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Abstract: Cold gas dynamic spraying is a solid-state processing technique that is particularly attrac-
tive for surface coatings, 3D near-net shape additive manufacturing, and component repairs with an
advantage of high-deposition efficiency. This technique has the sustainable potential to change the
future industrial and manufacturing environment, especially in the fabrication process of complex
flight-critical components that are made of aluminum. This paper investigates the microstructure
of aluminum coatings generated onto a commercial Al plate called FORTAL (Al 7075-T6) via cold
spraying using helium as the propellant gas. Three Al coatings (pure Al, AlSi10Mg, and Scalmal-
loy) are compared under a similar deposition condition. The top view of the coating revealed the
highest deformation (high flattening) in the case of pure Al powders, whereas both the AlSi10Mg
and Scalmalloy powders exhibit less flattening. The cross sections show fine equiaxed grains within
the pure Al coating and extremely fine grains for both the AlSi10Mg coating and the Scalmalloy
coating, with more extremely refined grains within the Scalmalloy coating. These results suggested
an onset of recrystallization within the Al coating that is attributed to the heat generated by the
strong plastic deformation. Less thermally activated recrystallization occurred within both AlSi10Mg
coating and Scalmalloy coating due to their stronger mechanical properties. The structure rather
resulted from the dynamic due to the high strain rate collision. The extremely fine structure is mostly
at the powder/powder interface within the Scalmalloy coating and is developed towards the powder
region which is also within the AlSi10Mg coating. Better plastic deformation occurred within the
AlSi10Mg powder compared to the Scalmalloy powder that have a higher mechanical resistance.
Together, these results evidence a limited thermally activated recrystallization within the Al alloys
despite the highest deposition condition being used. The pure Al powders can also achieve a state of
equiaxed fine grain due to the better plastic deformation.

Keywords: cold spray; coating; microstructure; aluminum alloys

1. Introduction

Cold gas dynamic spray (CGDS) is an emerging solid-state powder deposition additive
manufacturing technology, which is widely used in the repair of various parts and the
near-net shape of high-performance large components [1]. Unlike various high-energy
beam additive manufacturing technologies, metallic materials do not need to undergo
melting and solidification during the cold spraying deposition process [2–4]. Therefore,
the powder particles of metal materials are not easy to be oxidized during the deposition
process [5]. Cold spray technology has significant advantages for depositing heat-sensitive
and oxidizable materials. Aluminum and its alloys have gained great attention in both
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industrial and academic areas due to their outstanding properties such as low density, high
ductility, good corrosion resistance, and excellent thermal and electrical conductivity. In
cold gas dynamic spray additive manufacturing, aluminum and its alloys are preferred
over other kind of metal materials due to their high deposition efficiency and lower melting
point [6]. Effective regulation of performance, especially the key mechanical properties, is
the prerequisite for promoting the wide application of cold spray technology. For a given
aluminum material that can undergo very strong plastic deformation, its microstructure is
the key to determining whether its target properties can be achieved [7].

In this paper, we report the comparative microstructural features of cold sprayed
(CSed) Al 1050, AlSi10Mg, and Scalmalloy, respectively. In our study, the microstructural
evolution of the Al 1050, AlSi10Mg, and Scalmalloy coatings from the feedstock powders
to the deposit as a result of the high strain rate self-consolidation is evaluated by means
of scanning electron microscopes (SEM) equipped with electron backscatter diffraction
(EBSD). In order to gain insight into the bonding mechanism between the coatings and the
particles and between particles, the microstructure at the appropriated locations is selected
for analysis.

2. Materials and Methods

We have characterized particle flight behavior in terms of the process parameters
including gas inlet conditions, powder properties, and nozzle dimensions in previous
studies [8–11]. In this study, the commercially atomized powders of Al 1050, AlSi10Mg,
and Scalmalloy from Toyal are used as spraying powders. An Al 7075 T6 plate is used as
a substrate. Three plates are printed with three aluminum powders using He. Before the
sprayed process commences, these three substrates are sandblasted in order to obtain a
good surface and improve the adhesion between the powders and the substrate [12]. The
printing pressure is set to 28 bars for the Al coating, 24 bars for AlSi10Mg, and 20 bars
for Scalmalloy. Pressurized and preheated gas is fed into a Laval nozzle, which generates
supersonic velocities to accelerate the solid metal particles with a typical size of about
15~45 µm. The particles collide with the substrate in a completely solid state, and then
combine with the substrate via the severe plastic deformation caused by the collision to
achieve metallic deposition [13]. Finally, a coating with a thickness of ~2 mm is obtained
after various passes of the deposition for every selected aluminum powder. A detailed
schematic view of the CS process is shown in Figure 1a for understanding.
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of cold gas dynamic spray: (a) system; and (b) pathway and sampling
direction of the coating specimen. The printing directions are indicated.

