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Abstract: The Portevin–Le Châtelier (PLC) effect often results in serrated plastic flow during tensile
testing of aluminum alloys. Its magnitude and characteristics are often sensitive to a material’s
heat treatment condition and to the applied strain rate and deformation temperature. In this
study, we analyze the plastic deformation behavior of an age-hardenable Al-Cu alloy (AA2017)
and of a particle reinforced AA2017 alloy (10 vol. % SiC) in two different conditions: solid solution
annealed (W) and naturally aged (T4). For the W-condition of both materials, pronounced serrated
flow is observed, while both T4-conditions do not show distinct serrations. It is also found that
a reduction of the testing temperature (−60 ◦C, −196 ◦C) shifts the onset of serrations to larger
plastic strains and additionally reduces their amplitude. Furthermore, compressive jump tests
(with alternating strain rates) at room temperature confirm a negative strain rate sensitivity for the
W-condition. The occurring PLC effect, as well as the propagation of the corresponding PLC bands in
the W-condition, is finally characterized by digital image correlation (DIC) and by acoustic emission
measurements during tensile testing. The formation of PLC bands in the reinforced material is
accompanied by distinct stress drops as well as by perceptible acoustic emission, and the experimental
results clearly show that only type A PLC bands occur during testing at room temperature (RT).

Keywords: serrated flow; PLC effect; dynamic strain aging; particle reinforcement; acoustic emission;
jump tests; aluminum alloy

1. Introduction

Plastic instabilities, which occur in many age-hardenable aluminum alloys [1–13] within a certain
regime of strain rates and testing temperatures, are often associated with the observation of repeated
stress serrations in the stress–strain curves of tensile or compression tests. The so-called “jerky” or
“serrated” flow is one of the most distinctive examples of plastic instability in dilute alloys. It is
commonly rationalized by the dynamic interactions between solute atoms and mobile dislocations,
i.e., dynamic strain aging processes [1,3–6,9,11,12,14–23]. Early observations of this phenomenon
trace back to Le Châtelier who observed stress serration in the plastic flow of mild steel at elevated
temperatures [24]. First studies of serrated flow in aluminum alloys were performed by Portevin and
Le Châtelier [25] at ambient temperature but under different strain rates. Today, an occurrence of
stress serrations in the plastic flow behavior as a result of dynamic strain aging processes is, therefore,
usually referred to as the Portevin–Le Châtelier effect (PLC effect).

The PLC effect often leads to the nucleation and propagation of localized deformation bands
on a macroscopic scale. Localization occurs if the local strain rate of the material exceeds the
macroscopically applied strain rates during deformation [26]. A material’s susceptibility for localization
is closely related to its strain rate sensitivity m: Negative strain rate sensitivities of the flow stress,
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as well as a cooperative dislocation motion, are necessary requirements for the existence of a PLC
effect [27–30]. Negative strain rate sensitivities of the material typically are the result of dynamic
interactions between gliding dislocations and mobile solute atoms. Their interaction leads to repeating
pinning and unpinning processes [14,15,31]. Therefore, local variations of mobile dislocation density
increase the (negative) strain rate sensitivity. However, many other parameters can also influence the
magnitude of an actual PLC effect: the chemical composition, the amount and type of solute atoms,
texture, grain size, strain hardening rate, heat treatment condition, and especially strain rate as well
as temperature [3,16,18,21,32]. Serrated plastic flow may also influence formability: PLC effects in
sheet metal forming lead, e.g., to an optical degradation (strain marks). In extrusion, PLC effects lead
to a reduced formability, but with thermal suppression of those deformation bands, those negative
aspects of localized plastic flow can be reduced [10,32].

In this paper, we study the influence of different heat treatments, deformation temperatures and
applied strain rates on the magnitude of a potential PLC effect in a high-strength, age-hardenable Al-Cu
alloy (AA2017), and in a particle reinforced AA2017 alloy (10 vol. % SiC) in two different conditions.
Studies on the general mechanical properties, the deformation behavior and the accompanying
microstructural aspects have been the focus of recent research efforts [10,33,34]. The influence of
a finely dispersed and homogeneously distributed particle reinforcement on the occurrence and
magnitude of PLC effects, however, has not been studied in detail so far. The present study documents
in detail that a PLC effect only occurs in solution annealed conditions, and that a reduced testing
temperature leads to a suppression of PLC band formation.

