduced when the samples
are exposed to cathodic charging, and it cannot be fully recovered by switching to an anodic potential.
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1. Introduction

Nanoindentation is now a widely recognized technique that can probe a material’s properties at
the sub-micron scale. To determine the origin of damage or a failure in the structural components, it is
necessary to distinguish the exact role of any microstructural parameter. It would be more complicated
to understand the failure mechanism, when a complex microstructure is subjected to an environmental
factor like hydrogen (H). Nanoindentation, in the nano-meter scale, makes it possible to resolve specific
parameters influencing the mechanical properties.

Ni-based super alloys gain their excellent mechanical properties from the nano-sized dispersed
precipitates of γ′ and γ′′, which are embedded in the γ matrix. The cubic (L12) γ′ precipitates have
a Ni3(Al,Ti) chemical composition. The γ′′ precipitates (Ni3(Nb)) have a tetragonal (DO22) crystal
microstructure, which can transform to a more stable δ phase (DOa) under thermomechanical processes.
It is reported that when the Al:Nb ratio is lower than 0.3, γ′′ would be the preferential precipitates in
the matrix [1,2]. Generally, the formation of the precipitates is accompanied by a misfit strain due to the
lattice mismatch of the precipitate-matrix atoms. During deformation, dislocations can accommodate
around the precipitates. This interfacial dislocation network later on plays a role in the alloy’s strength
enhancement. On the other hand, they can be favorable trapping sites for the H atoms. The shape and
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the interface coherency of the precipitates strongly depend on the aging condition. Aging samples
at higher temperatures or for a longer time than the conventional condition could lead to a higher
level of interface misfit strain or even coherency breaking [3,4]. By increasing the interfacial misfit,
the bonding energy with H increases, which means higher activation energy is needed for trapping
of H atoms [5]. In this study, the effect of the H-precipitation interaction, obtained by different aging
treatments, is investigated by the nanoindentation technique.

2. Materials and Methods

Ni-based superalloy 718 with the main alloying elements of Fe:18.64, Cr:17.64, Nb:5.35, Mo:2.88,
Ti:1:00, and Al:0.53 was used in this study. To evaluate the effect of precipitates on hydrogen
embrittlement resistance, three different heat treatment conditions were used as described in Table 1.
The average ASTM grain size of the solution annealed (SA), as-received (AR), and over-aged (OA)
samples was measured as 872, 95, and 895 µm, respectively. The smaller grain size of the AR sample is
a result of the thermo-mechanical process applied during manufacturing.

Table 1. A summary of the different heat treatments applied to the Ni-based superalloy 718 used in
this study.

Material Condition Heat Treatment

Solution annealed (SA) Solution annealing at 1200 ◦C, 2 h/water quenching

As received (AR) Solution annealing at 1200 ◦C, 2 h/water quenching, thermomechanical treatment
and age-hardening at 720 and 620 ◦C, 8 + 8 h/air cooling

Over-aged (OA) Solution annealing at 1200 ◦C, 2 h/water quenching, over-aging at 800 ◦C,
8 h/water quenching

The available precipitates in the microstructure, which was resolved using JEOL JEM-2100F
transmission electron microscopy, are presented in Figure 1. The SA treatment ends up with almost no
precipitation, while the OA sample possesses coarser precipitates compared to the fine precipitates in
the AR specimen.

(a) (b) (c)
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Figure 1. Dark field TEM micrographs showing the precipitation distribution in the (a) SA, (b) AR,
and (c) OA samples.

