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Abstract: This article presents the problem of examining the interphase zone between the overlay
and concrete substrate at different levels of observation. The possibility of applying available modern
research methods in order to examine the interphase zone with regard to the level of observation is
presented. These levels were defined in the paper. Examples of tests that show a possible approach to
the examination of the interphase zone are also presented.
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1. Introduction

The durability of layered concrete elements, both newly executed elements and also surface
corroded elements that were repaired by the application of repair concrete, is strongly dependent on
an appropriate adhesion between layers [1–4]. This appropriate adhesion is defined in standard as the
desired minimum value of interlayer adhesion [5].

Figure 1 shows the semantic and etymological context of the examination of the interphase zone
based on [6].
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Therefore, this examination should be understood as an assessment of the phenomenon of the
adhesion between two layers of a certain thickness made of a composite material that is composed of
both aggregate and a liquid cement matrix that is hardening over time (Figure 1). Between the two
materials, a thin layer or border in the form of an “interface” is created. However, according to [7],
unlike the “interface” that is created after the application of the overlay onto an existing concrete
substrate, it should be referred to as an “interphase” due to the maturation of overlay concrete.

In construction practice, the evaluation of the interphase zone between the overlay and a substrate
is conducted macroscopically and is based on the evaluation of the pull-off adhesion value (f b) using
the destructive pull-off method [5]. The higher the f b value, the better the bond is. Based on these
tests, the “adhesion map” of the assessed surface of an element can be obtained, which can be used
e.g., for the rough location of defective regions. Based on macroscopic examinations, it is also possible
to assess whether the delamination occurred at the contact between layers (adhesion damage), or in
the material of the overlay or substrate (cohesive damage), however, this does not explain why it
happened. Recently, more and more different types of actions are being undertaken in order to increase
the adhesion between layers to reach a value above the desired minimum value defined in the standard.
These actions may include the following:

• appropriate treatment of the surface of the substrate, resulting in an increase in the effective
relative surface area, orientation of the surface texture, removal of the cement laitance, surface
exposure of the aggregate, etc.,

• increase the maximum aggregate grain size in concrete substrate,
• the applications of different adhesive substances,
• strengthening of the concrete substrate using impregnating and bonding agents,
• modification of the concrete composition, especially the overlay, with additives and nano-additives

that “seal” its structure,
• modification of the concrete composition, especially the overlay, with admixtures that affect the

viscosity of the concrete mix.

The examination of the interphase zone between layers at lower levels of observation could be
helpful in these actions. This would require the use of modern testing methods other than the pull-off
method. By knowing the distribution and structure of air pores in concrete in the interphase zone, it is
possible to deliberately select an additive that will reduce porosity. In turn, knowledge of the chemical
composition of the concrete in the interphase zone can help in the selection of a suitable bonding agent
that is appropriate for increasing the adhesion in the interphase zone. Nowadays, “enhancement” of
the adhesion is mainly performed experimentally and it involves samples of different microstructures
being subjected to tests until there is one that has the desired parameters.

Taking the above into consideration, the purpose of this paper is to indicate the possibilities of
using both available modern testing methods and descriptors that are assessed using these methods
in order to evaluate the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete substrate at various levels
of observation. Moreover, the paper defines these levels and indicates extensive literature, which
includes, among others, examples of the author’s own research.

2. Literature Review

Recently, the study of the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete substrate mainly
consisted of macroscopic investigations using the previously mentioned “adhesion maps”, which
were created with the use of the pull-off method [8,9] or by testing the interphase zone between
large-scale concrete elements using bending [10,11], shear [12,13] and flexural strength [14–16]. Rough
“adhesion maps” were also made based on results obtained using impact-echo and ultrasonic echo
methods [17]. In turn, Sadowski and Hoła [18–24] proved that predicting the values of f b is possible
based on non-destructive testing (NDT) using artificial neural networks (ANN).
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An evaluation at a lower level of observation mainly involved the observation of the interphase
zone and its destruction, which occurred after tests using the pull-off method [25–35] and also
bending [36–40], shear [26,34,39,41–54], flexural [55,56], direct tensile [57,58], splitting prism [59],
splitting tensile [34,46,47,60–62] or bi-surface shear strength [63,64]. Although the sand patch
test [14,25] and the profilometric method [44,65] are still popular for evaluating the surface morphology
of concrete, Tayeh et al. [30], Siewczyńska [66], Hoła et al. [67] and Sadowski et al. [68] successfully
used the 3D laser scanning method to evaluate the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete
substrate. At the meso level, NDT involved the analysis of acoustic descriptors obtained with the use
of the impact-echo method [69,70], the ultrasonic echo method [71,72], the ultrasonic pulse velocity
method [73] and the acoustic emission method [74]. In literature, the infrared thermography method
has been also used for the evaluation of the bond between overlay and concrete substrate [75].

