
technologies

Article

Influence of WC-Based Pin Tool Profile on
Microstructure and Mechanical Properties of AA1100
FSW Welds

Abbas Tamadon 1,* , Arvand Baghestani 2 and Mohammad Ebrahim Bajgholi 3,†

1 Department of Mechanical Engineering, University of Canterbury, Christchurch 8041, New Zealand
2 Department of Mechanical Engineering, Kish International Campus, University of Tehran,

Kish lsand 79416-55665, Iran; a.baghestani@alumni.ut.ac.ir
3 Department of Mechanical Engineering, École de Technologie Supérieure (ETS),

Montreal, QC H3C 1K3, Canada; mohammadebrahim.bajgholi.1@ens.etsmtl.ca or mebajgholi@gmail.com
* Correspondence: abbas.tamadon@pg.canterbury.ac.nz; Tel.: +64-021-028-12680
† Current Address: Department of Materials Engineering, Science and Research Branch,

Islamic Azad University, Tehran 1477893855, Iran.

Received: 4 April 2020; Accepted: 5 June 2020; Published: 15 June 2020
����������
�������

Abstract: The effect of various tungsten carbide (WC) pin tools and operating parameters on the
material structure and properties of an AA1100 friction stir welding (FSW) weld were evaluated.
Three different pin shapes were employed (conical, square and threaded). For each tool shape,
welds were generated for a set of tool (revolutions per minute, RPM) (710, 1120 and 1400) and
advancing speeds (150, 250 and 400 mm/min). Weld samples were tested for mechanical strength
by tensile testing. Morphology was examined using optical microscopy, and weld composition
with scanning electron microscopy (SEM), energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) and X-ray
diffraction (XRD). No weld contamination from the tools was observed. However, a number of
structural defects, inherent to the FSW process, were observed (including tunnel voids, kissing
bonds and swirling lines). These defects, associated with the stirring action, could not be eliminated.
The results show how the operating parameters may be optimized to produce stronger welds.

Keywords: friction stir welding; WC; AA1100 aluminium plate; weld contamination; tunnel void;
kissing bond

1. Introduction

Friction stir welding (FSW) is a solid-phase process [1] carried out at lower temperatures than
conventional fusion welding [2]. This joining technique was introduced by The Welding Institute
(TWI) [3], originally for aluminium alloys. The welding action is conducted by a non-consumable
rotating tool, consisting of a penetrating pin at the centre supported by the tool shoulder [4].
The advancement of the tool through the weld-line results in severe plastic deformation [3,5,6],
inducing frictional heating in the base material [7,8]. The stirring action mixes the softened material
from both sides of the weld-line (advancing side (AS) and retreating side (RS)). The mixing is the result
of both forging and extrusion forces underneath and around the tool [9–13]. As the rotating tool leaves
the stirring position, material is deposited behind the tool, forming a continuous weld-line [13,14].

FSW can be used for a variety of ferrous and non-ferrous metallic materials [15–17],
where solidification-related problems common to fusion welding can be eliminated from the weld
structure. Mechanical properties may also be improved. In general, the severe deformation inherent to
FSW causes grain fragmentation in the stir zone (SZ) and produces a fine-grained microstructure as
the major region of the FSW weld [9,18]. In immediate proximity to the stir zone is the transition zone
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where the microstructure differs from the base material, due to dynamic recrystallization (DRX) caused
by thermal flux and mechanical strain. These transitional regions are called the thermo-mechanically
affected zone (TMAZ) and heat affected zone (HAZ) [19–21]. During cooling, microstructural evolution
eventually leads to grain refinement and precipitation, which increases the mechanical strength of
the weld [9].

The thermomechanical nature of the process induces DRX, which causes some grain-scale
alterations within the weld texture. This microstructural evolution has considerable effects on the final
properties of the FSW weld [20].

Depending on the welding parameters (welding speeds and the tool geometry), the frictional
heat input and the subsequent flow-based stirring action can establish a relatively complex strain
distribution which is stored in the fragmented grain structure [22,23]. By the beginning of the
cooling stage, DRX leads to a variety of microscopic transformations throughout the polycrystalline
weld structure [24,25].