The specimen’s surface was prepared by grinding and mechanical polishing followed by
electrochemical polishing using a 1 M methanolic H2SO4 solution. To eliminate the crystallographic
orientation dependency, a similar grain orientation of {101} was selected according to the orientation
imaging map (OIM) of the samples. In situ electrochemical nanoindentation was performed using the
Bruker TI 950 TriboIndenter system, which was integrated with a custom, three electrode miniaturized
electrochemical cell [6]. The electrochemical setup consisted of counter, working, and Hg/HgSO4 reference
electrodes. All reported potentials are versus this reference electrode. The hydrogen charging electrolyte
was a mixture of glycerol/phosphoric acid with a proportion of 2/1. Nanoindentation was performed
in a H-free condition in an air atmosphere as the reference data. Afterwards, samples were polarized
galvanostatically at two current densities of 0.32 and 2.3 mA/cm2 for 1 h, equivalent to potentials of−1200
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and −1500 mV, respectively. After each switch between cathodic current densities, the samples were
polarized anodically at 600 mV for 1 h to extract the absorbed H charged to the subsurface. The selected
grain for nanoindentation was large enough to accommodate 25 indents × 5 testing conditions using
a 90◦ conical tip with a nominal tip radius of 1 µm. The space between each indent was 5 µm to avoid
the interference of the indentation influenced area between subsequent indents. The load function was
designed with a maximum load of 2500 µN with an 8000 µN/s loading rate.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Hardness Measurement

The rotation of the Berkovich tip or the testing grain around the loading axis has been reported
to affect the nano-hardness [7]. Therefore, a conical tip was used for nanoindentation to rule out this
intrinsic anisotropic effect. The hardness is calculated by H = Pmax

Ac
where Pmax is the maximum load in

the load function. Conventionally, the projected contact area (Ac) can be calculated as Ac = πh2
c tan2α

using an ideal asymmetric conical tip, where hc, the contact depth, is calculated by:

hc = hmax − 0.75
Pmax

S
(1)

Here, hmax is the displacement at maximum load and S is the contact stiffness. Due to either the
manufacturing process or repetitive use of the tip, the tip apex shape deviates from its ideal shape.
Therefore, the area function calibration is needed to measure the correct hardness. The basic calculation
of Ac for a conical tip is based on the assumption that the tip has a spherical apex, which is attached
with a α angle to a cone. To eliminate the non-ideal shape effect, in this study, the real shape of the tip
is used for hardness calculation. Figure 2a shows the tip image obtained by scanning probe microscopy
of the nanoindenter on the commercial calibration sample. This sample has needles with a distance
of 3 µm, which is used here for reverse imaging of the tip. Having the real shape of the indenter, it is
straight forward to calculate the hardness by getting the hc from the load-displacement (L-D) curve
and measuring the related Ac from the tip image in the given hc. In Figure 2b, the circled points show
the cross-section of the conical tip at three representative hc obtained by the nanoindentation. As can
be seen, the projected area of the cross-section forms an elliptical shape with the surface area of Ac.

SA

AR
OA

(a) (b)

nm

○ SA    ◊ OA    □ AR         Fitted ellipse           Diameters      

Figure 2. (a) The 3D conical tip topography obtained by reverse imaging. The three planes crossing the
tip show a representative hc for the SA, OA, and AR samples obtained from the nanoindentation L-D
curves. (b) The cross-sectional top view of the three mentioned planes fit with an elliptical shape.

3.2. Precipitation Effect on Hardness and Plasticity Onset

Figure 3 summarizes the hardness and pop-in (plasticity onset) values in different testing
conditions for the three heat treated samples. As expected, the SA sample, with no precipitates,
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shows the lowest hardness. For the two aged conditions, the hardness increases as the precipitate
size decreases.
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Figure 3. Averaged (a) hardness and (b) pop-in load values for the three heat treated samples in air
and under different applied potentials obtained by nanoindentation. (c) Surface topography of the SA
sample after exposure to −1500 mV for 1 h.

Generally, exposing the material to the cathodic condition and introducing atomic H into the
subsurface would result in a hardness increase. Anodic discharging of the sample, on the other hand,
would extract the dissolved H and recover the hardness to the non-charged condition. For the SA
sample case, H ingress into the matrix of the alloy facilitates the dislocation nucleation, leading to
higher dislocation density in the activated volume below the tip. Using the in situ electrochemical
nanoindentation method, it has been shown that the activation energy for the onset of plasticity
(dislocation nucleation) is reduced by dissolved hydrogen, which was explained in detail in ref. [8].
The defectant theory proposed by Kirchheim [9] based on thermodynamics calculations also provides a
theoretical basis for the reduction of the dislocation formation energy in the presence of H segregation.
On the other hand, H is reported to suppress the dislocation movement [10,11]. High dislocation
density formed beneath the indenter tip along with the H suppression effect holds the formed
dislocations in a confined area beneath the indent, resulting in the hardness enhancement. In addition,
since the SA sample is water quenched from 1200 ◦C, it is expected to have a high vacancy concentration.
During electrochemical H charging, vacancy-H cluster formation can also have a contribution to the
observed hardness increase [12].

