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Abstract: The study presented investigates the fatigue strength of the (α+β) Ti-6Al-4V-ELI titanium
alloy processed by laser cutting with and without mechanical post-processing. The surface quality
and possible notch effects as a consequence of non-optimized intermediate cutting parameters are
characterized and evaluated. The microstructural changes in the heat-affected zone (HAZ) are
documented in detail and compared to samples with a mechanically post-processed (barrel grinding,
mechanical polishing) surface condition. The obtained results show a significant increase (≈50%) in
fatigue strength due to mechanical post-processing correlating with decreased surface roughness and
minimized notch effects when compared to the surface quality of the non-optimized laser cutting.
The martensitic α’-phase is detected in the HAZ with the formation of distinctive zones compared to
the initial equiaxial α+β microstructure. The HAZ could be removed up to 50% by means of barrel
grinding and up to 100% through mechanical polishing. A fracture analysis revealed that the fatigue
cracks always initiate on the laser-cut edges in the as-cut surface condition, which could be assigned to
an irregular macro and micro-notch relief. However, the typical characteristics of the non-optimized
laser cutting process (melting drops and significant higher surface roughness) lead to early fatigue
failure. The fatigue cracks solely started from the micro-notches of the surface relief and not from
the dross. As a consequence, the fatigue properties are dominated by these notches, which lead to
significant scatter, as well as decreased fatigue strength compared to the surface conditions with
mechanical finishing and better surface quality. With optimized laser-cutting conditions, HAZ will
be minimized, and surface roughness strongly decreased, which will lead to significantly improved
fatigue strength.

Keywords: Titanium alloys; Ti-6Al-4V-ELI; fatigue; laser cutting; post-processing; α’-martensite;
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1. Introduction

Titanium alloys are a frequently used material in industrial applications with ongoing market
growth in recent years [1]. The industrial applications involve a wide spectrum from the aerospace
and automobile sector, the chemical industry, to the field of medical engineering, such as applications
in osteosynthesis. The reasons for this broad range of applications are high specific strength even at
higher temperatures, excellent corrosion resistance, and the ability to adjust the material properties to
a great extent with the optimization of the microstructure, as well as surface properties [1–3].

Titanium alloys possess high sensitivity to processing conditions and the subsequent fatigue
loading during the application, strongly depending on the chemical composition, initial microstructure,
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and thermomechanical history [1,4–6]. Insufficient understanding or negligence of these factors may,
therefore, result in an under- or overestimation of the fatigue strength and, as a consequence, either the
failure to explore the full potential of titanium alloys or the leading to fatal failure cases.

The processing method of laser-cutting is a frequently used technique to transfer the sheet
pre-product to the end geometry for the application. The high cost-effectiveness, economic efficiency,
variability, as well as the possibility to produce complex geometries in a short time, are only a few
of the many advantages [7–9]. However, the thermal input due to the laser must be adjusted and
optimized regarding the surface roughness and resulting heat-affected zone (HAZ). Otherwise, micro-
and macro-notch effects can negatively affect the fatigue behavior leading to catastrophic pre-mature
failure in their application [4,10–12]. The local changes of the microstructure in the HAZ may also have
a significant influence on the mechanical properties and on the fatigue strength, in particular [4,13–15].
However, the mechanical post-processing or finishing methods can improve the surface quality
after laser-cutting or related processing methods in a significant way, which was proven in several
studies [9,10,16–18]. The effects of surface roughness and the influence of the HAZ of a laser-cut
component are, nevertheless, the subject of current research. Depending on the extent of strength
reduction, the laser-cutting process has to be adjusted so as to form a favorable surface quality at the
expense of the processing speed, while costly post-processing of the surface to remove the HAZ also
has to be discussed with regard to its effectiveness on fatigue strength improvement.

