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Abstract: The biaxial loading properties of carbon-fiber-reinforced polymer (CFRP) are critical for
evaluating the performance of composite structures under the complex stress state. There are currently
no standardized specimens for the CFRP biaxial experiments. This work developed a new design
criterion for the cruciform specimen coupled with the Hashin criterion. The finite element analysis
was conducted to investigate the effect of geometric parameters on the stress distribution in the test
area. The embedded continuous laying method (ECLM) was proposed to achieve the thinning of the
center of the test region without introducing defects. The manufacturing quality of the cruciform
specimens was verified by the ultrasonic C-scanning test. The biaxial test platform consisting of the
biaxial loading system, digital image correlation (DIC) system, strain electrical measurement system,
and acoustic emission detection system was constructed. The biaxial tensile tests under different
biaxial loading ratios were conducted. The results showed that the biaxial failure efficiently occurred
in the test area of the cruciform specimens designed and manufactured in this paper. The failure
modes and morphology were characterized using macro/microscopic experimental techniques. The
biaxial failure envelope was obtained. The results can be used to guide the design of composite
structures under biaxial stress.

Keywords: carbon-fiber-reinforced polymer; biaxial testing; finite element analysis; failure analysis

1. Introduction

Carbon-fiber-reinforced polymer (CFRP) composites are widely used in various fields,
especially in aerospace equipment, such as plate skins, and pressure vessels in aerospace
equipment [1–4]. The reliable application of composites depends on the accurate evalu-
ation and prediction of their mechanical properties [5,6]. Numerous studies have used
uniaxial tests to identify the properties of composites, contributing to a wider application
of CFRP [4,7–12]. However, the uniaxial mechanical tests are limited in characterizing the
real mechanical responses of composites under the complex loading state in engineering
applications, for example, the filament wound pressure vessels (FWPV) [13–16]. Therefore,
the biaxial test is significant for identifying the strength of composites under actual working
conditions [17–23].

The design of the biaxial specimen is critical in obtaining reliable biaxial testing results
that satisfy the requirements of [24] uniform biaxial stress state appearing in the effective
test area, initial failure arising in the region of the biaxial stress state, obtaining the stress
state of the effective test area directly, and controlling each stress component in the biaxial
load independently [24]. According to the above requirements, the cruciform specimen
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is most adopted among the different designs of composite biaxial specimens due to their
simplicity in varying the biaxial stress state. Four loading arms and four actuators are
clamped to transfer the biaxial loadings to the central test area of the cruciform specimen
during the loading process, making the load ratio of the two directions adjustable.

However, severe stress concentration can easily occur at the corner between the two
adjacent loading arms during the loading process of cruciform biaxial specimens. The
stress concentration can result in premature tearing of the end of the loading arms, which
causes inaccurate test results or test failures.

Smits et al. [25] proposed that the stress concentration should be weakened outside the
effective test area and the shear stress should be weakened in the effective test area for the
design of cruciform biaxial specimens, so as to ensure that the initial failure occurs in the
effective test area [25]. Moreno et al. [26] discussed the influence of the geometry parameters
of cruciform specimens on the initial failure region, including the width of loading arms and
the side length of the effective test area. They found that correct failure modes in the typical
cruciform specimens were difficult to achieve. Welsh et al. [27] designed a cruciform biaxial
specimen, whose initial failure occurs in the effective test area by optimizing the shape and
the thickness of the effective test area. Makris et al. [28] proposed an optimization design
method for biaxial specimens which aims at the ratio of the standard deviation and the
mean value of the principal strain in the test area. Gower et al. [29] designed a thinned
circular effective test area to avoid the stress concentration at the corner of specimens.