For both aged samples, the increase in the hardness by adding H to the system is lower comparing
to the SA sample. This phenomenon can be explained considering the role of the precipitates.
The precipitates can act as a trap for H, decreasing the available H in the nearby matrix. However,
the hardness enhancement by aging treatment differs between the AR and OA samples. At −1200 mV,
the AR sample hardness does not show a significant increase, while there is approximately a 9% increase
for the OA sample. Due to the higher coherency of the smaller precipitates in the AR sample, more H
can be trapped in either the interface or the precipitate [5]. Therefore, compared to the OA sample,
the AR sample will have a lower amount of H present in the matrix around the precipitates, providing
a lower effect on the nano-hardness. At −1500 mV, however, the higher concentration of H ingress
into the material would be enough to increase the hardness by raising the matrix H concentration.
On the contrary, in the OA sample, shifting the potential to −1500 mV resulted in a lower increase
in the hardness compared to −1200 mV. In this case, the higher H concentration can overcome the
higher binding energy of the coarser precipitates with a higher lattice misfit. At −1200 mV, hydrogen’s
chemical potential cannot overcome the interface binding energy, and H atoms mostly disperse in
the matrix. At −1500 mV, due to the higher chemical potential, H atoms gain energy to be trapped in
precipitates, which results in the depletion of H in the nearby lattice around the precipitates.

The effect of the precipitates and the H on the pop-in load is depicted in Figure 3b. The pop-in in
the L-D curve of the nanoindentation is mainly attributed to the homogeneous dislocation nucleation
underneath the tip. Cathodic polarization of the samples, generally, decreases the pop-in load.
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The observed reduction in the pop-in load with H can be explained by the reduction of the required
energy for the dislocation nucleation [9]. The pop-in loads in the aged samples, compared to the
SA one, show lower values. These lower values indicate that the onset of plasticity or dislocation
nucleation is more feasible in aged samples, which is rationalized by molecular dynamics simulation
of the nickel-based superalloy. This research shows that the matrix-precipitate interface could act
as the dislocation nucleation sites [13]. Indeed, lattice misfit between the matrix and the precipitate
reduces the required energy for the dislocation nucleation.

Another point in Figure 3b is that H degassing by anodic polarization did not recover the pop-in
load to the original value in the air condition. For materials with high H solubility, H ingress can
generate permanent subsurface defects, which increase the material’s dislocation density. For example,
in the SA sample, the high sub-surface H concentration produces internal stress, which leads to
dislocation nucleation and their movement towards the surface. Figure 3c shows the slip lines formed
on the SA surface due to H induced internal stress. As a result, under anodic polarization where the
diffused H egresses, the increased defect density remaining in the material results in lower pop-in load
compared to the uncharged condition.

4. Conclusions

This study evaluates the effect of precipitates on the nano-hardness and plasticity burst in the
presence of electrochemical H charging. The main conclusions are as follow:

1. A new method is employed to obtain the Ac of the nanoindentation directly from the tip image to
calculate the hardness value.

2. While the precipitates in the matrix increase the hardness significantly, compared to the SA
sample, aged samples are less affected by H charging.

3. Hardness enhancement of the OA sample is higher at−1200 mV, whereas the −1500 mV cathodic
polarization is more effective for the hardness increase of the AR sample. The possible reasons
are explained based on the interaction of H, the matrix, and precipitations.

4. Cathodic polarization decreases the pop-in load, which cannot be fully recovered under the
anodic H egression.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

H Hydrogen
SA Solution annealed
AR As-received
OA Over-aged
Ac Projected contact area
L-D Load-displacement
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