The (α+β) alloy Ti-6Al-4V-ELI, which is analyzed in the present study, is one of the standard
alloys in the medical sector due to its exceptional combination of high specific strength, good ductility,
and remarkable corrosion resistance. As sheet metal, this alloy is mostly processed by laser-cutting and
mechanically post-processed with barrel or vibratory grinding methods. While detailed investigations
on the surface quality and the HAZ due to laser-cutting and their consequence with regard to the fatigue
properties are limited, it is of a common consensus that from a general point of view, a significant
negative influence of increasing surface roughness on fatigue behavior is expected [10,14–16,19]. Studies
on the general interaction of laser and material surface concentrate on the temperature field, kerf
development, and parameter studies (type of laser, power, speed, etc.) [13,20–24]. Fatigue properties
of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI have been investigated intensively in the past [10,14–17,25–29]. The sensitivity
against surface roughness and underlying surface near microstructure is assessed and confirmed.
Da Silva et al. [10] demonstrated a theoretical and experimental decrease in fatigue strength with
increasing surface roughness. Morita et al. [27] focused on the influence of short term aging to improve
the fatigue performance of notched Ti-6Al-4V-ELI. The development of α’-martensite phase during
quenching led to a retardation of crack propagation and, therefore, better fatigue properties [27]. The
mechanical post-processing methods to improve the fatigue properties of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI were the
subject of investigations, as was the influence of the environment, which is especially important for
application in the human body [10,16,17,30,31]. However, to the best of the author’s knowledge, no
direct studies are found focusing on the interaction between laser-cutting, the subsequent mechanical
post-processing, and the endurable stress amplitudes. Furthermore, it is known from related studies
concerning laser welding and comparable methods to which extent the laser can change the local
microstructure, and therefore, the mechanical and fatigue properties [32–34].

Therefore, the study aims to identify the principle changes that are obtained regarding surface
quality and near-surface microstructure due to laser-cutting with intermediate (non-optimized) cutting
parameters and to evaluate these effects with respect to the fatigue behavior of Ti-6AL-4V-ELI. The
possible local changes in the HAZ-microstructure shall be clarified, and the resulting surface quality
assessed. Furthermore, the fatigue strength of the specimens after mechanical post-processing with the
method of barrel grinding will be compared to samples with an as-cut surface and with a surface after
manual mechanical polishing. Surface roughness is also investigated in conjunction with the crack
initiation sites after fatigue loading.
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2. Materials and Methods

The studied medical grade Ti-6Al-4V-ELI (ISO 5832-3) sheet pre-product was purchased from the
supplier MetSuisse Distribution AG (Zug, Switzerland) and originally produced by RTI International
Metals Inc. (Pittsburgh, PA, USA). The sheet thickness was 0.8 mm and the laser-cutting process was
realized with a disk laser (TruDisk 5001-Fa. TRUMPF, Ditzingen, Germany) with 3 kW laser power
at 25 m/min cutting speed. To minimize the possible chemical reactions due to oxygen or nitrogen,
which can lead to hard and brittle TiO2 or TiN surface layers, laser-cutting was carried out under argon
atmosphere with an argon pressure of 6 bar. All laser cutting parameters (Table 1) were chosen to
display an average parameter set for the Ti-6Al-4V-ELI alloy. Since the process optimization was not
foreseen in the scope of the study presented, the parameters of the laser-cutting process were chosen
on the basis of practical knowledge and represent an intermediate condition; however, allowing a
general analysis of the possible changes in the microstructure and the extent of surface roughness
effects on the fatigue behavior. The geometry used for the laser-cut fatigue samples was developed in
previous studies on medical implant alloys [12] and is depicted in Figure 1.

Table 1. Laser cutting parameters applied for Ti-6l-4V-ELI sheets on the TruDisk 5001 laser
(Fa. TRUMPF-Series Tru Laser 7025).

Cutting
Parameters Laser Power Cutting

Speed Spot Size Laser Beam
Quality

Cutting
Gas Nozzle Focal

Distance

Used parameter set 3 kW
(λ = 1035 nm) 25 m/min

150 µm
(Focal spot on

the surface)
M2 = 14

Argon
(6 bar)

Single
head-Conical
(2.0 mm)

6 inch
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Figure 1. Fatigue sample geometry of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI with a marked laser coupling point. Dimensions 
in mm. 