Thinning of the central test area is demonstrated as a valid strategy to reduce the stress
concentration of the corners, whose most common processing method is milling. Although
milling has the advantage of low cost and simple processing, it leads to fiber discontinuity
and unexpected delamination in the variable thickness region. Accordingly, the possibility
of failure in the variable thickness region is greatly amplified due to the initial defects in
the specimen caused by the milling process [30,31]. Lamkanfi et al. [32] discussed the effect
of geometric discontinuities in the milling area on the strain distribution uniformity of the
effective test area by measuring the strain distribution with the digital image correlation
(DIC) technique. The results show that the stress concentration in the milling area and the
variable thickness region are caused by the initial cracks in the transition area produced
during milling, which is independent of load direction and load type of biaxial tensile.
The experimental phenomena are explicated by the elasticity solution of inter-laminar
stresses in composite laminates [33]. Correa et al. [34] and Moreno et al. [26] attempted
the approach of pasting open glass fiber-reinforced composite plates or metal plates on
the variable thickness region to strengthen the milling edges. However, it failed to achieve
the arbitrary loading ratio or equivalent stiffness of arms in two directions. Therefore, it is
crucial to realize the uniform stress transition in the effective test region during the biaxial
loading process, to avoid the premature failure of the variable thickness region.

In this paper, the design criteria of the cruciform specimen are developed by intro-
ducing the Hashin criterion to ensure that the failure occurs in the central testing region
of the specimen. A new laying method called the embedded continuous laying method is
proposed for the cruciform specimen. Then, the cruciform specimens are manufactured
and tested by the acoustic emission test to investigate the internal defects. The biaxial test
platform consisting of the biaxial loading test system, three-dimensional strain optical mea-
surement system, strain electrical measurement system, and acoustic emission detection
system is constructed. During the biaxial test, strain gauges and digital image correlation
(DIC) are utilized to capture the strain evolution of the specimens. Meanwhile, the acoustic
emission is used to identify the failure modes of the specimens. The biaxial tensile tests
under different loading ratios in the X and Y direction are carried out, and the variations of
strain fields and the acoustic emission signals during the loading are monitored. Utilizing
the cruciform specimen designed in this paper, combined with constructed biaxial test
platform and micromechanical analysis, the biaxial failure mechanism and the failure
envelope of CFRP are effectively obtained.
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2. Design of the Cruciform Specimen

A simulation-driven specimen design method is proposed in this section to ensure
that failures generated under the biaxial loading occur within the effective test region. The
design criterion for the cruciform specimen is developed to identify the design requirements.
Then, the design parameters are characterized by numerical simulation.

2.1. Design Criterion

As mentioned, the ideal specimen for the biaxial test should have a smaller stress
concentration factor and a higher degree of stress uniformity in the effective test region.
The location of initial failure in cruciform specimens can be determined by the stress
concentration factor Fr, which is expressed as [18]:

Fr =
e2

eff
e2

load
(1)

where eeff and eload are the strength discriminant factors in the effective test region and
biaxial loading region, respectively. Hereby, the Hashin criterion [35] has been adopted to
calculate eeff and eload as:

eeff =

√√√√Max

(
σf

eff
Sf

)2

+ Max
(

τeff
SC

)2
(2)

eload =

√√√√Max

(
σf

load
S1

)2

+ Max
(

τload
SC

)2
(3)

where σeff and τeff are the longitudinal stress and the in-plane shear stress in the effective
test region of the specimens, respectively. σf

load and τload are the longitudinal stress and the
in-plane shear stress of the loading arms in the biaxial cruciform specimens, respectively.
Sf and SC are the longitudinal tensile strength and the in-plane shear strength of the
composites, respectively. The smaller Fr means the failures are easier to occur in the
effective test region.

The degree of stress uniformity in the effective test region of the cruciform specimen
under biaxial tensile loadings is determined by the stress variation coefficient δ, given as:

δ =
Deeff

eeff
(4)

where Deeff and eeff are the standard deviation and mean value of strength discriminant
factor eeff in the effective test region, respectively.

A weighted design function f (Fr, δ) is established for the combination of stress con-
centration factor and stress variation coefficient, expressed as:

f (Fr, δ) =
1

wFr + (1 − w)δ
(5)

where w is the weighting factor, set as 0.8 [29]. f (Fr, δ) is directly related to stress distribu-
tion uniformity. f (Fr, δ) is empirically equated to a minimum value of 2.3 to ensure the
cruciform specimen fulfills the request of homogenous failure.