These thermomechanical alterations need to be accurately studied at a grain-structure level
to characterize the origin of microscopic transformations (e.g., grain refinement, morphological
alterations and precipitation). However, the FSW process can introduce structural weld defects, such as
micro-voids or micro-cracks due to improper welding parameters [26,27]. It is expected that the
strength of the weld should reach the same as the parent metal [28] given the homogenous DRX
microstructure in the SZ. However the mechanical strength of the weld can be easily affected by the
welding speeds—advancing speed (V) and rotating speed (ω). Additionally, the geometry of the
pin tool has an impact on the weld quality [13,29], it influencing the heating of the substrate and
transportation of the plasticised mass flow during the stirring action. The pin tool is subject to large
forces and at elevated temperatures may undergo abrasion, possibly contaminating the weld [30,31].

In metal forming processes, the surface quality can be changed during the plastic deformation.
In this regards, by using some proper surface finishing procedures (such as burnishing), the high spots
of the surface can be flattened by a smooth hard tool. The ball-burnishing [32] is a secondary process
that is applied after the FSW to smooth the surface of the welding nugget by a radial feed and exerting
a sufficient compressive force. Consequently, the blanked edge of the weld surface is smoothed out by
a certain magnitude of compressible residual stress distribution. As a result, it improves the tensile
strength or bending strength of the weld in the springback phenomenon.

The inherent formability of aluminium guarantees the applicability of FSW to Al alloys. Deformable
non-ferrous materials, such as aluminium, are generally processed using tool steels for the pin-tools.
Tool steels provide enough friction and thermal strength for the FSW process, however weld
contamination is common. Contaminants displaced from the FSW tool can be trapped into the
weld region causing impurity or void formation [33], both of which deteriorate the expected strength
properties of the weld. These issues can be worse for FSW of reactive materials such as aluminium.
Therefore, enhanced wear resistance and stability at elevated temperatures is required to promote the
tool lifetime. Tungsten carbide (WC), which has high hardness (1650 HV), is a promising candidate.
However, the performance of WC in FSW conditions [34–36], and its feasibility for FSW, is unknown.

The research objective of this study is to investigate the effect of a WC pin tool on the microstructure
and mechanical properties of FSW AA1100 aluminium alloy under different welding conditions.
Additionally, the impact of various FSW operating parameters, including tool advancing speed,
rotational speed and tool geometry, were assessed. AA1100 aluminium is a commercial aluminium
alloy metallurgically stabilized with a standard element composition to attain specific mechanical
properties. Weld contamination may be easily detected due to the chemical purity. The alloy was
chosen as the first material to test as it is easily deformable, and hence is a good candidate for FSW.
If unsatisfactory results are obtained for this alloy, the method will not be suitable for other grades.
Three tool geometries were used to generate weld samples: conical, threaded and square, manufactured
by powder metallurgy [24,37]. Although WC-based tools are usually used in processing of high
strength and high-temperature alloys (e.g., steels or super-alloys), this research was designed to
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investigate the possibility of the tool material loss and contamination of the weld region arising from
the tool material.

Different tool shapes can provide different mechanical stirring and engagement between the tool
and substrate, allowing evaluation of the mechanical instability of the WC tool under the high-friction
conditions of the stirring action. By applying different speeds (spindle rotational speed and advancing
feed rate), the mechanical performance of the tool can be assessed better.

The thickness of the workpiece and the spindle load were kept constant. The samples were tested
for mechanical strength, microscopic structure and weld contamination. Metallographic measurements
and mechanical strength can be used as a reliable method to evaluate the optimum microscopic features.

2. Materials and Methods

FSW welding trials were conducted on AA1100 alloy plates with a thickness of 5 mm.
The composition of the AA1100 aluminium plate (utilised as the parent metal in this work) is
listed in Table 1, measured using an atomic absorption analysis quantometer (AA-6300, Shimadzu
Corporation, Kyoto, Japan).

Table 1. Composition of the AA1100 Al alloy.

Element Composition (wt %)

Al 99.3

Zn 0.006

Mn 0.016

Si 0.138

Cu 0.009

Cr 0.03

Fe 0.182

Mg 0.007

Three single-piece tools with different pin geometry designs but similar configuration and
dimensions were utilised for the weld trials. With a constant shoulder diameter of 20 mm, pins were
manufactured to three different geometries; conical, square and threaded (Figure 1). The pin tools
were made of WC, by powder metallurgy sintering [38]. The composition of the powder mixture
utilized was WC—0.3 wt % C—6 wt % Co. The free-carbon powder was used to prevent porosity,
and to avoid formation of oxide phases (e.g., WO and WO3) during the sintering process. Cobalt (Co)
was employed as the binder phase to improve the wettability on micro-size WC particles, therefore
promoting interfacial bonding strength and wear resistance of the segment. Sintering was done at
1800 ◦C for 90 min under a pressure of 70 MPa. The shoulders of the FSW tools were fabricated from
H13 hot work tool steel (hardness 560 HV), a standardised grade suitable for hot working. For each tool,
the pin and shoulder were joined by the transient liquid phase diffusion bonding (TLPDB) technique.