The samples originally processed by laser-cutting were divided into three series for fatigue 
testing. Laser-cut samples (Ti-6Al_LC), barrel-grinded samples (Ti-6Al_BG), and mechanically pol-
ished samples (Ti-6Al_MP) were investigated in detail before fatigue testing to document and assess 
the surface quality and near surface microstructure (heat-affected zone—HAZ) after the la-

Figure 1. Fatigue sample geometry of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI with a marked laser coupling point. Dimensions
in mm.

The samples originally processed by laser-cutting were divided into three series for fatigue testing.
Laser-cut samples (Ti-6Al_LC), barrel-grinded samples (Ti-6Al_BG), and mechanically polished
samples (Ti-6Al_MP) were investigated in detail before fatigue testing to document and assess the
surface quality and near surface microstructure (heat-affected zone—HAZ) after the laser-cutting
process, as well as after the mechanical post-processing. Therefore, metallographic cross-sections
were prepared and microstructure analysis was executed by means of light microscopy, as well as
scanning electron microscopy (SEM–JEOL JSM 7800-JEOL Ltd., Tokyo, Japan). The surface relief
and roughness after laser-cutting was evaluated by confocal microscopy (Leica DCM 3D - Leica
Microsystems, Wetzlar, Germany) using the software Leica Map Premium 6.2.7487. The element
analysis for microstructural mapping in the HAZ was realized by energy dispersive spectroscopy
(EDS–Oxford Instruments, Abingdon, Great Britain), which was attached on the SEM column. The
AZtecHKL software (version 3.0) was used for evaluation.
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All fatigue tests were carried out by a servo-electric load-frame (SEL 010 with software Loadframe
SX 2.4–Fa. Thelkin, Winterthur, Switzerland) using an attached cooling device with pressurized air
to hold the sample temperature during the fatigue tests at a constant room temperature level. The
load-controlled tests were executed under tension-compression mode (R = −1) with a frequency of
20 Hz. The fatigue life limit NG was set to 2 × 106 cycles. To ensure homogeneous sine oscillations,
several pre-tests were carried out to find the best parameter sets of the test system for the specific
vibration behavior of the Ti-6Al-4V-ELI alloy. Subsequently, load-increase tests were executed to
find the suitable load horizons. Finally, series testing was realized by means of the staircase method
(15–18 samples per series).

The Ti-6Al_LC samples were tested with the original surface condition after laser-cutting. The
melting drops were removed in the clamping range to ensure safe testing. The Ti-6Al_BG samples
were additionally barrel grinded with standard titanium alloy parameter sets (4 h (rough grit) and
4 h (fine grit) at 1000 RPM, pyramidal polishing stones) in a vibratory grinding machine for small
samples (Fa. Rösler, Untermerzbach, Germany). The Ti-6Al_MP samples were manually mechanically
polished along the cyclic load direction stepwise from P400, P800; P1200 to a final grid size of P2500,
which corresponds to an average roughness value of Sa < 0.500 µm. The mechanical-polishing and
barrel-grinding process were, thereby, carried out under constant fluid (water for mechanical polishing;
grinding fluid for barrel (vibratory) grinding). Metallographic cross-sectioning documented the change
in microstructure and HAZ as a consequence of the mechanical post-processing.