After the CS process, the coating specimens of three aluminum materials are extracted
from the deposits using a grinding wheel to pursue microstructural characterization. SEM
equipped with an EBSD detector is used to characterize both the top surfaces and cross sec-
tions of the three aluminum materials. The SEM equipment is operated with an acceleration
voltage setting at 20 kV with a focused distance of ~8 mm. Before EBSD characterization,
all the specimens are mounted in a conductive matrix and then polished to a mirror surface
finish with a diamond suspension to obtain a surface roughness of approximately 1 µm.
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Moreover, the final requirement for the roughness characterized by EBSD is achieved via
ion polishing with the voltage at 3 kV for 30 min. An acceleration voltage of 30 kV and a
step size of 0.08 µm are used for both SEM and EBSD analysis. SEM analysis is used to
investigate the coating microstructures and bonding mechanisms. Meanwhile, the EBSD
data is analyzed using the AZtec software from Oxford Instruments, which is aimed to
characterize the particles and grains.

3. Results and Discussion

A comparative study of CSed aluminum’s characteristics is carried out via various
microstructural analysis (SEM, EBSD) of the test coating specimens. As the major objective
of this study is to investigate the microstructural evolution from the aluminum feedstock
powders to the CSed coatings, the characterization of the aluminum feedstock powders
is firstly performed. Figure 2a shows the comparative curves of particle size distribution
among the three powders. The three powders are irregular and there is a significant
difference in size distribution. Figure 2b–d show the morphology of the top surface of three
aluminum materials after the deposit process without polishing, representing the typical
surface microstructure of the atomized powders.
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Figure 2. (a) Particle size distribution; SEM micrograph showing the top surfaces of the used (b) Al
1050 (c) AlSi10Mg, and (d) Scalmalloy powders fabricated via cold spray coating technology.

The figure captures the typical morphologies of microparticles associated with the
said Al 1050, AlSi10Mg, and Scalmalloy feedstock, which maintained an average powder
size of 28.680 µm, 28.715 µm, and 42.412 µm, respectively. The three powders are an almost
spherical shape. These low magnification images show the general morphology of the top
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splats of the aluminum coatings and then provide an overview of the deformed particles.
All of the three splats in Figure 2b–d are heavily deformed after impact and the contrast
within the aluminum splats are relatively homogeneous. Meanwhile, the high kinetic
energy during the high strain rate shearing and the large volume of aluminum particles
ensures that the deposited aluminum coatings can be extensively hammered and forged
over large areas, resulting in the formation of dense deposits [14]. From the morphology,
we can see that there is a good printing quality with only small voids.

Figure 3 shows the grain structure of the Al 1050 coating with two different sections
taken from the top surface and near the coating–substrate interface, respectively. Both of
the grain micrographs of CSed samples’ sections present highly deformed splats as the
typical characteristic features of the cold gas dynamic spray process. It is clear that Al 1050
particles experienced significant plastic deformation after bonding and deformation. The
grain boundaries, coating boundaries, and inter-particle boundaries became visible in the
as-fabricated stage via the EBSD characterization as shown in Figure 3a,b. The boundaries
between grains are more pronounced than that at the grain boundaries, implying that the
inter-particle grain boundary is the weak position after high-speed deposition [15]. More-
over, it can be seen that the microstructure exhibits obvious anisotropic microstructural
features with different sections. During the high strain rate shearing process, aluminum
particles undergo a severe deformation with a high velocity, leading to a significant flatten-
ing and compression in the deposit direction. In addition, it is interesting to observe that
recrystallization occurred not only inside the impact particles, but also across the coating
boundaries as well as the grain boundaries [16].
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Figure 3. IPF map of (a) surface and (b) cross section of Al 1050 coating.