The weldment plates were cut into two plates with dimensions of 235 mm in length and 45 mm in
width and set side-by-side for a butt weld. For this soft aluminium grade, initial trials showed that
lower speeds could not provide a stable welding condition, while higher speeds led to poor weld
quality with structural defects (e.g., flash, voids or discontinuities) occurring throughout the weld.
Many welds were conducted, but the speed parameters (ω and V) were limited to the ones with
better results in preliminary tests. Five feed rate speeds in the range of 100–400 mm/min and eight
rotational speeds in the range of 600–1500 RPM (revolutions per minute) were applied to produce the
FSW weldments. While some complete welds were produced, there was also a high proportion of only
partially successful welds, hence indicating a quality problem. The issue was invariably a partially
successful joint with a localised defect (discontinuity line or tunnel void defect). We aimed to better
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understand the causes of the quality issues for different pin tool profiles. Therefore, after some trial
and error, the feed rates and rotational speeds were optimized to those given in Table 2.
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(c) threaded pin tools) with geometry and dimension.

Table 2. The operational welding parameters of the friction stir welding (FSW) process for the
AA1100 plates.

Welding Parameters

ω (rpm) 710 1120 1400

V (mm/min) 150 250 315

Tilt Angle 3 degrees

Plunge Depth (shoulder) 0.5 mm

The aluminium welds were conducted using a 3-axis Computer Numerical Control (CNC) machine
with a control unit and motor capacity of 10 kW. The direction of tool rotation was clockwise, and the
plates were fixed rigidly by strap clamps at the corners. Clockwise rotation of the tool enables feeding
of material into the centre of the weld during rotation (Figure 2). The welding was done without any
initial pre-heating, and in an open air atmosphere at a temperature of 18 ◦C. Table 2 presents more
details of the process parameters employed for the AA1100 aluminium weld trials. A schematic of the
FSW set-up and process is shown in Figure 2. After the test, tensile test samples and metallographic
specimens were cut from the middle of the plate, perpendicular to the weld-seam.

To evaluate weld quality, samples were primarily examined by the visual inspection. Weld surfaces
were photographed using a high-resolution bridge digital camera (FinePix S9500 Model, Fujifilm
brand, Tokyo, Japan), under the light of a fluorescent lamp. For metallographic analysis, mounted
samples of the weld cross-sections were polished by standard preparation methods down to 0.5 µm
to provide a smooth mirror finish. For microstructural observations, the cross-section samples were
etched to identify grain boundaries and morphology. The specimens were etched in an ultrasonic bath
using the Keller’s reagents (95 mL H2O, 2.5 mL HNO3, 1.5 mL HCl and 1.0 mL HF), at 70 ◦C for 20 s.
After etching, the specimens were washed with deionised water, rinsed with ethanol and dried with
hot air. The macro- and microscopic observations of the etched cross-sections were done with a typical
optical microscope, at magnifications of 50-1000×.



Technologies 2020, 8, 34 5 of 20

Technologies 2020, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 20 

 

Table 2. The operational welding parameters of the friction stir welding (FSW) process for the 
AA1100 plates. 

Welding Parameters  
ω (rpm) 710 1120 1400 

V (mm/min) 150 250 315 
Tilt Angle 3 degrees 

Plunge Depth (shoulder) 0.5 mm 

 

Figure 1. Configuration of the FSW tools utilized for the AA1100 weld trials ((a) conical, (b) square 
and (c) threaded pin tools) with geometry and dimension. 

The aluminium welds were conducted using a 3-axis Computer Numerical Control (CNC) 
machine with a control unit and motor capacity of 10 kW. The direction of tool rotation was 
clockwise, and the plates were fixed rigidly by strap clamps at the corners. Clockwise rotation of the 
tool enables feeding of material into the centre of the weld during rotation (Figure 2). The welding 
was done without any initial pre-heating, and in an open air atmosphere at a temperature of 18 °C. 
Table 2 presents more details of the process parameters employed for the AA1100 aluminium weld 
trials. A schematic of the FSW set-up and process is shown in Figure 2. After the test, tensile test 
samples and metallographic specimens were cut from the middle of the plate, perpendicular to the 
weld-seam. 