The fracture surface analysis was executed after the fatigue tests with SEM to locate crack initiation
sites of all samples and to assess the possible connection between surface roughness-related notch
effects due to laser-cutting and actual crack initiation after fatigue failure.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Surface Quality

The surface quality achieved due to the laser-cutting process with the particular cutting parameters
applied (see Material and Methods section) is depicted in Figures 2 and 3. The Ti-6Al-4V-ELI alloy
shows a distinctive surface relief with recognizable additional melting drops on the lower cutting edge.
On the upper cutting edge, an irregular distributed terrace-like surface structure can also be identified
(Figure 3a). Both observed features can be traced back to the influence of the laser-cutting parameters
applied. The melting drops are caused by an insufficient pressure of the inert argon gas atmosphere.
Whereas on the upper cutting edge, the occurring melting drops could be sufficiently removed, the
lower cutting edge is less accessible, demanding a higher pressurized air stream to successfully remove
all residual melting drops. As a consequence, the necessary argon pressure has to be well over 6 bar to
homogeneously remove melting drops on the whole cutting edge.

The irregular terrace-like structure can be assigned to an influence throughout the interaction
of the laser and Ti-6Al-4V-ELI but not directly explained till now. Further evaluation is, therefore,
necessary. However, optimized laser-cutting parameters will improve the surface quality to a great
extent, and therefore, also has a positive effect on the resulting fatigue strength of the Ti-6Al-4V-ELI
alloy. The average height parameters of the laser-cut surface relief are measured according to ISO
25178 by means of confocal microscopy. Several µm in distance between the relief hills and valleys
(Figure 2a) are identified, which concludes a significant surface roughness. Since fatigue failure in
the LCF (< 1 × 103–104 cycles) and HCF (up to 1 × 107 cycles) regime is mostly triggered by the stress
concentration at distinct surface flaws leading to early crack initiation and propagation, pronounced
surface roughness is detrimental for the expected fatigue strength and endurable cycles [10–12]. The
Ti-6Al_LC samples with a surface quality as depicted in Figure 2 could, therefore, be expected to cause
a dominant concentration of cyclic stress in the relief valleys during fatigue. In addition, Ti-6Al-4V is
known for its high notch sensitivity, which was the subject of detailed studies in the past [3,10,14,19],
demonstrating a strong decrease of fatigue strength correlating with higher surface roughness and



Metals 2019, 9, 843 5 of 14

resulting notch factors. Comparing the surface quality after laser-cutting (Ti-6Al_LC) with the sample
series of Ti-6Al-BG and Ti-6Al_MP, the latter ones show a significantly improved surface quality, which
correlates also with lower surface roughness. The mechanically polished surfaces of the Ti-6Al_MP
samples are completely free of visible micro-notches which is a result of the homogeneous polishing to
a grit size of P2500 and corresponds to a surface quality of Sa < 0.500 µm. In comparison to the as-cut
surface, as well as the barrel grinded surface, this post-processing represents the best surface quality
for the fatigue samples in the study presented.Metals 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 14 
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Ti-6Al-4V-ELI with average height parameters: (a) Surface after laser-cutting; (b) Surface after
barrel-grinding—Improvement of surface quality.

Barrel-grinded surfaces, on the other hand, show a strong improvement in surface quality and
less roughness, but retained micro-notches are visible in the center area of the cutting edges (Figure 3b).
These micro-notches could act as possible crack initiation sites in the application, which was already
shown in detail in one of the authors previous studies of laser-cut β-titanium, as well as α-titanium for
fatigue samples and osteosynthesis plates [12]. This leads to the conclusion that the barrel-grinding
process is an effective tool to reduce detrimental laser-cutting effects, but only under the prerequisite of
already optimized laser-cutting parameters for a specific material. Without the improvement of the
original laser-cut surface quality, micro-notches seem to remain in the center area of the laser-cutting
edges playing a decisive role for achievable fatigue strength in the application.
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3.2. Microstructural Development of the Heat-Affected Zone (HAZ)

The microstructural response to the thermal input from processing in the heat-affected zone is
alongside the surface quality, the most important factor to define the influence of the laser-cutting
process regarding the fatigue behavior. Possible microstructural changes compared to the initial
α+β-microstructure could be expected for Ti-6Al-4V-ELI since the laser-cutting temperature lies well
above the β-transus temperature of this alloy (≈980 ◦C [35]). Hence, the laser-cutting process could
change the surface-near microstructure caused by the local heating and subsequent self-quenching.