2. Materials and Methods

The mechanical behavior of two different age-hardenable alloys was studied in this work.
The chemical compositions (wt. %) of the examined AA2017 alloy as well as of the particle reinforced
AA2017 alloy (with 10 vol. % SiC; particle size less than 2 µm) are given in Table 1. Both materials
were obtained as commercial, gas-atomized, spherical powders with a particle size below 100 µm [35].
The powders were milled for about 4 h in a high energy ball mill (Simoloyer1 CM08 by Zoz GmbH,
Wenden, Germany), followed by hot isostatic pressing (HIP) at 450 ◦C for 3 h and at a pressure of
1100 bar [35]. Semi-finished products were then generated by extrusion of the mixed powders to
billets with a square cross-section of 15 × 15 mm2. Further details on the fabrication procedures
and particularly on the morphology and on the homogeneous spatial distribution of the reinforcing
particles are given in [35]. For characterization of the thermo-mechanical behavior and of the strain
rate sensitivity, cylindrical tensile samples (with a gauge length of 10.5 mm and a diameter of 3.5 mm)
and cylindrical compression specimens (with an aspect ratio of one, diameter 5 mm) were machined
from the billets parallel to the extrusion direction.

Table 1. Chemical composition of the age-hardenable Al-Cu alloy AA2017 and of the particle reinforced
AA2017 composite material (with 10 vol. % SiC). The base compositions of both materials (i.e., of the
alloy vs. the matrix-forming alloy of the composite) are very similar, allowing for a direct comparison
of the mechanical behavior.

Element Cu Mg Mn Fe Si Cr Ni Ti Zn Al

AA2017 Content in wt. % 3.83 0.71 0.64 0.17 0.065 0.017 0.0049 0.0025 <0.00100
bal.

AA2017 (10 vol. % SiC)
Content in wt. % 3.81 0.68 0.49 0.27 8.26 0.010 0.016 0.016 0.11

As observed in previous studies [6,16,32,36], different heat treatment conditions can strongly
affect the occurrence and magnitude of PLC effects. In order to provide a well-defined heat treatment
condition, the materials were heat treated to generate two conditions: solid solution annealed (W)
and naturally aged (T4). For the W-condition, the material was solid solution annealed for 120 min at
505 ◦C and quenched in ice water. To suppress further natural aging processes prior to mechanical
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testing, all specimens were stored in liquid nitrogen (at −196 ◦C) after the heat treatment. The naturally
aged condition (T4) was solution annealed with the same parameters and subsequently naturally aged
at room temperature (RT) for two weeks [35].

To characterize the deformation behavior of both materials, we performed strain-controlled
uniaxial tensile tests (Zwick/Roell 20 kN tensile testing machine, Ulm, Germany) for both conditions
W and T4. For all tensile tests, the temperature was RT and the strain rate was 10−3 s−1. Besides the
heat treatment condition, the applied strain rate governs a potential PLC effect. Particularly a negative
strain rate sensitivity increases the potential of the occurrence of PLC effects [1,2,4,5,15,32,37,38].
In order to characterize the susceptibility of both materials to strain localization, we therefore also
performed strain-controlled uniaxial compression tests (Zwick/Roell 20 kN tensile testing machine,
Ulm, Germany) at RT with a sudden change of strain rate (jump tests). During those jump tests,
the strain rate was repeatedly changed by one order of magnitude. The applied strain rates were
in a range from 10−5 s−1 to 10−2 s−1 for the both investigated material conditions. The strain rate
sensitivity value m was then determined from the true stress-strain curves by evaluating stress
increments at the points of strain rate changes:

m =
∆ ln σ

∆ ln
.
ε
=

lnσ2 − lnσ1

ln
.
ε2 − ln

.
ε1

. (1)

In Equation (1),
.
ε1 is representing the strain rate immediately prior to, and

.
ε2 the strain rate

immediately after, the change of strain rate. The values for σ1 and σ2 are the corresponding true
stresses approximated by the application of tangents to the regions of constant strain rate.