In turn, micro-level studies were performed using a scanning electron microscopy [36,47,57,76–78]
and mercury intrusion porosimetry [57]. In recent years, it has been observed that X-ray
micro-computed tomography [79,80] and nanoindentation [81] are increasingly used to evaluate the
interphase zone at micro and nano levels of observation. Czarnecki and Garbacz [82] and Pietrie [83]
pointed out that the adhesion between concrete layers, as a multi-scale problem, should be investigated
at different levels of observation.

3. Levels of Examination of the Interphase Zone between the Overlay and Concrete Substrate

On the basis of the literature review and the author’s own experience, four levels of examination
of the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete substrate were distinguished (Figure 2):

• 1st level (macro)—at this level, the interphase zone between layers is assessed primarily on the
basis of destructive tests (or semi-nondestructive). Interlayer adhesion, which is useful, e.g., to
create the so-called “adhesion maps”, is then evaluated,

• 2nd level (meso)—at this level the interphase zone is evaluated on the basis of the physical and
mechanical properties of the concrete of the substrate layer and the overlay, as well as on the basis
of the surface morphology of the substrate layer,

• 3rd level (micro)—at this level the density, air pore structure and hardness of the concrete within
the interphase zone are evaluated, as well as the changes of these properties over time,

• 4th level (nano)—at this level the interphase zone is evaluated by investigating the effects of
valence intermolecular forces occurring between the contacting surfaces, and also the migration
of elements from layer to layer at the atom, intermolecular level and molecular levels.
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Table 1 shows the results of a review of the available modern research methods, and also presents
the basic descriptors that are evaluated in the interphase zone between the overlay and the concrete
substrate using these methods. The table also indicates the suitability of these descriptors at a specified
level of observation. In turn, Figure 3 presents data on the suitability of available modern research
methods with regard to the level of observation of the interphase zone.

Table 1 and Figure 3 show that most of the examinations performed within the interphase zone
were conducted at macro and meso levels using macroscopic methods (primarily the pull-off and shear
method). With the development of modern research methods (especially scanning electron microscopy
(SEM)), applications at the micro level were developed. According to the author, the interest in lower
observation levels, with the use of nanoindentation and micro-computed tomography (micro-CT),
is expected to increase.

Table 1. The suitability of the available research methods and the basic descriptors that were assessed
to evaluate the interphase zone between an overlay and concrete substrate.

Method Name Basic Descriptors Suitability

Pull-off f b—pull-off adhesion 1, 2

Bending Crack propagation 1, 2

Shear

Bond strength,

1, 2
σn—normal stress,
τn—shear stress,

c—cohesion coefficient

Flexural Bond strength 1, 2

Direct tensile,
Bond strength 2Splitting prism,

Bi-surface shear.

Splitting tensile f t—tensile strength of the interface 2

Sand patch SRI—Surface Roughness Index 2

Profilometry Rp—“peak-to-mean” roughness,
2Rz—mean peak-to-valley height

3D laser scanning

Sku—kurtosis,

1, 2

Str—texture aspect ratio,
Sbi—surface bearing index,

Sci—core fluid rentention index,
Svi—valley fluid retention index,

Sa—arithmetical mean height,
Sv—maximum pit height,

Sp—maximum peak height,
Sdr—developed interfacial area ratio,

Sq—root mean square height,
Ssk—skewness,

Vmp—peak material volume

Impulse response

Kd—dynamic stiffness,

1
Mp/N—mobility slope,
Nav—average mobility,

v—voids index

Impact-echo A—amplitude of transmit dilatational stress wave,
1, 2f —the frequency of the dilatational stress wave

Infrared thermography CT—thermal contrast 1, 2

UPV 1 t—time of the ultrasonic wave transiting 2

AE 2 Crack propagation 2
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Table 1. Cont.