 
Figure 2. Schematic of the FSW process, the FSW tool in interaction with the AA1100 plates as the 
substrate. 
Figure 2. Schematic of the FSW process, the FSW tool in interaction with the AA1100 plates as
the substrate.

For further microstructural characterisation, after etching samples were examined in a scanning
electron microscope (SEM, MIRA model, TESCAN instrument, Brno, Czech Republic) with an
energy-dispersive spectroscopy (EDS) detector. The accelerating voltage of the SEM was 20 kV.
For phase characterization via X-ray diffraction (XRD), a Philips diffractometer instrument was used
with Cu-Kα radiation at angles of 20–110◦, and an accelerating voltage of 40 kV.

The tensile test samples, with a dimension of 120 mm gauge length and 30 mm gauge width
(Figure 3), were fabricated according to the ASTM E8/E8M standard method. For FSW joints,
the sampling position was selected perpendicular to the welding direction. In this configuration,
the weld-seam is located in the centre of the dog-bone tensile specimen. Therefore, during the tensile
testing, the strength of both the base metal and cross-weld are measured simultaneously [39,40]. Tensile
tests were performed with an Instron-5967 tensile tester at a strain rate of 10−5 s−1, at room temperature.
For each sample, we repeated the tensile test five times and then reported the average value between
the three most consistent samples as the selected tensile curve.
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3. Results

3.1. General Appearances of the FSW Weld

The general appearance of the FSW weld, along with typical structural defects formed during the
process, is shown in Figures 4–6. In these figures, the weld appearance varied depending on welding
speeds (ω and V) and tool features. It is believed that the heat input plays a key role in determining
weld appearance, and insufficient heat input can produce defects in the stir zone. Figure 4 shows the
crown view at the top surface of the FSW joints welded by the conical-shape tool, at a constant rotating
speed (1120 rpm) and two different feed rates (150 and 315 mm/min). The first set of speeds (1120 rpm
and 150 mm/min) in Figure 4a shows a uniform pitched surface without any visible defects at the
surface. By increasing the feed rate at the same rotating speed (1120 rpm and 315 mm/min), the weld
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surface became more smooth, while the ripple features disappear and a cavity/groove defect emerges
on the advancing side (AS) of the weld surface. Additionally, for both set of speeds, flash defects are
visible on the retreating side (RS) edge of the weld-line.Technologies 2020, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 20 
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For a better understanding of the surface appearance of the weld, different sets of speeds were
studied with the same conical-shape tool, where the feed rate was kept constant and the RPM varied.
Figure 5 shows the surface view of the FSW joint for two different speed sets with the same RPM.
For the welding speeds set of (250 rpm and 710 mm/min), Figure 5a shows a relatively smooth surface,
compared to Figure 5b at a higher feeding rate (250 rpm and 1400 mm/min). Similar to Figure 4,
again flash defects were obvious in Figure 5a,b, but the size of the flash defects and the apparent
surface roughness increased. In Figure 5, the keyhole position where the tool exits the workpiece
was also visible. Clearly, by increasing the feed rate (Figure 5b) the size of the keyhole and the flash
defect increased. Our interpretation is that inconsistency in welding speeds (ω and V) can intensify
the slipping during the stirring action. Therefore, excessive circumferential inertia affects the flow
distribution during the stirring, leading to interruption of the flow deposition.

The role of the tool geometry on the quality of the weld was studied in Figure 6, where the general
appearance of the weld-seam is shown for the conical, square and threaded designed tool. Welding
speeds (ω and V) remained constant. As is clear in Figure 6, for the same processing speeds (1120 rpm
and 315 mm/min), the weld-line provided by the conical tool shows the best surface quality: a uniform
pitched ripple pattern for the weld crest, a filled keyhole and minimal flash defects.
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The performance of the conical tool can be attributed to the inherent lateral motion of the mass
around the pin, which pumps material inwards and simultaneously in a spiralling manner to the top
surface. This can avoid mass deficit or ejection as the tool moves forward along the welding locus.
Therefore, material loss and discontinuity defects are minimized.

It should be noted that in the FSW process, the material flow plays a key role in the control of
defects. In general, insufficient heat input can lead to failure of flow regimes in which the stirred mass
is not strong enough to fill the discontinuity, and therefore, a defect occurs.

On the other hand, redundant heat input also can result in the emergence of defects. By increasing
welding speeds (ω and V), excessive frictional heat is generated between the tool and the workpiece.
The increased heat input can yield more plasticized mass under the shoulder. At higher speeds,
this plasticized material flow can split out in the form of the excessive flash defects at the edge of the
weld-line. Furthermore, the ejection of the mass results in mass deficit at the weld-seam, where groove
defects appear underneath the shoulder, or other subsurface discontinuity defects form in weld.