2.2. Geometric Parameter Characterization
2.2.1. Geometric Configuration and Parameters

Figure 1a presents the initial configuration design of the CFRP biaxial specimens,
whose specific geometric parameters are listed in Table 1. The effective test region is
thinned to ensure that the initial failure occurs herein. The uniform thickness gradient
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is adopted in the transition region, which is between the loading arms and the effective
test region. The tapered chamfer is used to transmit stresses to the center of the cruciform
specimens. The fillets are added in the transition region between the two adjacent loading
arms to reduce the stress concentration. A necking angle is used at the end of each loading
arm, which is close to the fillet to reduce the bearing area of the effective test region.

Figure 1. Initial configuration design of the CFRP biaxial specimens. (a) Geometric parameters,
(b) side view of the specimen, (c) finite element model of the specimen.

Table 1. Geometric parameters of the initial configuration of the cruciform specimen.

Geometric Parameters Symbol Values before Optimization

Length of loading arm L 112.5 mm
Width of loading arm W 50 mm

Necking angle α 8◦

Distance between necking angle and transition area lα 6 mm
Distance between center of transition arc and

center of cruciform specimen larc 29 mm

Thickness of the effective test region heff 1.5 mm
Radius of transition arc rarc 5.4 mm

Chamfering of the effective test region reff 4 mm
Side length of the effective test region leff 36 mm

Side length of central variable thickness region lvar 48 mm

The material system used in this paper is T300/Epoxy, whose mechanical properties
are listed in Table 2. The stiffness ratio of the specimens in the X and Y direction is 2:1 to
simulate the typical pressure vessel wall under uniform internal pressure. Based on the
uniform and symmetrical laying principle, the ply sequence of the effective test region is
designed as [90◦/0◦2]2s.

Table 2. Material properties of T300/epoxy resin lamina.

E1/GPa E2/GPa E3/GPa G12/GPa G13/GPa G23/GPa µ12 µ13 µ23

125 9.75 9.75 7.5 7.5 5.3 0.318 0.318 0.318

The finite element model for the cruciform specimen is established in the commercial
finite element analysis (FEA) software ABAQUS with eight-node hexahedral incompatible
CSD8I elements, as shown in Figure 1c. The displacement constraints in Y and Z directions
are applied to the ends of the X-directional loading arms, the displacement constraints in X
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and Z directions are applied to the ends of the Y-directional loading arms, and the uniform
loadings are applied to the ends of the four loading arms.

2.2.2. Effect of Geometric Parameters on the Stress Distribution

Different loading arm thicknesses are set to investigate the effect of thickness of
the loading arms on the stress distribution in the cruciform specimen. The loading arm
thicknesses of 3.0 mm, 4.5 mm, 6.0 mm, and 7.5 mm are considered in this section. Each of
their thickness are 2.0, 3.0, 4.0 and 5.0 times of the thickness of effective test region. The
ratio of the thickness of loading arms and effective test region are defined as n. The stress
distribution of the specimens under biaxial tension with the loading ratio of 2:1 in X and
Y directions is analyzed. From the results shown in Figure 2, when n is set to 2.0 or 3.0,
apparent stress concentration occurs at the corner of the loading arms adjacent to the 0◦

and 90◦ plys. When n equals 4.0 or 5.0, the maximum principal stress of the laminate occurs
in the central test area, and the stress concentration at the corner of the loading arm is
restrained, as shown in Figure 2b.

Figure 2. Maximum principal stresses distribution of cruciform specimen (a) stresses in 0◦ ply when
n set as 2.0, 3.0, 4.0, and 5.0. (b) Stresses in 90◦ ply when n set as 2.0, 3.0, 4.0, and 5.0.