Comparative analyses reveal a similar phenomenon that occurred in the top surface
as well as in the cross section of all three aluminum coating materials. Figure 4 shows the
EBSD micrographs from the CSed AlSi10Mg coating cross-sections on the top surface and
near the coating–substrate interface. Figure 4b with low magnification shows the general
morphology of the coating cross-section presenting flattened particles under severe plastic
deformation. It presents a specific area with an EBSD scan that contains both sides of the
coating and the substrate. The black area shows that the scan algorithm cannot identify
both the grain structure and the orientation due to the severe distortion of the lattice. This
phenomenon is commonly observed in CSed deposits. The specific characteristic features
of the AlSi10Mg particles shown in Figure 4 can also be seen that there are more obvious
narrow gaps at most of particle–particle interfaces in the coating. A distinguishing feature
of the scan is that only the substrate can be indexed by EBSD, while indexing is almost
impossible in the coating. This reflects that the high residual stress and strain present in the
CSed coating distorted the phase lattice of AlSi10Mg [17]. At the same time, no indexing is
possible from the coating layer into the substrate, which is shown as a long gap between the
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coating and the substrate. This indicates the presence of severe deformation in the top layer
of the substrate. Figure 5 shows the EBSD micrographs from the CSed Scalmalloy coating
cross-section which is taken on the top surface and near the coating–substrate interface. It
can be seen that the powder size of Scalmalloy is significantly larger than that of AlSi10Mg.
The same thing occurs during the recrystallized grains’ formation after the high strain
rate impact.
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Cross sectional view of Al 1050 with high magnification are investigated to further
describe the bonding mechanisms and confirm the dynamic recrystallization (DRX) of
aluminum particles during the cold spray process. A small scan area with a high scan step
size (0.02 µm) is chosen to perform the analysis. Figure 6 shows the EBSD image using
the fore scatter detector that can enhance the topological microstructural features of the
Al 1050 coating. It shows the cross-sectional EBSD images of the CSed Al 1050 deposit
in four different solutions obtained from AZtec. In the as-fabricated state, as shown
in Figure 6a, both the inter-particle boundaries and the grain boundaries appear more
clearly under high magnification. It can be seen that very fine grains are present in the
outer region of the particles. Figure 6b–d show the high-resolution EBSD data obtained
from the Al 1050 coating material. Both images reveal that the whole region undergoes
severe deformation, especially at the interface of particle–particle and particle–substrate.
Moreover, the grains in the center of the particles have less deformation and a larger size.
Figure 6b shows the aluminum grains colored using the inverse pole figure. We found
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that the aluminum particles had undergone severe plastic deformation under the high
strain rate shearing. Figure 6c shows the kernel average misorientation (KAM) map of the
aluminum grains that reflects the degree of the accumulated strain. The KAM map also
reveals that most of the plastic shear strain accumulates in the outer fine-grained regions.
The main reason is that the periphery of the particles is severely deformed, while the middle
part remained almost unchanged [18]. Meanwhile, dynamic recrystallization occurs at the
interface due to the high-speed collision during the cold spray process. Figure 6d shows
the Euler angle map colored with different grain orientations.
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4. Conclusions

Based on the key finding from the microstructural characterization in the last section,
a comprehension for the microstructural evolution of CSed aluminum powders has been
discussed. The cold gas dynamic spray process has gained the significant attraction in self-
consolidated additive manufacturing. Aluminum is an outstanding metal with improved
properties used for manufacturing components for the aerospace industry. In this study, a
high–pressure cold gas dynamic spray system with helium gas is used to deposit Al 1050,
AlSi10Mg, and Scalmalloy coating materials. A systematic microstructural characterization
of the CSed aluminum coatings has been performed at the microscopic scale using SEM
and EBSD characterization. Based on the microstructural examination of the aluminum
coatings, the following findings and conclusions are drawn:
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During the cold gas dynamic spray process, the aluminum alloys undergoes a high
strain rate plastic deformation due to the impact on the substrate resulting in the severe
changes of the morphology. The microstructure in aluminum particles near the particle–
substrate interface contains several refined grains due to the high lateral plastic flow
within the particle during the high strain rate self-consolidation. A similar situation occurs
at the particle–particle interface. The region adjacent to the interface of the impacting
particles undergoes a high strain rate deformation, thus forming fine grains at the bottom
of the particle. Meanwhile, the morphology of splats, recrystallization degree, and lattice
distortion after the high strain rate impact are affected by the powder size and distribution
and by the mechanical properties.

5. Perspectives

Later, we will employ transmission electron microscopy (TEM) to exam the interface
bonding between particles or between the particles and the substrate. Due to the impact
of the aluminum particles, a high degree of plastic strain is accumulated in the deposited
particles. Since it is not yet feasible to experimentally measure the plastic strain at the
particle–substrate interface, we will use finite element models for the bonding mechanism
of individual particles to understand the induced strain [19].
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