The relationships between processing parameters and the apparent quality of aluminium welds
are illustrated in Figure 5. The photographs, both taken from the top surface of the weld samples
at the spindle side position, show a distinctive ejected tail as the flash defect, protruding from the
retreating side (RS) of the weld-line. The exit point of the tool shows a keyhole feature where the tool
leaves the workpiece. In both samples, the tool leaves the weld-seam by a disruption in the body of
the workpiece.

The curved features at the weld surface reveal layered flow patterns that trace the plastic flow
between the AS and RS. However, due to disruption at the sides of the weld, the circulation of material
and therefore the primary stirring flow-lines are discontinuous.

As the front of the stirred mass around the pin loses stiffness because of the shortage of forwarding
material, flow circulation becomes irregular. Thus due to the upward motion of the tool, the plasticized
material bulges out and a hole is left at the position of ejection.

In a similar way, where the leading edge of the shoulder approaches the free surface of the
workpiece, the stirred material at the retreating side of the tool creates a curve in the surface pattern of
the weld-line. During rotation of the tool, the inconsistency in speed ratio (ω/V) can cause excessive
stretching at the weld edge, more so than at the middle of the weld-line, whereby the compressed mass
can be shredded outwards instead of being deposited at the trailing edge of the tool. This can form a
flash sprayed tail as a defect at the RS position of the weld-line.

In Figure 6, constant welding speeds (250 mm/min and 1400 rpm) for different FSW tool geometry
(conical, square and threaded shaped pins) show a similarity in the size of the flash defect and the
keyhole. The weld samples indicate a similar amount of material loss as the flash defect, and similar
shape of the keyhole at the surface. This suggests that the tool geometry plays the main role in the
stirring conditions in proximity to the rotating tool.

The surface quality of the weld-seam shows a more uniform pitch-pattern for the conical pin tool
(see Figure 6a) compared to the square pin and threaded pin (Figure 6b,c, respectively). This indicates
that in similar welding speeds, the presence of the flats (in square pin tool) and the threads (in threaded
pin tool) aggregates the plastic flow deposition within the stirring zone, in which needs a more accurate
flow control during the FSW position. It should be noted that because of applying a rotating pin,
the keyhole profiles could not show the exact flow geometry around the pin. Therefore, the rotating
pin leaves a circular pattern at the keyhole by ejection from the weld-line. More specifically regarding
the square pin, because of the sharp orthogonal edges of the flats, during the tool ejection, it might
cause some material loss from the stirred Al-mass, stuck around the pin (see Figure 1b). Nevertheless,
the WC-based square pin tool shows an acceptable mechanical instability during the stirring action
without occurring any contamination or tool failure.

The surface features of the weld-line for different welding parameters were illustrated in Figures 4–6.
However, the flow aspects of the FSW joints concerning various welding conditions need to be elucidated
in more detail through microstructural study of the weld cross-sections. Microstructural observations
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can also reveal more flow features within the weld structure, where internal defects arise from flow
failure within the stir zone.

3.2. Macrostructure of the Weld Region

The macrostructure of the cross-section of an FSW joint, processed using three different tools,
is shown in Figure 7. The macrostructure readily revealed the SZ basin-shaped pattern in the
cross-section of the weld, and onion-ring flow patterns were also visible. In Figure 7c, compared to
Figure 7a,b, the weld border was more visible in the middle of SZ rather than at the sides of the weld.
Even so, in Figure 7b there is a blurring of the weld border. This is attributed to the tendency for the
tool to aggressively remove the substrate material from the base metal (BM) and subsequently backfill
the region with heavily worked material, hence making the SZ borders more defined in comparison to
the sides.
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(b) square and (c) threaded; all in speeds of 250 mm/min and 1400 rpm.

