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Abstract: Grain boundary engineering (GBE) is a thermomechanical processing technique used to
control the distribution, arrangement, and identity of grain boundary networks, thereby improving
their mechanical properties. In both GBE and non-GBE metals, the phenomena of abnormal grain
growth (AGG) and its contributing factors is still a subject of much interest and research. In a previous
study, GBE was performed on minimally strained (ε < 10%), commercially pure Nickel-200 via cyclic
annealing, wherein unique onset temperature and induced strain pairings were identified for the
emergence of AGG. In this study, crystallographic segmentation of grain orientations from said
experiments are leveraged in tandem with image processing to quantify growth rates for abnormal
grains within the minimally strained regime. Advances in growth rates are shown to vary directly
with initial strain content but inversely with initiating AGG onset temperature. A numeric estimator
for advancement rates associated with AGG is also derived and presented.

Keywords: abnormal grain growth; grain boundary engineering; electron backscattered diffraction;
growth rate

1. Introduction

Abnormal grain growth (AGG) is a mechanism by which a subset of grains grow at a rate faster
than others. AGG is of significance because, like many other grain-scale and sub-grain-scale features
such as freckles [1,2], precipitates [2], or dendrite arm spacing [3], AGG has been shown to have a
significant effect on properties across many material systems under various loading conditions [4–7].
The exact mechanisms underpinning the occurrence of AGG are still unclear and remain a subject of
much interest and research. Though debate on specific mechanisms exists, most authors agree that the
formation of AGG is related to low-energy, high-mobility grain boundaries such as ∑3 and its variants
(e.g., ∑9 and ∑27) [8–16]. This is of note as Grain Boundary Engineering (GBE) is a specific type
of thermomechanical process used to improve material properties by altering their grain boundary
network and often resulting in increased frequency of ∑3 boundaries [17,18].

In a previous study by the authors, GBE was performed on commercially pure Nickel-200
cold-worked to plastic strains (ε) of 3%, 6%, and 9%, respectively. This pre-strained material was then
subjected to cyclic annealing schedules in which the dwell temperature was increased with each cycle.
Among these cases, greater initial cold-work resulted in lower AGG onset temperatures. Specifically, for
ε = 0%, 3%, 6%, and 9%, AGG was initially observed at 780 ◦C, 760 ◦C, 740 ◦C, and 720 ◦C, respectively.
Furthermore, in the vicinity of AGG, ∑3, ∑9, and ∑27, boundaries exhibited local maxima either at
or in the thermal cycle following the observed onset temperature for AGG [19]. While the kinetics of
AGG are hypothesized analytically [8,20–23], it is rather difficult to reliably ascertain abnormal grain
growth rates experimentally for a variety of reasons. These challenges include fluctuations in relative
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size needed to resolve AGG within a given region of interest [24], full discretization of AGG amidst
a population of continuously growing grains within a changing global grain size distribution [25],
and the practicality of acquiring a reasonable amount of observations within a limited thermal range
to support quantification [20].

Additionally, while texture is not a central emphasis in this work, it is noteworthy that
other studies have shown that both grain growth and recrystallization kinetics can be additionally
influenced by grain orientation and strain path [26–29]. In this work, the effect of varying thermal and
mechanical strain routes are examined specifically in relation to grain growth. To that end, one of the
aforementioned studies [19] is revisited and careful electron backscatter diffraction (EBSD) experiments,
similar to those reported in [30], are performed. In these experiments, however, EBSD is combined
with image segmentation based on crystallographic orientation to extract advancement rates associated
with initial onset (emergence) and continuing growth (progression) of abnormally large grains in a
simple Ni system.