Since testing temperature has a considerable influence on the magnitude of serrated flow [32],
the uniaxial tensile tests were performed at different temperatures (RT, −60 ◦C, and −196 ◦C) at
a constant strain rate of 10−3 s−1. A special double–ring cooling device placed around the tensile
specimen was used to adjust testing temperatures below RT, Figure 1. For testing temperatures
of −60 ◦C, the inner ring of the device was filled with n-pentane (C5H12) until the specimen was
completely immersed, Figure 1b. Cooling was performed by adding liquid nitrogen into the outer ring
of the device. For the testing temperature of −196 ◦C, both chambers of the cooling device were filled
with liquid nitrogen. Using a thermocouple (type K), the testing temperatures were controlled in situ.
The thermocouple was located directly on the surface of the specimens. Strain values during these
tests were determined from the crosshead displacement data of the tensile testing machine.
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Figure 1. Experimental setup applied for tensile tests at different temperatures below room temperature
(RT) as (a) photograph, and (b) as schematic drawing. The setup consists of a special double–ring
cooling device surrounding the tensile specimen. The testing temperature is measured with
a thermocouple placed on the sample surface.
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Localized deformation can be documented by diffraction methods, 2D or 3D local strain mapping
as well as by infrared thermal imaging methods [39–44]. In the present study, the local deformation
behavior of the investigated material conditions was characterized in greater detail by additional
tensile tests in combination with digital image correlation (DIC). DIC allows the documentation and
analysis of the nucleation as well as the propagation of macroscopic deformation bands resulting from
PLC effects by recording surface displacement fields and the corresponding strain maps. A fine speckle
pattern for image analysis was produced on the sample surfaces using a graphite spray (a close-up
view of the sample surface is shown in the video provided as supplementary material Video S1:
Video S1: PLC effect reinforced AA2017 using DIC and AE). Finally, a highly sensitive unidirectional
stereo microphone (XYH-6 X/Y Capsule by Zoom™, Hauppauge, NY, USA, 24 bit, up to 96 kHz) was
used in the same setup (Figure 2) to measure acoustic emission signals (as integral acoustic intensity)
based on earlier reports on acoustic emission related to PLC effects [2,3,15,18,45–47].
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Figure 2. Experimental setup for digital image correlation (DIC) observations used during tensile
testing. In addition to the optical measurement components, a highly sensitive unidirectional stereo
microphone was used to measure the acoustic emission associated with The Portevin–Le Châtelier
(PLC) effects.

3. Results and Discussion

Figure 3 shows tensile (engineering) stress-strain curves of both materials in the W- and
T4-conditions. The data show that, as expected, both particle reinforcements and aging increase
the strength of the material. In contrast to the T4-condition, the W-condition exhibits the typical
serrated flow (PLC effect) for both materials. PLC effects are strongly influenced by the concentration
of solute atoms (chemical composition and aging condition). Aging of aluminum alloys leads to
precipitation, which considerably reduces the number of solute atoms. As a consequence, the formation
of PLC bands is suppressed or delayed towards higher strains for the naturally aged condition
T4 in Figure 3. This result is in good agreement with the results found in [3,6,16,32,48]. Another
important finding is the different onset strain of the serrated flow for both materials: The plastic
strain associated with the formation of the first PLC band is 6.5% for the AA2017 base material,
but only 1.9% for the reinforced material. The onset of the PLC effect in the stress-strain curve is
typically attributed to a necessary density of defects (basically dislocations and vacancies) that is
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required for dynamic strain aging [3,6,7,49–53]. Hence, an initial concentration of defects introduced
by either quenching or by early plastic deformation is required to increase diffusion rates of the solute
atoms and thus to trigger dislocation pinning. As discussed in [14,48], an earlier occurrence of stress
serrations in the particle reinforced material (Figure 3) is in good agreement with this interpretation:
The particle/matrix interfaces and the stress fields surrounding the particles locally lead to a rapid
increase of the dislocation density [33] during plastic deformation. This increased number of defects
allows for faster pipe diffusion processes [54–57] and—for the material studied here—accelerates
dynamic strain aging at lower strain values. The extent of this effect likely depends on the volume
fraction and the spatial arrangement of the dispersed particles [14,48].
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Figure 3. Stress-strain curves of (a) the AA2017 base material in the solution annealed condition W
and in the naturally aged condition T4, and (b) of the particle reinforced AA2017 material in solution
annealed condition W and in naturally aged condition T4. Only the W-conditions exhibit serrated flow.
In the inset with a higher magnification, type A PLC serrations can be observed.