The flow eddy features known as onion rings at the bottom of the SZ were attributed to the mass
transport mechanism inside the weld. The tool scouring action during stirring caused the plastically
deformed material from the substrate to be aggressively conducted in flow path lines between the
advancing side and retreating side. Consequently, because the combined linear and rotation motions
of the tool were greater at the bottom surface, this is also the hottest part of the weld region. However,
the material was also scoured from the leading edge towards the retreating side, and was deposited at
the trailing edge of the tool. The rotation of the tool (clockwise from above) stirred the flowing mass in
the same rotational direction, corresponding to a horizontal flow from right to left in the wake of the
tool. Consequently, during mass deposition, the stirred flow-lines were packed into the downstream
region, and the boundaries between these layered masses were believed to correspond to the onion
rings in the cross-section samples shown in Figure 7a–c. The spacing between the boundary lines was
also observed to be smaller closer to the centre of the pin, attributed to the flow mechanism during
stirring. Additional complexity was introduced by the threads on the tool (Figure 7c). This transports
the material downward, hence explaining why the onion rings were preferentially located at the bottom
of the SZ.



Technologies 2020, 8, 34 10 of 20

Inconsistency in flow-lines transport can cause the emergence of internal void defects. As the
macroscopic views of the FSW samples were not able to show the grain structure in detail, micro-etching
and microscopic observation at higher magnifications is required. The delineation of fine grain size
in proximity to probable defects can also explain the origin of defects based on the microstructural
evolution of the weld region.

3.3. Microscopic Measurements of the Weld

The micro-etching of the weld cross-section in Figure 8a shows that the weld region comprised of
the SZ and the transition region, which were distinct from the base metal (BM) region. The transition
region, including the HAZ and TMAZ, was situated between BM and the SZ. The dynamically
recrystallized nature of the FSW weld structure caused each layer to have a different grain size and
morphology in comparison with the adjacent layers.
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(processed at 1120 rpm and 250 mm/min); (a) general view of the cross-section, (b) stir zone (SZ) and
(c) the base metal at higher magnification.

While the BM shows a directional grain morphology with the average grain size of 50 µm
(Figure 8b), this changed to an equiaxed, ultrafine structure with an average grain size of 10–15 µm in
the SZ (Figure 8c). This can be interpreted as the direct outcome of grain fragmentation by mechanical
stirring, and subsequent post-welding dynamic recrystallization arising from frictional heat generation.

Entering into the SZ, the morphological flow features through the grain structure revealed some
inhomogeneous transitional micro-patterns in the form of weld defects. Figures 9–11 demonstrated
some of the typical weld defects in the weld region that emerge at the bottom of the SZ adjacent to the
base metal (BM).
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Figure 11. Formation of the flow-based defects at the structure of the FSW weld; (a) kissing bond by
conical pin profile and (b) swirling zone by threaded pin profile, in speed sets of (250 mm/min and
1400 rpm).

Figure 9 shows the flow patterns around tunnel voids at the cross-section of the FSW weld for the
conical and the square tool geometries.

The drawn flow-lines around the tunnel voids show a layered structure representing different
gradients in the deposited flow at the BM regions.

Comparison between the samples shows that while the number of voids in the weld sample
from the conical-shaped tool (Figure 9a) was greater than for the square-shaped tool (Figure 9b),
the size of the voids were greater when processed using the square tool. This can be related to the
coarse performance of the square-shaped tool and the sharpness of the square corners compared to the
conical geometry.

Further study of the micro-features around tunnel voids is shown in Figure 10. While all three
different tool geometries produce some tunnel voids within the stirring zone, the conical (Figure 10a)
and threaded (Figure 10c) pin profiles exhibited more complex flow patterns around the tunnel voids
compared to the square-shaped pin profile (Figure 10b). The swirling zone in Figure 10a for the
conical-shaped pin profile and the kissing bond defect in Figure 10c for the threaded-pin were the
direct outcome of flow failure around the formed tunnel void. These flow-based defects could be
attributed to the complexities of the stirring flow mechanisms driven by the pin geometry.

Figure 10 also revealed that the swirling zone was situated at the top surface, and the kissing bond
had propagated from the bottom surface. Microscopic observation of the weld cross-section at a higher
magnification revealed these flow-based features as the kissing bond by conical pin profile (Figure 11a),
and the swirling zone by threaded pin profile (Figure 11b). In both cases, the microstructural patterns
show a change in the grain direction from the weld surface towards the body of the weld in the ultrafine
structure in the SZ.

The fine grains of the SZ reveal the changes in the flow direction, with narrow flow-lines delineating
the kissing bond (Figure 11a) and the swirling zone (Figure 11b) as a direct outcome of the tool action
within the stirring zone of the weld. These features were indicative of the mechanical stirring action
and the subsequent flow inconsistencies and dynamic recrystallization experienced during the FSW
welding process.