Figure 3 illustrates the relationship between the stress concentration factors, stress
variation coefficients, and the variable n (the ratio of the thickness of the loading arms to
the thickness of the effective test region). To select the appropriate value of n, the stress
concentration factors Fr and the stress variation coefficient δ are employed as the evaluation
index, and an evaluation criterion f (Fr, δ) is further proposed. The values of Fr, δ, and
f (Fr, δ) are calculated and shown in Figure 3 when n takes the value of 2.0, 3.0, 4.0 and
5.0. Figure 3a shows that with the increase in n, Fr decreases monotonously when the
X-Y loading ratio is 3:1. This indicates that a larger thickness ratio of loading arms and
the effective test region will result in a smaller stress concentration. While the loading
ratio is 1:1, the relationship is not monotonous. Fr increases when n equals 5.0. This is
because when n increases to a certain value, the maximum shearing stress will extend to the
transition region because of the thin effective test region. In the case of 1:1 loading ratio, the
stress concentration is more sensitive to the change of ee f f value caused by the thinning of
the test region. Figure 3b shows that, for both cases of 1:1 and 3:1 loading ratios, δ increases
with the increase in n. When the value of n reaches 4.0, the slope is clearly slowing down.
The results indicate that a larger thickness ratio of loading arms and the effective test region
will cause a more even stress distribution. However, the effect is limited when n reaches
4.0. The results of the criterion f (Fr, δ) is shown in Figure 3c. It can be seen that f (Fr, δ)
increases monotonously when the X-Y loading ratio is 3:1, while f (Fr, δ) increases first
then decreases with the inflection point of n = 4 for the case of 1:1 loading ratio. With
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consideration of that f (Fr, δ) should be higher than 2.3 based on the discussion in Section 2,
n = 4 is selected to design the thickness of the cruciform specimen, for which the thickness
of the effective test region is 8.0 mm.

Figure 3. The relationship between (a) the stress concentration factor, (b) the stress variation coeffi-
cient, and (c) the weighted design function and the ratio of the thickness of loading arms and effective
test region. The red line presents the design critical value fcri.

Similarly, the relationship between the length of loading arm L, the width of loading
arm W, the necking angle α, the distance between necking angle and transition area lα,
the distance between the center of transition arc and the center of cruciform specimen
larc, and the eccentricity of effective test region ∆lc with the stress concentration factor Fr,
and stress variation coefficient δ are shown in Figure 4. The above geometric parameters
are assumed to be independent. With the change of most of the geometric parameters, as
shown in Figure 4a–e, the tendencies of Fr and δ are non-monotonic, leading to f (Fr, δ)
having multi-peak values. In Figure 4f, Fr and δ vary monotonously with the change of
∆lc, which indicates that the small eccentricity of the effective test region is beneficial to the
uniformity of stress in the test area. During the manufacturing process of the specimens,
the process accuracy of the above parameters should be controlled within the allowable
scope as marked in Figure 4 to avoid unexpected specimen failure caused by machining
error or process-induced distortions [36,37].

Figure 4. The relationship between the (a-1–f-1) stress concentration factor Fr, stress variation
coefficient δ and (a-2–f-2) the weighted design function f (Fr, δ) and (a) the length of loading arms L,
(b) The width of loading arms W, (c) The necking angles α, (d) the distance between necking angle
and transition area lα, (e) center region of transition arc larc, (f) eccentricity of the effective test region
∆lc. The red dash line and arrow indicate the allowable scope.
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3. Specimen Manufacturing and Experimental Setup
3.1. Manufacturing Method

The manufacturing of cruciform specimens usually adopts the conventional lay-up
procedure combined with the cutting and milling process, whose processing is as follows:

(a) Prepare the required number of layers prepregs and cut them into the shape of the
cruciform specimen.

(b) Lay the prepregs on the female mold in the pre-defined layup sequence and close the
male mold.

(c) Heat the mold under the manufacturer’s recommended cure cycle and pressure, then
demold to obtain the specimens.

(d) Mill the specimens to obtain the transition region and the central test region.

It can be found that the outer surfaces of the specimens manufactured by the above
method are composed of cut fiber caused by the milling process. The discontinuous fibers
in the transition and central test areas will generate interlaminar stress during the biaxial
tension. The interlaminar stress may result in early failure near the transition area. To deal
with this problem, a novel manufacturing method for the cruciform specimen has been
proposed in this section. A new laying method “Embedded Continuous Laying Method”
(ECLM) was designed for the cruciform specimen to avoid the initial defect caused by the
milling process on the specimen and transfer the stress from the loading arm to the central
area more effectively. The schematic diagram of the specimen manufacturing is shown in
Figure 5. The specific steps are as follows:

Figure 5. Schematic diagram of the cruciform specimen manufacturing.
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(a) Delimit the edge datum line on the mold. Assemble the metal cushion block with
same dimensions of the effective test region on the mold.