It is clear from Figure 3 that the characteristics of the serrations (i.e., the “shapes” of peaks and
drops in the stress-strain curves) caused by localized deformation clearly differ in the two materials.
Based on the characteristics of serrations, different types of PLC bands can be classified; the most
common terminology distinguishes three different types [14,22,28,58,59]. Type A is characterized
by repeated nucleation of single bands that move continuously from one side of the gauge length
through the entire specimen. The corresponding stress-strain curves typically show a sudden increase,
followed by a drop below the original stress level. Type B PLC bands are quickly arrested after
nucleation; instead of widespread propagation, new bands are formed in the direct vicinity of the
arrested bands. The stress-strain signal shows rapid serrations that oscillate around the original stress
level. Type C PLC bands are associated with nucleation of randomly located bands within the gauge
length and show repeated drops below the stress level followed by non-linear stress increases. For both
AA2017 and AA2017 (10 vol. % SiC), we observed type A PLC bands in W-condition, see the higher
magnification inset of Figure 3. The amplitudes of the serrations in Figure 3a (base material) are not
as pronounced as in the inset in Figure 3b (particle reinforced material). This may be attributed to
the stress fields of the particles, which represent obstacles for dislocation motion and thus increase
the pinning effect. Between each large stress drop and the next pronounced serration in Figure 3b,
we also observe additional serrated flow with lower amplitudes. These second-order serrations might,
in theory, indicate the additional formation of type B PLC bands. However, such bands could not
be recorded by our DIC observations. Therefore, we conclude that the propagation of the observed
PLC bands (type A) is stopped temporarily by the stress fields of individual or clusters of several.
This leads to additional pinning on the macro-scale (i.e., pinning of the propagating band as opposed
to pinning of individual dislocations). We note that the amplitude of stress-strain serrations may also
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be influenced by the stiffness of the testing device, by the geometry of the specimen and by the surface
quality of the specimen [8,17,21,45].

Figure 4 shows the results of the (compressive) jump tests of both materials in the solution
annealed condition (W). The green and blue curves illustrate the true stress-true strain data (which
are required for determining m-values) of the base material and of the particle reinforced material,
respectively. In a range from 10−5 s−1 to 10−2 s−1 both materials exhibit a positive stress overshoot
immediately after each strain rate jump. This stress reaction to strain rate jumps is generally referred to
as instantaneous strain rate sensitivity [5,13,14,38,60] and is usually followed by a transient period of
stress before the flow stress reaches a new steady state. This instantaneous strain rate sensitivity always
takes positive values and can be rationalized with the time-dependence of the solute concentration
near mobile dislocations [36]. However, after reaching the steady state, the true stress-true strain
curves exhibit a different behavior: In the range from 10−5 s−1 to 10−2 s−1 both materials actually
respond with decreasing flow stresses when the strain rate is increased. Consequently, a decrease of the
strain rate leads to an increase of the flow stress after each jump for both materials. From this behavior,
a negative strain rate sensitivity for both materials in the W-condition is determined (see Table 2).
For all jumps from low strain rates to high strain rates, negative strain rate sensitivity values m were
calculated. With the negative strain rate sensitivity factors m for both materials a necessary requirement
for the occurrence of PLC effects is fulfilled [27–30].
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Figure 4. True stress-true strain curves measured in compressive jump tests with strain rates ranging
from 10−5 s−1 to 10−2 s−1 for both materials in the solution annealed condition (W). When strain
rates are reduced (first jumps and final jump), flow stresses are increased; an increase of the strain rate
(intermediate jumps) leads to decreasing flow stresses. This clearly indicates that both materials exhibit
a negative strain rate sensitivity.

Table 2. Strain rate sensitivity m, determined from different strain rate jumps for solution annealed
AA 2017 (base material and particle reinforced alloy). All data represent are arithmetically averaged
parameters (±standard deviations) from at least three similar tests.