These dark flow-lines and the existing tunnel voids are representative of flow failure as the
microstructure stabilised during cooling to room temperature. The flow inhomogeneity can result
in the deterioration in mechanical properties of the weld. Therefore, it is necessary to measure the
mechanical properties of the weld to see how the internal defects could affect the strength of the weld.

To investigate the possibility of contamination of the welding region by the tool, the composition
of the stir zone texture should be measured. Micromorphology of the grain structure was observed via
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SEM, and composition was analysed using EDS, as shown in Figure 12. Tungsten atoms have a high
atomic number (74) and atomic weight (183.84 g/mol), which can be easily characterized by EDS.
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The microstructure of the stirring zone (processed by the square-shape tool) in Figure 12a confirms
that the DRX equiaxed grains are uniformly distributed through the weld. Moreover, it can be seen
that there were no irregular morphologies indicating agglomerate phases, or any specific inclusions
formed due to possible dispersed contamination within the microstructure. In Figure 12b, the EDS
spectrum of the selected region from Figure 12a (Spectrum 1) could be seen. This confirms that the
composition did not contain any W or C impurities. The presence of Fe (0.2 wt %) was consistent
with the initial composition of the parent metal AA1100 (containing 0.182 wt % of Fe in quantometer
analysis), so was unlikely to represent contamination from the H13 steel shoulder of the tool.

To provide a better correlation between the FSW processing conditions and the phases formed
within the weld region, further phase characterization was conducted by X-ray diffraction (XRD)
analysis (Figure 13), where the parent metal AA1100 was compared with the SZ material.
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Figure 13 illustrates the XRD patterns for the AA1100 alloy parent metal (Figure 13a) and the
SZ (Figure 13b) processed by the FSW tool (square-shaped tool). As shown in Figure 13a, the α-Al
phase (matrix) and Al2Cu precipitate were identified from the peaks of the diffraction pattern for the
parent metal.

According to Figure 13b, the XRD analysis of the SZ region after the FSW processing shows the
same phases (α-Al matrix and Al2Cu precipitate), compared to the parent. However, a significant
increase in the intensity of the diffraction peaks was evident for both phases of the matrix (α-Al) and
precipitate (Al2Cu), upon stirring. This can be attributed to phase stabilization after the stirring process
and also an increase in precipitate distribution density due to DRX.

Consistent with the EDS analysis, the XRD analysis also confirmed that the SZ of the weld region
was free of any W and C impurities. This shows that the FSW processing provides proper phase
homogeneity in the SZ, without any contamination from the tool. This is based on examination of the
weld sample processed using the square-shaped pin geometry, which has the highest degree of stress
concentration at the sharp corners of the tool.

3.4. Mechnical Strength of the Weld

Figure 14 shows the tensile strength graphs (stress–strain) for the three sets of weld samples
processed by varying different conditions; alteration of RPM (Figure 14a), alteration of feed rate
(Figure 14b), and changing of the tool geometry (Figure 14c). As observed in Figure 14a,b, by increasing
RPM or decreasing feed rate, the ultimate strength of the weld slightly decreased compared to the
base metal. However, at the same time the elongation rate of the sample increased. Regarding the
dependence of tensile strength on the geometry of the pin profile, Figure 14c confirms that threaded >

square > conical.
Lower rotation speed during FSW results in less frictional heat generation, and consequently

poor plastic flow of material. Therefore the tensile strength can be considered a function of the
process speeds.

It was observed in Figure 14a that the ultimate tensile stress (UTS) for the base metal (340 MPa)
was higher than the weld samples. It can be attributed to the formation of the HAZ region with a
negative impact on the strength of the weldment, because of the coarsened grains associated with
this region [41].
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Figure 14. Tensile test results for the AA1100 aluminium welds; (a) RPM = 710, 1120 and 1400 at
feed rate of 250 mm/min, (b) feed rate = 150, 250 and 315 mm/min at 1120 RPM and (c) comparison
between conical, square and threaded pin tools, processed in constant welding speeds (1120 RPM and
250 mm/min).
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However, the percentage elongation of the weld sample was more than the base metal,
representative of the ductile behaviour of the weld. Our interpretation is that the processing parameters
(rotational speed and feed rate) increase the homogeneity of the weld region during the stirring process,
in which lead to the ductility of the stirred material, compared to the parent metal [42]. More specifically,
the comparison between the tensile test–strain curve for the samples processed by different tools in
constant speeds (1120 RPM and 250 mm/min), shows a higher strength and the percentage elongation
achieved by the threaded pin tool, see Figure 14c. This also implied the flow uniformity induced by
the tool, leading to an increase of the ductility of the weld [39,43].