2. Materials and Methods

Commercially pure Ni-200 bars (with dimensions of 152 mm × 6.35 mm × 6.35 mm) were
thermomechanically processed using a Stanat Model: TA 215 rolling mill (Stanat Mfg. Co. Inc.,
Westbury, NY, USA) and a Lindberg/Blue M tube furnace (Lindberg/Mph, Riverside, MI, USA),
see Figure 1. Samples were cold rolled using multiple rolling passes to achieve a desired reduction of
0%, 3%, 6%, or 9%, respectively. Once rolled, samples were metallographically polished to a 0.05 µm
colloidal silica finish. Focus ion beam (FIB) and micro-hardness indent fiducial markers were then
placed on each sample so specific regions of interest (ROIs) could be tracked throughout each stage of
the experiment while not impeding the field of view associated with any ROI. At room temperature,
EBSD was performed on the rolling direction (RD) plane of the pre-selected ROIs for the 0%, 3%, 6%,
and 9% strained cases. Samples were then cyclically and progressively annealed for 30 min at 700 ◦C,
720 ◦C, 740 ◦C, 760 ◦C, 780 ◦C, and 800 ◦C, under a flowing argon-rich or hydrogen-rich atmosphere
to prevent oxidation.
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was performed on the same pre-selected ROI to document any changes in the grain population. 
Operating parameters for the collection of EBSD data utilized the following arrangement: A nominal 
beam current of 4 nA, a camera binning size of 4 × 4 or 6 × 6, and an indexing step size of 0.5 or 1 μm 
over multiple cross-sectional areas of 500 × 500 square μm or larger. TexSEM Laboratories (TSL) 
orientation imaging microscopy analysis by EDAX, Inc. (Mahwah, NJ, USA). was used to analyze 

Figure 1. Samples were thermomechanically processed using a (a) rolling mill and (b) tube furnace.

After each annealing cycle, see Figure 2, samples were returned to room temperature and EBSD
was performed on the same pre-selected ROI to document any changes in the grain population.
Operating parameters for the collection of EBSD data utilized the following arrangement: A nominal
beam current of 4 nA, a camera binning size of 4 × 4 or 6 × 6, and an indexing step size of 0.5 or
1 µm over multiple cross-sectional areas of 500 × 500 square µm or larger. TexSEM Laboratories (TSL)
orientation imaging microscopy analysis by EDAX, Inc. (Mahwah, NJ, USA). was used to analyze
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EBSD data and all EBSD maps were filtered using the Neighbor Confidence Index (CI) Correlation
followed by Grain CI Standardization cleanup processes, where an average confidence index of >0.1
was used. The reader is directed to reference [19] for additional information regarding the experimental
procedure should further detail be desired.
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Figure 2. Cyclic annealing schedule with increasing isothermal dwelling anneals used in this study.
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Media New York, 2016; EBSD: Electron backscatter diffraction.)

Grain boundary characterization for the unstrained “as-received” Nickel-200 material is shown
in Figure 3. The mean grain size diameter, including twin boundary distributions, displayed a near
Gaussian distribution with a mean grain size of 7 µm and an area fraction mode of 20% at a grain size of
15 µm, Figure 3a. The polycrystalline material also bore no specific bias in texture or anisotropy in grain
morphology but presented a twin-containing equiaxed microstructure, see Figure 3b–e. The orientation
maps and pole figure in Figure 3c–e are shown with respect to the RD.
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Figure 3. Baseline grain boundary metrics for unstrained, commercially pure Ni-200. (a) Grain area
fraction distribution; (b) electron backscatter diffraction (EBSD) grain contrast map; (c) grain orientation
map with inverse pole figure (IPF); (d) orientation distribution function map and (e) pole figure.
(Orientations reported with respect to the rolling direction (RD), normal direction (ND) and transverse
direction (TD) for (c–e); Adapted with permission from [19], © 2016 ASM International and Springer
Science + Business Media New York, 2016.)



Metals 2017, 7, 334 4 of 10

3. Results

For initial induced strains of 0%, 3%, 6%, and 9%, a series of EBSD maps are shown in Figure 4
where a given ROI is maintained along each row. Each cell reveals the EBSD map acquired following a
specific cyclic annealing dwell temperature. As can be seen, AGG was observed to initiate at 780 ◦C
for 0% strain; 760 ◦C for 3% strain; 740 ◦C for 6% strain; and 720 ◦C for 9% strain. For the cases
in which abnormal grain growth was observed, bimodal distributions for grain size were also seen.
Grains occupying the secondary peak of these bimodal distributions, which corresponded to higher
mean grain sizes, were considered abnormally large [19]. Quantitatively, these grains corresponded to
the upper 30% of their specific grain-size distributions across nearly all cases. So in this way, a consistent
numeric threshold was applied for delineation of abnormally large grains. In Figure 4, these grains are
outlined in black to assist in clearly identifying their locations and presence.
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below in Figure 5. The white circles indicate the orientations associated with the abnormally large 
grains. Minor changes in the texture populations contained within the ROIs are observable at or 
immediately before the onset of AGG. As might be expected, the population shifts are clearly 
indicative of the abnormally large grains increasingly occupying significant portions of the ROIs. 
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Figure 4. EBSD progression maps for 0% (a–f), 3% (g–j), 6% (k–n), and 9% (o–q) induced strain
following annealing treatments ranging from 700 ◦C to 800 ◦C. Abnormally large grains are outlined
in black. (Orientation is shown with respect to the rolling direction (RD); Adapted with permission
from [19], © 2016 ASM International and Springer Science + Business Media New York, 2016.)