Strain Rate Jump in s−1 10−5 to 10−4 10−4 to 10−3 10−3 to 10−2

True Strain in% 4.61 5.62 7.68

m base material −0.0044 ± 0.0006 −0.0083 ± 0.0006 −0.0105 ± 0.0011
m reinforced −0.0231 ± 0.0004 −0.0062 ± 0.0034 −0.0060 ± 0.0001
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The results of additional jump tests with alternating strain rates (between 10−3 s−1 and 10−2 s−1)
shown in Figure 5a confirms the negative strain rate sensitivity. Again, both materials exhibit the
typical instantaneous (overshoot) strain rate sensitivity for all conditions (W and T4). The stress
overshoot for the reinforced conditions is much higher than for the base material. Figure 5b shows the
strain rate sensitivity values plotted versus true strain calculated from the jumps of stress-strain curves
shown in Figure 5a. The results of both W-conditions again highlight that an increased strain rate leads
to decreasing flow stresses. Interestingly, in case of both T4-conditions, a negative strain rate sensitivity
was observed, too. However, the absolute m-values of these conditions are considerably smaller
compared to the values determined for the W-conditions. We also note that absolute m-values exhibit
a tendency to decrease with increasing plastic strain. This decrease is assumed to originate from aging
during compressive testing as already reported in [2,4,5,32] (and for AMCs in [9]). Moreover, a decrease
of absolute values of negative strain rate sensitivity is in good agreement with the absence of serrated
flow (PLC effect) for the naturally aged condition (T4) in the tensile tests at RT mentioned above.
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Figure 5. Compression tests with alternating strain rates between 10−3 s−1 and 10−2 s−1. (a) True
stress-true strain curves of jump tests for both materials in solution annealed (W) and naturally aged
condition (T4). (b) Strain rate sensitivity m versus true strain calculated from the true stress-true strain
curves in a).

For the discussion of the influence of temperature on PLC effects, the results of the tensile
tests performed at −60 ◦C and −196 ◦C and at a constant strain rate (10−3 s−1) of the base material
(in conditions W and T4) are presented in Figure 6. Figure 6a shows a reduction of stress serrations for
the solution annealed condition W compared to the tensile tests at RT (see Figure 3a). Additionally,
the critical strain for the onset of serrated flow in the W-condition is shifted to a larger engineering
strain value of 11.3%. The T4-condition of the base material does not exhibit any serrations at −60 ◦C.
At a testing temperature of −196 ◦C (Figure 6b) the stress-strain curve of the W-condition does not
show pronounced serrations; a slight waviness of the stress signal is most likely related to film boiling
of the liquid nitrogen. A critical strain for the onset of stress serrations cannot be determined reliably
for the W-condition. For the T4-condition, again, no serrations are observed.
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Figure 6. Tensile engineering stress-strain curves measured at low temperatures. (a) AA2017 base
material in solution annealed condition W and in naturally aged condition T4 at −60 ◦C. (b) AA2017
base material in solution annealed condition W and in naturally aged condition T4 at −196 ◦C. Only
the W-conditions still exhibit a slightly serrated flow associated with the PLC effect (inset at higher
magnification). The serrations decrease with decreasing testing temperature.