(b) Cut the CFRP prepreg into 350 mm × 350 mm. Some of which are cut with different
opening sizes in the central area for the realization of variable thickness regions
of cruciform specimens. The opening sizes lopen of the cruciform specimens are
determined by Equation (6).

lopen


= 0 nl = 1, 8, 15, 22, 23, 24
= leff − nl(lvar − leff)/nopen 2 ≤ nl ≤ 7
= leff − (nl + 1)(lvar − leff)/nopen 9 ≤ nl ≤ 14
= leff − (nl + 2)(lvar − leff)/nopen 16 ≤ nl ≤ 21

(6)

where nl is the half of the lay number of loading arm, nopen is the half of the lay
number of opening prepreg.

(c) Lay the cut CFRP prepreg according to the edge datum line with the arranged laying
subsequences and opening sizes. The laying subsequences of loading arms and
effective test area are [90◦/0◦2]8s and [90◦/0◦2]2s, respectively.

(d) Close the mold and cure the CFRP plates by hot press. After curing, cut the cured
CFRP plates using computer numerical controlled (CNC) machine to obtain the
cruciform specimens.

The specimens manufactured by ECLM will ensure a continuous distribution of
fibers, and thus obtain an even distribution and smooth transition of stress. However, the
manufacturing cost is relatively higher because more working time is needed.

After manufacturing, the specimens are sprayed with speckles on one side of the
effective test region, as shown in Figure 6a. Four uniaxial strain gauges and one triaxial
strain gauge are pasted on the other side of the effective test region of the specimen, as
shown in Figure 6b.

Figure 6. Images of the cruciform specimen. (a) With speckles painted, (b) with strain gauges pasted.

On the other hand, several cruciform specimens with the same geometry are manufac-
tured, of which the transition area is processed by milling to achieve the variable thickness
for the comparing purpose. The process quality of the manufactured cruciform specimens
was tested by ultrasonic C-scanning (Epoch600 High Speed 10-Axes 3D-NDI ultrasonic
scanner). The damages will be recognized as darker areas by ultrasonic C-scanning. It
can be seen from Figure 7 that there are no defects such as voids, delamination, and resin
distribution unevenness in the effective test regions and transition regions of cruciform
specimens. This indicates that the proposed method can ensure the high quality of the
cruciform specimens.
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Figure 7. Ultrasonic C-scan results of the manufactured cruciform specimens.

3.2. Experimental Setup

The biaxial test platform constructed in this paper is shown in Figure 8. The platform
consists of the Zwick-Z150 digital biaxial loading system, the three-dimensional strain
optical measurement system, the strain electrical measurement system, and the acoustic
emission detection system. The loading system is equipped with a 150 kN force sensor
with a load accuracy of 300 N to 1500 N, and a 100 kN spiral wedge tensile fixture. The
video extensometer, with a load accuracy of 0.25 µm, is installed in the test facility. During
the loading process, the load can be adjusted automatically according to the binding force
of the four axes. The wedge fixture is equipped in the biaxial tensions with the function of
self-clamping when the actuator moves backward.

Figure 8. The biaxial test platform. (a) Digital biaxial loading system, (b) biaxial loading test system,
(c) three-dimensional strain optical measurement system, (d) DH-3820 dynamic strain acquisition
system, (e) acoustic emission detection system.

During the biaxial tension processing, continuous images of specimens covered
with speckles were taken by the industrial camera. Concurrently, the non-contact three-
dimensional strain optical measurement system MatchID Stereo, presented as Figure 8c,
is used to measure the full-field strain of the specimen by tracking the deformation of the
images. Specifically, the speckles distributed on the surface of the specimen are used as
the information carrier. The displacement vectors of speckles are tracked and analyzed
by digital image correlation (DIC) technique during the loading to determine the global
strain field. DH-3820 dynamic strain acquisition system, as shown in Figure 8d, is em-
ployed to evaluate the strain accuracy of local points in the effective test region with a 5 Hz
sampling frequency.
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The acoustic emission probes (PAC, MISTRAS Group, Inc., Princeton Junction, NJ,
USA) are arranged near the effective test region on each of the four loading arms. PCI-2
acoustic emission signal acquisition system is used to detect the acoustic emission of the
cruciform specimens as shown in Figure 8e. The change of impact amplitude, impact times,
energy, and duration during the loading process are also detected for the evaluation of the
failure modes and failure severity. The frequency range of the sensor is 50 kHz to 200 kHz,
the center frequency is 150 kHz, the preamplifier is 2/4/6 type, the gain value is 20 dB, the
sampling set amplitude threshold is 40 dB, the sampling frequency is 1 MHz, the impact
time is 150 µs, the impact locking time is 300 µs, and the maximum duration is 100 ms.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Comparison of Different Processing of Cruciform Specimens