Method Name Basic Descriptors Suitability

Optical microscopy AA—exposed aggregate share 2, 3

X-ray micro-CT 3 µ—attenuation coefficient 3

Nanoindentation
H—hardness,

3M—indentation modulus

SEM wi—percentage share of the element 3, 4
1 ultrasonic pulse velocity (UPV), 2 acoustic emission (AE), 3 computed tomography (CT), 4 scanning electron
microscopy (SEM).
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4. The Proposed Methodology for the Evaluation of the Interphase Zone between the Overlay
and Concrete Substrate

Figure 4 presents the author’s methodology of the evaluation of the interphase zone between the
overlay and concrete substrate.

As can be seen from Figure 4, delaminations (non-destructive evaluation) can be sought for the
1st level using NDT methods. The value of f b can be obtained from tests either by using the destructive
pull-off method or NDT methods and the ANN.

Based on the basis of investigating concrete surface morphology, which was specified in [4],
2nd level studies should aim to evaluate the surface morphology of the concrete substrate. Particular
attention should be paid to the influence of the adhesion between layers on the maximum size of
aggregate grains in the substrate concrete [67], the degree of the development of the substrate surface
and the degree of exposing the aggregate on the surface of this layer caused by different methods of
its preparation.

In turn, 3rd level investigations should aim to describe the course and structure of the air pores in
the concrete of the interphase zone with regard to the method of preparing the surface of the substrate
and the effect of this contribution on the adhesion of the layers. These tests can be performed using
X-ray computer microtomography. At this level of observation, the hardness of the concrete in the
interphase zone can be assessed using the nanoindentation method.

At the 4th level of examination, the testing of concrete in the interphase zone between layers
should be performed using the SEM. The analysis should include e.g., the examination of the chemical
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composition of concrete in the interphase zone and especially the percentage shares of elements and
oxides as a function of the sample’s thickness.
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5. Summary

The actual problem of the examination of the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete
substrate at different levels of observation has been presented in the article. Due to the high
heterogeneity of joining materials, the multi-scale approach has been discussed. Four levels of
examination (observation) of the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete substrate were
distinguished based on the literature survey and the author’s own experience:

• 1st level (macro)—at this level the interphase zone between layers is assessed primarily on the
basis of destructive tests,

• 2nd level (meso)—at this level the interphase zone is evaluated on the basis of the physical and
mechanical properties of the concrete of the substrate layer and the overlay, as well as on the basis
of the surface morphology of the substrate,

• 3rd level (micro)—at this level the density, air pore structure and hardness of the concrete within
the interphase zone are evaluated, as well as the changes of these properties over time,

• 4th level (nano)—at this level the interphase zone is evaluated by investigating the effects of
valence intermolecular forces occurring between the contacting surfaces, and also the migration
of elements from layer to layer at the atom, intermolecular level and molecular levels.

The possibility of using modern research methods and the basic descriptors evaluated using these
methods were presented. Moreover, the suitability of these descriptors at a specific level of observation
was indicated. Finally, the author’s methodology of investigating the interphase zone between the
overlay and concrete substrate with regard to the level of observation was also provided.

Today, the condition of the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete substrate can be
increasingly and more precisely diagnosed. This is mainly due to the wide and continually extended
range of methods useful for this purpose. In recent years, the research was primarily based on
macroscopic laboratory testing methods. At the meso level, testing involves the use of the NDT
acoustic and thermographic methods. In turn, micro-level studies were performed using a scanning
electron microscopy and mercury intrusion porosimetry.

The anticipated development trends will likely be related to the applications of X-ray micro-CT
and nanoindentation at nano level of observation. Especially with the proper combination of these
methods, researchers will probably be able to observe the structure of pores and the density of the
material at nano scale. Future work should also be related to the multi-scale optimization of the
interphase zone between the overlay and concrete substrate. This can be done based on appropriate
dosing of ingredients and proper method selection. The functional performance concrete concept
(pointed out in [84]) can play a dominant role in the manufacturing of high quality multi-layer
concrete elements.

Until now, a large development in the knowledge in the field of the interphase zone between the
overlay and concrete substrate has been achieved. To continue building on this knowledge, further
steps need to be taken. The evaluation of the interphase zone between the overlay and concrete
substrate is an ongoing problem. It is a multi-phase combination of the physicochemical, mechanical
and rheological properties of joined materials at different levels of observation. This is probably one of
the most challenging aspects at the moment. Thus, the specific multi-scale processing algorithms and
numerical methods need to be developed for this purpose.
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