Figure 7 shows the results of low-temperature tensile testing of the particle reinforced material
for both conditions (W and T4). As already found for the base material (see Figure 6), the particle
reinforced material in Figure 7a shows a significant decrease of serrated flow at −60 ◦C compared
to RT (see Figure 3b). Again, the critical strain for the onset of stress serrations in the W-condition
is shifted to larger strain values of about 7.0% compared to 1.9% at RT. At −60 ◦C, stress serrations
are already completely suppressed for the T4-condition. Figure 7b shows a similar characteristic
of stress-strain behavior compared to the behavior of the base material shown in Figure 6b. Lower
testing temperatures (−196 ◦C) lead to a reduction of serrations in the stress-strain curve for the
W-condition compared to testing at RT (see Figure 3b). Again, the critical strain for the onset of stress
serrations cannot be determined clearly. For the T4-condition, an absence of serrations is observed,
i.e., the PLC effect is completely suppressed. In summary, the suppression of serrated flow at lower
temperatures (−60 ◦C and −196 ◦C, Figures 6 and 7) clearly indicates that thermally activated and
diffusion-controlled processes are primarily responsible for serrated flow at RT in the materials studied
here, irrespective of whether they contain particles (which tend to increase stress amplitudes during
serrated flow) or not. Temperature reduction leads to reduced diffusivity of the solute atoms and thus
to a lower efficiency of dynamic strain aging processes in the AA2017 alloy.
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and strain signals clearly indicate serrated flow; stress drops coincide with positive jumps of 
macroscopic strain. The acoustic emission signal is represented by the black line in Figure 8a (the 
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Figure 7. Tensile engineering stress-strain curves at low temperatures. (a) Particle reinforced AA2017
material in the solution annealed (W) and naturally aged (T4) conditions at −60 ◦C. (b) Particle
reinforced AA2017 material in solution annealed (W) and naturally aged (T4) conditions at −196 ◦C.
Only the W-conditions exhibit some serrated flow (inset at higher magnification). PLC effects are
reduced by decreasing the testing temperature.
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Additional experiments were performed to further study the material condition that exhibits
the most pronounced PLC effect, particle reinforced AA2017 in W-condition. Simultaneous DIC and
acoustic emission measurements were performed during uniaxial tensile tests at RT. Representative
results of these tensile tests are shown in Figure 8. Figure 8a shows the evolution of stress, strain and
of the acoustic emission signal as a function of time. In this figure, “macroscopic” strain represents the
average uniaxial strain value across the entire surface area that was evaluated by DIC. Both stress and
strain signals clearly indicate serrated flow; stress drops coincide with positive jumps of macroscopic
strain. The acoustic emission signal is represented by the black line in Figure 8a (the signal simply
represents the integral acoustic intensity). Each distinct stress drop is also accompanied by perceptible
acoustic emission, see also the video provided as supplementary material (Video S1: PLC effect
reinforced AA2017 using DIC and AE). The DIC observations show that the measured acoustic
emission is clearly associated with the nucleation of a separate deformation band in the material,
which is accompanied by a distinct stress drop at the same moment as band nucleation provides a
sudden increase in local strain and thus partially elastically unloads the tensile sample. In Figure 8b,
the nucleation and two stages during the propagation of one representative deformation band
are shown as DIC-derived strain maps, where strain values correspond to uniaxial tensile strains
determined in the (loading) x-direction. These characteristic situations are marked in the stress curve
of Figure 8a (A,B,C). The nucleation (A) of a single deformation band at the lower end of the gauge
length accompanied by a distinct stress drop can be clearly identified. Further deformation proceeds
by propagation (B) of the single band across the gauge length. This is accompanied by very small
serrations of the stress signal, most likely due to dislocation particle interactions at the reaction front of
the deformation band [42]. Interestingly, no secondary PLC band nucleation is observed, confirming
that the PLC effect observed here is not of type B. Immediately prior to the next distinct stress drop
(accompanied by the nucleation of a new deformation band) the current PLC band reaches the opposite
end of the gauge length (C). This process occurs repeatedly during tensile deformation until final
fracture. The combination of DIC and acoustic emission provides detailed information on nucleation
events and on the propagation of individual PLC bands. Acoustic emission may even contribute to
an analysis of the microstructural interaction of the growing band with the material’s reinforcement
particles, which is the subject of ongoing work.

Metals 2018, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 13 

 

provides a sudden increase in local strain and thus partially elastically unloads the tensile sample. In 
Figure 8b, the nucleation and two stages during the propagation of one representative deformation 
band are shown as DIC-derived strain maps, where strain values correspond to uniaxial tensile 
strains determined in the (loading) x-direction. These characteristic situations are marked in the stress 
curve of Figure 8a (A,B,C). The nucleation (A) of a single deformation band at the lower end of the 
gauge length accompanied by a distinct stress drop can be clearly identified. Further deformation 
proceeds by propagation (B) of the single band across the gauge length. This is accompanied by very 
small serrations of the stress signal, most likely due to dislocation particle interactions at the reaction 
front of the deformation band [42]. Interestingly, no secondary PLC band nucleation is observed, 
confirming that the PLC effect observed here is not of type B. Immediately prior to the next distinct 
stress drop (accompanied by the nucleation of a new deformation band) the current PLC band reaches 
the opposite end of the gauge length (C). This process occurs repeatedly during tensile deformation 
until final fracture. The combination of DIC and acoustic emission provides detailed information on 
nucleation events and on the propagation of individual PLC bands. Acoustic emission may even 
contribute to an analysis of the microstructural interaction of the growing band with the material’s 
reinforcement particles, which is the subject of ongoing work.  