The HAZ in a cross-sectional view at the upper cutting edge depicted in Figure 4 clearly
demonstrates the change in microstructure from equiaxial α+β into acicular martensitic α’ with
retained β, the latter being proven by the EDS-analysis showing a higher V-content as a strong β-phase
stabilizer. The transformation into martensitic α’ is, thereby, associated with the self-quenching process,
which is fast enough to transform the initial equiaxial α-phase (5–10 µm in grain size) to fine acicular α’
martensite. The retained β-phase can be explained by the very fast processing time and holding over
β-transus not allowing the β-phase also to transform into α’ martensite. The lower cutting edge with
residual melting drops (Figure 2a) shows, by contrast, two distinctive zones (Figure 5—Cross-sectional
view). A small surface layer (average thickness 10–15 µm) consists solely of acicular α’ without β-phase.
The second zone, which develops with growing distance to the free surface, consists of α’ and β-phase,
comparable to the upper cutting edge, followed by the initial (α+β)-microstructure. The development
of the different microstructural zones could be explained with the self-quenching gradient from the
laser-cutting temperature, which causes different quenching speeds towards the sample interior and,
therefore, possible zone formation. However, in order to explain the pronounced microstructural
difference of upper and lower cutting edges, more detailed information of the temperature distribution
related to the process parameters would be necessary.
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Figure 5. SEM image (BSE cross-section) of the HAZ at the lower cutting edge of a Ti-6Al_LC sample
showing three distinctive microstructural zones after laser-cutting consisting of martensitic α’-phase
and retained β-phase.

The measured thickness of the HAZ (≈40–70 µm) depends on the occurrence of the different
zones and is more pronounced at the lower cutting edge with the additional α’-zone. The optimized
laser-cutting parameters, such as speed and power would contribute to a significant less pronounced
HAZ. Furthermore, the application of a pulsed laser is expected to have a positive effect on the local
microstructural changes due to the very short processing window and heating over the β-transus
temperature [36].

With the mechanical post-processing of the laser-cut surface, not only the surface quality is
improved, as was discussed in Section 3.1, but also the HAZ is significantly affected. The result
is depicted in Figure 6 showing a significant reduction of the HAZ thickness. The barrel-grinding
process creates, thereby, a decrease of about 50% HAZ compared to the initially observed HAZ without
any mechanical post-processing. The reduction is independent of upper or lower cutting edge but
shows irregularities at the crossover region of the radius and clamping range. This phenomenon can
be explained by the mechanism of the barrel grinding process itself, which is based on a rotary or
vibratory grinding process between the sample and a specific grinding stone, as well as an abrasive
medium [37,38]. The careful selection and adaption of this process is a prerequisite for an optimal
and homogeneous grinding result. The complex geometries and very poor initial surface quality are
prerequisites that may have an adverse effect on the grinding quality. Insufficient grinding results
negatively influence the fatigue properties with residual micro-notches on geometrically inaccessible
locations on samples or components [12].
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The results of mechanical polishing are also depicted in Figure 6. An almost complete removal of
the HAZ is observed. However, it has to be pointed out that in the study presented, the mechanical
polishing was executed hand-made, leading to slight variations regarding the extent of removal of the
HAZ for the overall number of samples.