Inverse pole figure (IPF) maps with respect to the rolling direction (RD) for the ROIs presented
in Figure 4 are shown below in Figure 5. The white circles indicate the orientations associated with
the abnormally large grains. Minor changes in the texture populations contained within the ROIs are
observable at or immediately before the onset of AGG. As might be expected, the population shifts
are clearly indicative of the abnormally large grains increasingly occupying significant portions of the
ROIs. However, the IPF maps also reveal that among the fields of view investigated, there appears to
be no singularly preferred orientation among abnormally large grains in this study.
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By utilizing the inherent segmentation available through the differentiation of crystallographic
orientations, abnormally large grains were identified, as shown in Figure 4, and then isolated within
their fields of view, see Figure 6. These sequestered grains were then used to calculate a local AGG area
fraction measurement. By utilizing each successive area fraction, the rates of AGG were determined
for both their onset and continued growth behavior. While differences in growth rates for twin
and non-twinned grains are not captured here, the experimental quantification of the aggregate
development of abnormal grain growth is notable.
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The measured area fractions of abnormally large grains are plotted as a function of annealing
temperature associated with their AGG onset, see Figure 7a. These area fractions are also shown as
a function of the number of thermal cycles (n) beginning with the cycle prior to AGG, see Figure 7b.
The error bars shown depict the area fraction variability associated with a ±10% adjustment to the
upper 30% grain size threshold value imposed. As can be observed, the growth rates for all strain levels
exhibit a rather consistent two-stage behavior. Where stage 1 appears relatively slow and coincides
with the initial observation of AGG, and stage 2 continues rapidly once AGG has clearly presented
itself. This more rapid stage is seen to advance at a rate roughly 3 times that of stage 1 for the 0%,
3%, and 9% cases, see Table 1. For convenience, the authors will henceforth refer to stage 1 growth as
“emergence” and stage 2 as “progression”. Due to challenges associated with reliably identifying the
emergence stage for the 3% case, emergence rates are not reported for 3% strain.
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Table 1. Emergence and progression rates for abnormally growing grains.

ε (%)
Emergence Progression Progression/Emergence

∆ (Area Fraction n = 1–0) ∆ (Area Fraction n = 2–1)

0 3.03 11.23 3.71
3 - 17.12 -
6 7.34 21.55 2.93
9 10.97 36.25 3.30

As seen in Figure 7, the greater the initial strain content, the higher the rate of abnormal grain
growth in both the emergence and progression stages. Alternatively, the higher the AGG onset
temperature, the slower the overall AGG advancement. While twinned and non-twinned grains were
not differentiated in this analysis, the evolution of grains occupying large regions of cross-sectional area
within their physical neighborhood were tracked rather successfully. To provide a more generalized
extrapolation of these relative rates, the derivative of the parabolic curve fits in Figure 7b are provided
in Figure 8. Here, each data series corresponds to a specific strain content and is denoted by color.
The data markers provide the exact values of the calculated differential for up to 10 thermal cycles.
Again, no calculated differential values for 3% are included due to the unavailability of a second order
polynomial to differentiate.

Figure 8 illustrates a few informative trends. First, AGG in Ni-200 manifests unique growth rates
for a given strain irrespective of the number of cyclic annealing exposures it experiences.
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Stated another way, the initial strain content appears to strongly influence the emergence rate,
and this imprint is preserved as abnormal grain growth continues. This estimation can be further
simplified and approximated mathematically for all observed strains. This empirical relationship is
provided in Equation (1) where:

d (Afraction)

d(n)
= 8.2n + (

ε 2.1

6
)n. (1)

In this instance, n is the quantity of cyclic thermal anneals and ε is the initial plastic strain.
These predictive estimates are also included in Figure 8 as dashed lines to assist with their identification
in comparison to the calculated differentials. Please note: A numerical prediction provided by
Equation (1) is included for an initial 3% strain case by a dashed line, despite the current work’s inability
to experimentally resolve the emergence rate for 3% strain. However, as can be seen, the predictive
agreement is quite reasonable across all strain series shown. Furthermore, Equation (1) also illustrates
that higher strain AGG rates can be estimated with a nominal (0%) AGG rate, when further incentivized
by the added contribution of the higher strains as provided in the second term of Equation (1).
As shown, the numeric approximation must also be accompanied by an appropriate set of prefactors.
These values are provided in Equation (1) based on the experiments performed here. This suggests
that in the case of consistent AGG advancement from repeated cyclic anneals, at least within the low
strain regime, a methodology for the prediction of AGG advancement may be reasonably devised by
clearly understanding or merely quantifying the unstrained AGG rates and the relevant scaling factors
associated with additional strain content.