It should be noted that all the tensile curves show a kink [44] at the stress level of 25 MPa,
approximately. This behaviour is explained as the toe region at the beginning of the tensile test [45,46],
where the mechanical loading is less than 2% nonlinear strain for the stress–strain curve [47]. There is
not a clear explanation for this behaviour, however, it mainly occurs for the soft materials [48,49].
When the stiffness is reduced, or in the presence of micro-defects, a micro-failure accumulates within
the material, which was shortly released as the loading continues. Regarding the AA1100 FSW samples,
existing of some flow-based discontinuity or micro-porosities like tunnel voids cause a self-interaction
inside the material texture during the first steps of the tensile test loading, therefore the toe region
occurs. However, the main aim was to compare the strength of the weld in different processing
parameters. Additionally, because the tensile testing method was conducting in the same way, and the
toe region was observed at stress level approximately 25 MPa for all samples, it did not affect the
results of the tensile test.

4. Discussion

This work makes the following original contributions to improve the understanding of the FSW
welding processed by the WC-based tool for the aluminium alloy, regarding the microstructural
evolution and mechanical properties of the weld.

According to the microscopic observations made, at higher speeds the frictional heat generated is
higher, which leads to an increase in the plastic flow of material. This can intensify the emergence
of flow-based defects (e.g., tunnel voids, kissing bonds and swirling zone) and subsequently results
in poor stirring conditions [33,50,51]. This is consistent with observations in the literature for the Al
alloys processed by the FSW, which show the control of the plastic flow deformation as the main factor
for improvement of the weld quality [42,52,53]. Alternatively, the interruption of the flow integrity can
easily deteriorate the quality of the weld structure.

Similar to the speed condition, the pin geometry also can affect the tensile strength. The pin profile
in different geometrical configurations (conical, square and threaded pin) can affect the frictional heat.
The tensile strength of the threaded tool weld was higher than that of both other types (conical and
square). This is because of greater material softening obtained at higher temperatures, as the threaded
pin enhances the plastic flow of material due to higher engagement between the pin and material,
and extra material contact. According to the literature, the pin profile for the Al FSW welds show a
distinct shearing effect, mainly an ultrafine grain refinement at the mid-SZ, altered to the transition
region borders (TMAZ and HAZ) towards the base metal. It is also supported by the previous works
that the shearing field induced by the rotating tool into the proximity mass flows is the main factor in
the microstructure alteration of the weld texture [39,54–56].

As a key finding of the phase characterization, from the XRD and SEM/EDS analysis, it was
confirmed that there was no evidence of weld contamination from the WC pin tool. However,
optical microscopy revealed some defects, (e.g., kissing bonds, swirling patterns and tunnel voids),
which were identified as being inherent to the FSW process, rather than being due to tool contamination.
Furthermore, the absence of carbon-containing compounds in XRD and EDS analysis eliminates the
possibility of formation of carbon monoxide (CO) gas due to oxidation of the WC at the elevated
temperatures occurring during the FSW [24]. Therefore, the stability of the WC pin tool was confirmed,
as no oxidative wear degradation occurred during the severe frictional deformation.
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This has been affirmed in the literature that the formation of oxide inclusions or other external
contaminations can strongly disrupt the flow homogeneity within the plasticized stirred mass [57–59].
Subsequently, the recrystallization and grain refinement also can be affected. The microscopic
observations in this study indicate the absence of the formation of the oxide layers of contamination
or any other W-based compounds within the weld structure, which confirms the main idea of this
research in the successful performance of the WC-based pin tools for FSW processing of the Al alloy as
an active material, without occurrence of any metallurgical issue.

5. Conclusions

The effect of a WC pin in the microstructural quality of the AA1100 FSW weld was evaluated
using different sets of welding speeds (RPM and feeding rate) and different pin geometries (conical,
square and threaded shapes). Metallurgical analysis confirmed that the weld structure was free of
possible W and/or C contamination from the pin. Nevertheless, microstructural observations revealed
the formation of flow-based defects (tunnel voids, kissing bonds and swirling patterns) within the
weld structure. Since the quality of the weld was directly affected by these structural defects, the tensile
strength of the welded sheets was reduced, as the plasticized material of the weld could not sufficiently
achieve the strength of the base metal. Moreover, the welded samples experienced a clear decrease in
elongation rate by the increase in the feeding rate. The metallographic observations confirmed that the
emerging internal defects could not be completely avoided. Therefore, the specific application should
adjust the welding parameters according to the required strength.
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