3.3. Fatigue Results and Crack Initiation

The fatigue test results for all the three sample series are shown in Figure 7a. Remarkable
differences are recognizable between the samples with the as-cut surface (Ti-6Al_LC) and the sample
series with additional post-processing of the surface (Ti-6Al_BG and Ti-6Al_MP). The results for
the as-cut samples show a significant scatter and the lowest fatigue strength (σaD,50% = 235 MPa)
for a fatigue life limit of NG = 2 × 106. A superior fatigue strength was reached for the series with
barrel-grinded surface (351 MPa) and mechanically polished surface (363 MPa). These values represent
an increase of around 50% compared to the original laser-cut surface condition. However, while
comparing the fatigue strengths obtained for the different sample conditions, it has to be considered that
the as-cut condition represents a more or less “worst-case” condition since the process parameters were
chosen on the basis of practical knowledge and were not yet optimized. The optimized laser-cutting
parameters result in strongly decreased surface roughness and improved fatigue strength. The
scattering of the results is less distinctive with mechanical post-processing of the surface and can
be attributed to a higher surface quality with less surface roughness, and therefore, less possible
notches acting as stress concentrators during fatigue loading. For the barrel grinded surface condition;
however, micro-notches remain in the center area of the laser-cut edges, which was exemplarily shown
in Figure 3. In comparison to the process of mechanical polishing, which displays the best overall
fatigue behavior, barrel grinding of the Ti-6Al-4V-ELI alloy must be optimized, especially in case of
homogeneity and removal of all surface notches.
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(b) Fracture surface analysis for a Ti-6Al_MP sample with mechanically polished surface conditions
including the crack initiation site on the laser-cut edge directly near the sample corner after fatigue
failure at 450 MPa and 6.2 × 105 cycles.

Fatigue crack initiation sites for all Ti-6Al-4V-ELI samples are located at the sample edges and
corners. There are distinct differences between the three tested series, which are depicted in Figures 7b,
8 and 9. For the mechanically polished surface condition (Figure 7b), fatigue cracks initiate at the
laser-cut edges or the flat sample edges, but primarily at or directly near the sample corners. The
reason for this behavior is the overall good surface quality and comparable surface roughness of all
sample edges with no distinctive micro-notches. In this case, the sample corners act normally as the
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highest stress concentrator under fatigue loading for flat sample geometries [39]. The consequence is a
preferred fatigue crack initiation at these sites for the Ti-6Al_MP samples.
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Figure 9. Fractography of a Ti-6Al_LC sample with as-cut surface condition failed at 200 MPa and
5.2 × 105 cycles: (a) SEM (SE) analysis of the fractured surface with identification of the martensitic
zone; (b) The corresponding detailed view at the fatigue crack initiation point.

The sample series with the barrel-grinded surface condition (Ti-6Al_BG) showed, on the contrary,
fatigue crack initiation always on the laser-cut edges, which is exemplarily depicted in Figure 8.
Furthermore, the crack initiation sites are not always located at the smallest loaded cross-section
but rather in the radius section. The cause for this behavior can be assigned to the remaining and
detected surface notches after the barrel-grinding process in the middle of the laser-cut edges (Figures 3
and 8a). The irregular size and distribution of these remaining notches leads consequently to stress
concentration, crack initiation, and failure at the biggest notches, and these can be located outside
the smallest loaded cross-section. Associated with the effective lower overall surface roughness of
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the laser-cut edges and the observed, particularly rounded, sample corners (Figure 8b—lower stress
concentration sites), all Ti-6Al_BG samples are expected to fail at one of the remaining notches.

The sample series with the initial as-cut surface condition (Ti-6Al_LC) reveal almost similar
fatigue crack initiation points as the Ti-6Al_BG samples. Due to the significantly stronger local surface
roughness (compared to the flat sample edges) caused by the laser-cutting for the process parameters
applied, fatigue failure could always be directly assigned to the crack initiation at the laser-cut edges,
which is depicted in Figure 9 in the fracture surface analysis. Pronounced irregularity of the surface
profile leads subsequently to the high scattering of the fatigue results and the decreased fatigue strength
for the Ti-6Al_LC sample series. At this point, it should be pointed out that, irrespective of the severe
geometrical irregularity of the dross formation (see Figure 2a) due to a lack of process optimization,
fatigue crack initiation always started from an extrusion/intrusion from the surface relief and not from
a dross. The optimized cutting conditions improve this behavior and lead to significantly improved
fatigue strength, although the formation of a slight surface relief cannot be completely avoided and
may have an effect on the fatigue behavior. By comparing the fatigue behavior of the barrel-grinded
and the as-cut condition, it becomes obvious that even marginal remains of the surface relief can result
in early failure with values for the barrel grinded condition close to the upper scattering range of the
as-cut results. The fatigue results obtained for the stress amplitudes between 300 MPa and 350 MPa
demonstrate the particularly high sensitivity of the fatigue behavior of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI on surface flaws
with early failures (N < 2 × 105), as well as run-out samples (N = 2 × 106) for the same stress level.