A comparison of the biaxial test results between two sets of cruciform specimens, one
manufactured using ECLM and the other processed by milling, was made. The loading
ratio in the X and Y direction is 1:1 for both specimens. The difference between the test
results of the specimens manufactured by both processes can be found in Figure 9. From the
strain field distribution captured by the DIC, there was stress concentration at the edge of
the central test area of the latter cruciform specimen (Figure 9a), resulting in the fracture of
the loading arm (Figure 9b). Thus, no valid biaxial test data can be obtained. In contrast, the
strain distribution is more uniform in the central test area of the former specimen, and the
failure occurred in the central test area (Figure 9c,d). The results indicate that the ECLM is
more efficient to achieve the thinning of the central test area without introducing defects.

Figure 9. Strain field and failure morphology of the cruciform specimens processed by milling (a,b)
and ECLM (c,d).

4.2. Mechanical Response

(1) Stress–strain curves

The biaxial tension tests were carried out in force-controlling mode. The loading rates
in the X direction and Y direction are 1 kN/min. The loading ratios of the loading arms
in the X and Y direction are 3:1, 2:1, 1:1, 0.67:1, 1:0, and 0:1, where the last two conditions
represent the uniaxial loading. Three valid biaxial tension tests were carried out under each
loading ratio. The typical stress–strain curves of the biaxial tension with different loading
ratios are presented in Figure 10a–f. The results show that there are significant differences
in the ultimate strength of the cruciform specimens when the loading ratios are different.
This indicates that the biaxial test is of great significance to evaluate the strength properties
of composites under complex stress conditions.

(2) DIC results

The strain fields of the central testing region of the cruciform specimens during the
loading process are captured and analyzed by the DIC technique, as shown in Figure 11.
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The maximum strain mainly occurs in the effective test region from the contour diagram,
which verifies the effectiveness of the cruciform specimen designed in this paper. The stress
concentration surfaces under different loading ratios are observed via the DIC technique,
as marked in Figure 11(a1–f1).

Figure 10. The stress–strain curves with loading ratio in X and Y direction by (a) 3:1, (b) 2:1, (c) 1:1,
(d) 0.67:1, (e) 1:0, (f) 0:1.

Figure 11. Maximum principal strain distribution of the effective test region with the loading ratio in
X and Y axes by (a) 3:1, (b) 2:1, (c) 1:1, (d) 0.67:1, (e) 1:0, (f) 0:1.
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When the loading ratio changes from 3:1 to 0.67:1, the angle between the stress con-
centration surface and the X-axis gradually decreases from 45◦. The angles are 90◦ and 0◦

when the loading ratios are 1:0 and 0:1, respectively. The varying angles between the stress
concentration surface and the loading axis indicate that different loading ratios will result
in different failure surface positions and failure modes, which will be discussed in detail in
the next subsection.

4.3. Failure Analysis

Different failure modes during the loading process can be identified by the acoustic
emission technique because different failure modes occurring in composites will produce
different amplitudes of sound. When the amplitude is between 40 and 60 dB, the damage
mode is matrix cracking. When it is between 60 and 80 dB, the damage mode is mainly
interlayer damage because the matrix friction during the delamination will cause higher
acoustic emission signal amplitude than matrix cracking. When the amplitude is higher
than 80 dB, the damage mode is fiber fracture. The accumulated absolute energy (AAE)
reflects the damage degree of the specimen under biaxial tension. From the acoustic
emission results in Figure 12a, when the AAE is below 107aJ, a small amount of matrix
cracking will occur in the specimen. Corresponding to the stress–strain curves measured
by the strain gauges (Figure 9a), it can be seen that the X-axial stress is linearly increasing
under 900 MPa. When the AAE is greater than 107aJ, the matrix cracking, delamination,
debonding, and fiber fracture exist in the specimen simultaneously. Correspondingly, in
Figure 9a, the slope of the line begins to change when the stress is larger than 900 MPa. The
results show that the initial inflection point in the stress–strain curve is consistent with the
inflection point of the amplitude and the AAE curve, which indicates that the biaxial test
platform constructed in this paper can accurately capture the change of the failure mode
during the biaxial tension.