4. Discussion

The authors acknowledge that the findings of this work are derived from a limited
number of observations within a single and specific lot of a commercially pure Ni-200 material,
thermomechanically processed by rolling and exposure to a specific, consistent, and repeated cyclic
annealing heat treatment. It should be anticipated that the specific area fraction measurements may
be influenced by a number of these factors. Specifically, the most influential factors may be the
cross-sectional areas selected for ROIs within each EBSD map, the 20 ◦C thermal jump between dwells,
the 30 min dwell-time interval, and even the utilization of rolling to impart initial plastic strain. While
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these factors may introduce quantitative variation into specific measures, the authors assert these
differences are likely to be insignificant to the fundamental trends observed. It has been shown that
differing average grain size and cumulative area fractions can be obtained within the same pre-strained
material under cyclic or isothermal annealing by introducing variations in dwell temperature, ramp
rate, or hold times. However, once normalized by the local mean grain size, these varying distributions
converge to a singular, invariant, cumulative fraction distribution [31]. Likewise, AGG observations
could reasonably be expected to follow a similar convergence behavior when multiple observations
are normalized to the local mean grain size present. The authors would further assert that the true
benefit of this study is held in the observation of self-similar AGG rates being clearly and quantifiably
related to initial plastic strain when exposed to equivalent, consistent, and repeated thermal exposures,
not the specific area fractions reported in themselves.

Furthermore, the systematic observations across a breadth of strains and temperatures are notable
in that AGG is shown to be predictively related to initial strain content. As seen here, initial strain bears
a definite and significant influence on not only the emergence rate for AGG, but also, by extension,
the continued progression rate. These findings are supported by the work of Decker et al. [32],
He et al. [33–35], and Cho et al. [36], who all showed that among instances of self-similar AGG,
initial strain content can serve as a significant driving force for grain boundary migration among
low-energy, high-mobility grain boundaries [9,36,37]. In this work, this driving force is incorporated
into the predictive estimate for AGG advancement as a superposition of a nominal rate (where ε = 0)
combined with a weighted contribution from the additional plastic strain present. While good
agreement has been achieved here, further experiments, along the lines of those reported herein, could
additionally refine these observations and/or develop similar descriptions for other material systems.
Such experiments would, however, require identification of self-similar AGG across a collection of
strains and temperatures as a pre-requisite.

Two specific studies to further elucidate the AGG advancement rates reported here could include:
(1) Capturing regions of interest larger than 500 × 500 square µm to acquire greater grain populations
for measurement, and thereby increase the potential for identification of additional AGG events;
or (2) decrease the cyclic annealing thermal or dwell time intervals to values smaller than 20 ◦C or
30 min, respectively. This would allow the examination of AGG emergence and progression across smaller
observation spans. Further studies of this type would either grow the range of instances available for data
collection or increase the resolution and granularity over which the AGG phenomena could be observed.

5. Conclusions

(1) Emergence and progression rates for abnormally large grains in minimally strained, commercially
pure Ni-200 were observed experimentally by EBSD and quantified using image segmentation
based on crystallographic orientation and grain size distributions.

(2) Emergence and progression growth rates were shown to scale directly with increased initial strain
content and inversely with onset AGG temperature.

(3) A predictive estimate for the rate of AGG area fraction advancement, as a function of repeated
thermal cycles, was determined based on the derivative of the experimental area fraction
measures. This estimate has the following form:

d (Afraction)

d(n)
= C1n + (C2εα)n, (2)

where for the experiments performed herein, C1 = 8.2, C2 = 1/6 and α = 2.1.



Metals 2017, 7, 334 9 of 10

(4) This numeric estimate indicates two notable implications:

i. Area fraction advancement rates for AGG in minimally strained, commercially pure Ni-200
proceed at unique rates for a given initial strain content;

ii. This advancement rate can be reasonably approximated across the low strain regime by the
superposition of a nominal rate (where ε = 0) combined with the contribution of additional
plastic strain (ε), modified by some prefactor value (C2), and scaled by an appropriate
exponential (α).
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