An aspect to be considered for all three sample series, but especially for the as-cut surface condition,
is the presence of the HAZ caused by the laser-cutting. The martensitic zone (α’ and α’+ß—Figures 4
and 5) is especially pronounced in the as-cut surface condition (Figure 6) and expected to influence
the fatigue behavior, although an optimized laser-cutting process will significantly decrease HAZ
development. Due to a higher strength and more interphase boundaries, this phase can have a positive
effect on the fatigue strength or the fatigue crack growth behavior of Ti-6Al-4V [3,4,29]. However,
in connection with higher or irregular surface roughness, α’-martensite can have an opposing effect
and decrease the fatigue strength due to higher sensitivity for crack initiation and growth, which
can be explained with higher hardness and lower ductility of α’ compared with the initial α+β

microstructure [16,19]. In the study presented, a pronounced HAZ can clearly be observed for all
samples with an as-cut surface condition (Figure 9). The specific implication on the resulting fatigue
strength seems; however, not significant due to the superior effect of the surface roughness, which is
supported by the fact of highly scattered results for Ti-6Al_LC samples. In order to clearly identify an
influence of the HAZ on the early stages of fatigue crack initiation and growth, further investigations
with pre-notched samples would be necessary in order to quantitatively measure early crack growth
rates in the HAZ. For the sample series with mechanical post-processing, HAZ was also observed,
but in a less distinctive manner. The superior role of surface roughness is however confirmed with
crack initiation on specific notches for the barrel grinded surface condition or near sample corners for
the mechanically polished surface condition. It should be mentioned that possible residual stresses
introduced in the near-surface area and their potential influence on the fatigue strength has not been
part of the investigation of this study. However, this effect must be taken into consideration when
further elucidating the superior fatigue behavior of the mechanically polished condition.

A comparison of the findings in the study presented with fatigue properties in the literature
show a good correlation with the lower range of possible fatigue strengths for the (α+β) Ti-6Al-4V
alloy [14,15,25,26,29]. The overall fatigue properties of Ti-6Al-4V are, thereby, dependent on various
influencial factors regarding the microstructure, the fatigue test conditions, as well as the fatigue
geometry, composition and additional surface treatments. Furthermore, the role of thermal and residual
stresses and their influence on the fatigue behavior must be taken into account [2–4,16,29]. Although
the residual stress measurements were not executed in the study presented, it can be assumed that
compressive residual stresses are introduced during the process of mechanical finishing. For the as-cut
condition, the higher hardness of the α′-zone indicates an increase in mechanical strength; however,
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regarding the low surface quality of the as-cut condition, this general increase in strength can be
assumed to be more susceptible for early fatigue failure and crack initiation due to an increased notch
sensitivity. The compressive residual stresses introduced by means of mechanical polishing, on the
other hand, contribute to an enhanced fatigue strength, and combined with an improved surface
quality will result in an improved fatigue behavior [3,4,29]. The discrepancies in fatigue strength of
Ti-6Al-4V_ELI in the study presented clearly correlates with the surface quality of each processing
condition and, in particular, the resulting significant notch effects caused by the non-optimized
laser-cutting process. In consequence, an optimization of the used laser-cutting parameters could be
expected to significantly improve fatigue behavior.