With the decrease in loading ratio, the growth rate of AAE decreases gradually before
biaxial tensile fracture, and the specimen tends to break suddenly at the ultimate stress. In
the microscopic images of typical areas obtained by scanning electron microscope (SEM), it
is common to show a large area of bare fiber groups, as marked in Figure 12c. According to
the macroscopic damage morphology of the biaxial tensile specimens in Figure 12b, with
the decrease in loading ratio, the included angle between the failure surface and the X-axis
in the effective test area gradually decreases. This is consistent with the distribution trend
of stress concentration surface observed by DIC.

4.4. Biaxial Failure Envelope

From the uniaxial and biaxial tension test results of the cruciform specimens in
Section 4.1, the coincidence between each loading ratio shows the repeatability of the
experimental procedure. The Norris criterion is utilized to fit the biaxial failure enve-
lope [38]:

F11σ2
x + F22σ2

y + 2F12σxσy = 1 (7)

where F11 = 1
XtXt

, F22 = 1
YtYt

, F12 = − 1
2XtYt

, Xt is the tensile strength in the X-axis direction
of the [90◦/0◦2]2s laminate, and Yt is the tensile strength in the X-axis direction of the
laminate. The biaxial tension–tension failure envelope in the first quadrant is shown in
Figure 13. It can be seen from the failure envelope curve of the biaxial tensile, that the
strength envelope is convex in the first quadrant. Compared with the X-axis uniaxial
tensile, the ultimate tensile strength of the X-axis first increases and then decreases with
the decrease in the X-Y load ratio under the biaxial tension. Similarly, the ultimate tensile
strength of the Y-axis under the biaxial tension can be found to increase first and then
decrease with the increase in the X-Y load ratio compared to the Y-axis uniaxial tensile.
This biaxial strengthening effect has been reported in the studies of biaxial tension of
glass/epoxy composites [39,40]. The mechanism can be identified based on the shape of
the highest-order failure theory predictions [41].
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Figure 12. Failure mode and morphology analysis by (a) acoustic emission, (b) macroscopic damage
morphology, and (c) SEM images of bare fiber groups.
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Figure 13. The tension–tension failure envelope.

5. Conclusions

To investigate the mechanical properties of carbon-fiber-reinforced polymer (CFRP)
composites under biaxial load, the design criteria of the cruciform specimen are developed
by introducing the Hashin criterion. A weighted design function is proposed to characterize
the stress concentration factor and the degree of stress uniformity of the cruciform specimen.
The effect of geometric parameters on the stress distribution in the central test region is
discussed using finite element analysis. The embedded continuous laying method is
proposed to free the specimens from initial defects caused by the milling process. The high
process quality of the manufactured cruciform specimens is verified using an ultrasonic
C-scanning test. The biaxial test platform, which consists of the biaxial loading test system,
digital image correlation (DIC) system, strain electrical measurement system, and acoustic
emission detection system, is constructed. The biaxial tensile tests under different loading
ratios in the X and Y direction are carried out, and the variations of strain fields and the
acoustic emission signals during the loading are monitored. The biaxial failure mechanism
of CFRP is revealed by the macro/microscopic observation method. The tension–tension
failure envelope is established based on the biaxial test. The results show that:

(1) The biaxial failure occurs in the central effective test region of the cruciform specimen,
verifying the effectiveness of the design and manufacturing method proposed in
this paper.

(2) Under various biaxial loading ratios, the stress concentration angle observed by DIC
decreases with the decrease in the X-Y axial loading ratio. This is consistent with the
final failure angle.

(3) With the decrease in the X-Y axial loading ratio, the specimen tends to break instanta-
neously under the ultimate stress, and it is easier to observe the large-area bare fiber
group caused by delamination in the microstructure.
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