 
Figure 8. (a) Engineering stress, engineering strain and acoustic emission signal (the signal simply 
represents the integral acoustic intensity) as a function of testing time during uniaxial tensile testing 
of the particle reinforced material (W-condition) at RT. The stress signal (red) shows distinct stress-
drops accompanied by strain discontinuities (blue curve) and a perceptible acoustic emission (black 
curve). (b) Strain fields measured by DIC (uniaxial tensile strain maps) at different stages of the 
evolution of a single PLC band (type A): Nucleation (A) and propagation (B to C) of a single 
deformation band. 

4. Summary and Conclusions 

Serrated flow was investigated in an age-hardenable Al-Cu alloy AA2017 and in a particle 
reinforced AA2017 alloy (10 vol. % SiC) as a function of heat treatment condition, applied strain rate, 
as well as testing temperature. Two different heat treatment conditions were analyzed: solid solution 
annealed (W) and naturally aged (T4). It was found that both materials exhibit a typical serrated flow 
in the W-condition during tensile testing at ambient temperature. Furthermore, a difference in the 
plastic strain onset of the initiation of serrated flow was observed. An earlier onset occurs in the 
particle reinforced material, which can be attributed to an accelerated dynamic strain aging due to a 
comparatively faster increase of dislocation density during plastic deformation. We also documented 
a negative strain rate sensitivity during compressive jump tests from 10−5 s−1 to 10−2 s−1 for both 
materials and both conditions. The (negative) strain rate sensitivity values determined for the T4-
conditions show considerably lower absolute values compared to the W-condition. This is in line 
with the observation of a reduced serrated flow (PLC effect) for the naturally aged condition (T4) in 
tensile tests at RT.  

Figure 8. (a) Engineering stress, engineering strain and acoustic emission signal (the signal simply
represents the integral acoustic intensity) as a function of testing time during uniaxial tensile testing of
the particle reinforced material (W-condition) at RT. The stress signal (red) shows distinct stress-drops
accompanied by strain discontinuities (blue curve) and a perceptible acoustic emission (black curve).
(b) Strain fields measured by DIC (uniaxial tensile strain maps) at different stages of the evolution of
a single PLC band (type A): Nucleation (A) and propagation (B to C) of a single deformation band.
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4. Summary and Conclusions

Serrated flow was investigated in an age-hardenable Al-Cu alloy AA2017 and in a particle
reinforced AA2017 alloy (10 vol. % SiC) as a function of heat treatment condition, applied strain rate,
as well as testing temperature. Two different heat treatment conditions were analyzed: solid solution
annealed (W) and naturally aged (T4). It was found that both materials exhibit a typical serrated
flow in the W-condition during tensile testing at ambient temperature. Furthermore, a difference
in the plastic strain onset of the initiation of serrated flow was observed. An earlier onset occurs
in the particle reinforced material, which can be attributed to an accelerated dynamic strain aging
due to a comparatively faster increase of dislocation density during plastic deformation. We also
documented a negative strain rate sensitivity during compressive jump tests from 10−5 s−1 to 10−2 s−1

for both materials and both conditions. The (negative) strain rate sensitivity values determined for the
T4-conditions show considerably lower absolute values compared to the W-condition. This is in line
with the observation of a reduced serrated flow (PLC effect) for the naturally aged condition (T4) in
tensile tests at RT.

During tensile tests at lower deformation temperatures (−60 ◦C, −196 ◦C), a shift of the critical
strain values for the onset of serrated flow in the W-condition to larger strain values and a decreased
amplitude of stress fluctuations were observed. Serrated flow is completely suppressed at lower
temperatures for T4-condition. The temperature-dependence of serrated flow in both materials reveals
that thermally activated and diffusion-controlled processes are the main reason for the different flow
behavior of the materials at RT, −60 ◦C, and −196 ◦C. The nucleation and propagation of single PLC
bands were characterized using DIC and acoustic emission measurements for the condition with the
most pronounced PLC effect (particle reinforced AA2017 in W-condition). DIC strain maps confirm
that the PLC bands are of type A. Acoustic emission data can be directly related to nucleation events
of distinct bands.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/2075-4701/8/2/88/s1, Video
S1: PLC effect reinforced AA2017 using DIC and AE.
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