The results of the as-cut surface condition impressively demonstrate the detrimental effect of the
surface roughness with exceptional low fatigue strength (σaD,50%= 235 MPa) and pronounced scatter
of the fatigue results. However, optimum laser-cutting parameters decrease this negative effect and
strongly enhance fatigue behavior, because of the direct correlation of laser-cutting parameters and
resulting surface quality. The barrel-grinding process (Ti-6Al_BG samples) results in a strong increase
in fatigue strength, but is, nevertheless, determined by the dominating influence of the remaining
notch profile in the center area of the laser-cut edges. The difference in fatigue strength compared to
the mechanically polished surface condition (Ti-6Al_MP samples—Figure 7) can mainly be explained
by the effect of the flat sample geometry and the consequential influence of the sample corners. These
corners act as preferential, and possible early crack initiation sites in case of the Ti-6Al_MP samples with
mechanically polished surface, whereas for Ti-6Al_BG samples with barrel grinded surface condition
observed significant rounding of the corners (Figure 8) has the opposite effect. Hence, both sample
series with mechanical post-processing of the surface exhibit almost similar fatigue behavior. The
influence of the underlying microstructure and investigated HAZ seems to play only a circumstantial
role compared to the dominant influence of the surface roughness. In consequence, the optimization of
the surface roughness has to be the essential goal for laser cutting of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI in order to avoid
early fatigue failure in application. Mechanical post-processing by means of barrel (vibratory) grinding
or polishing seems to be an excellent choice for achieving this goal due to clear enhancement of fatigue
strength caused by the minimization of arising surface roughness during laser cutting. Furthermore,
residual compressive stresses could be introduced, positively influencing stress concentration and
subsequent crack initiation during fatigue loading. All these factors are controlled by the grinding and
polishing parameters, as well as the exact alloy composition, heat treatment condition, and original
surface quality due to laser cutting, which, if mutually adjusted, hold the potential for significant
fatigue life improvement. The mechanical post-processing, such as barrel grinding, can easily be
implemented in industrial process chains and quality control. The downside is, on the other hand,
the control of dimensions, especially in the case of maintaining the original edge proportion, which
are prone to rounding (Figure 8b). Only recognition of all influencing effects can, therefore, lead to
economic and positive post-processing with subsequent utilization of the full material potential under
fatigue loading.

4. Conclusions

The study presented investigated the fatigue behavior of the medical implant alloy Ti-6Al-4V-ELI
processed by laser-cutting and the consequences of additional surface post-processing on the fatigue
properties with regard to surface roughness and HAZ. The fatigue behavior of the as-cut surface
condition was compared with mechanically polished surfaces, as well as with barrel-grinded surfaces.
The results can be summarized and concluded as follows:

• The surface relief introduced by the non-optimized laser-cutting influences the fatigue behavior
of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI significantly. For the process parameters featured in this study, fatigue strength
of the as-cut condition results in a drastic decrease of the fatigue strength compared to the
additionally surface-treated condition. However, the difference in fatigue strength observed in
this study will be controllable by optimizing the laser-cutting parameters.
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• The main reason for the superior fatigue strength of the post-processed conditions is a minimized
surface roughness, which in turn is responsible for higher resistance against fatigue crack initiation
on macro- and micro-notches originally caused by the laser-cutting.

• The process of barrel-grinding after the laser-cutting was effective but revealed retained surface
roughness in the center area of the cutting edges, which acts as preferred crack initiation sites
compared to the particularly rounded sample corners.

• Mechanically polished samples always failed at or near the sample corners, which is caused by a
stress concentration on these sites.

• The HAZ consisting of martensitic α’ and β along distinctive surface and subsurface zones was
analyzed and does not play a significant role in early fatigue failure, which instead was dominated
by the surface roughness. Nevertheless, the applied mechanical post-processing led to an almost
complete removal of the HAZ.

• To avoid early fatigue failure in the application, an optimization of the laser-cutting parameters
is crucial in order to obtain better surface quality. This allows the required post-processing
to improve the surface roughness further and, therefore, the fatigue strength. However, both
processes, laser-cutting and mechanical post-processing, have to be optimized in the dependence
of the specific alloy composition and fatigue behavior of Ti-6Al-4V-ELI.
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