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Abstract: In this work, the friction stir weldability of two structural high-pressure die casting
aluminum alloys designed to manufacture thin-walled automotive components is investigated
and compared. AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 alloys were friction stir welded at a high welding
speed (from 500 to 2000 mm/min) for a fixed rotation speed of 1500 RPM. The investigation was
performed by studying the material flow influence on defect formation and microstructure, the
mechanical properties of the welds and the forces that act during the friction stir welding process.
The AlSi10MnMg alloy shows a lower incidence of defects than the AlMg4Fe2 alloy at all welding
speeds investigated. Both materials present a great friction stir welding performance at 500 mm/min
with a high joint efficiency in terms of ultimate tensile strength: 92% in AlSi10MnMg alloy and 99%
in AlMg4Fe2 alloy.

Keywords: friction stir welding; material flow; structural high pressure die casting; aluminum alloy;
process forces; joint efficiency; weld formation

1. Introduction

Aluminum alloys are widely used in the transportation industries due to their potential
to produce lightweight and strong structures [1]. However, nowadays, a transportation
industry that deserves special attention from a research and development point of view for
its rising interest in the applications of aluminum alloys is the automotive industry. The
development of electric vehicles and their entrance in the market along with the soaring
pressure of governments to reduce CO2 emissions is forcing automotive manufacturers
to invest in the research and development of aluminum alloys with the aim of achieving
lightweight vehicles [2,3]. One of the research lines aligned with this goal that is gaining
relevance is the development of aluminum alloys produced by special casting techniques.

The focus of the present work is high ductility die castings, known also as structural
die casting or Vacuum-assisted High Pressure Die Casting (VPDC). These processes, dated
from the 1990s, were focused on obtaining HPDC castings with improved mechanical
properties in terms of strength and ductility by the combination of optimum alloy chemistry,
melt treatment, die release agent with low gas porosity decomposition, mold and process
design including the vacuum application to reduce gas entrainment [4–8]. Fundamentally,
conventional HPDC consists of injecting a molten metal into a mold by high pressure.
The metal becomes solidified quickly to form the final component. VPDC maintains
the main advantage of HPDC casting technology that facilitates the production of thin-
walled large components at great speeds and allows for obtaining an optimum mechanical
performance [6–10].

Sigworth and Donahue [11] recently revised the metallurgy of aluminum alloys for
structural high pressure die castings. The alloy most well-known, and in use for the
longest time, is the Rheinfelden alloy Silafont® 36 (AlSi10MnMg alloy). It has been used
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to produce numerous structural components for more than twenty years [11]. Other
companies have developed similar alloys to compete with, or improve upon it. Rheinfelden
has also developed similar alloys. A list of the newer alloys is showed in [11] and includes
Castaduct-42 (AlMg4Fe2) alloy as an interesting alloy. AlSi10MnMg alloy provides a
wide range of mechanical properties using different heat treatment tempers: T4, T6 or T7.
While AlMg4Fe2 alloy is only used in as-cast state because is a non-heat treatable alloy.
Nevertheless, both alloys are suitable for structural applications. Comparing AlMg4Fe2 to
AlSi10MnMg, AlMg4Fe2 has lower HPDC castability, higher elongation and more stable
mechanical properties after long-time heating [6].

Most applications of VPDC casting aluminum alloys for the automotive industry are
in the area of structural parts, such as chassis and its auxiliaries [12]. Bearing in mind
that body structural applications are highly demanding in terms of strength and ductility,
the joints that configure these parts must guarantee an adequate mechanical behavior.
Furthermore, the process must also show a reduced cycle time and automation potential
to fulfill the high manufacturer rate by the automotive industry. Thus, the joining process
of these VPDC alloys must be carefully chosen and optimized. Self-piercing rivets have
been driving material requirements for many applications, such as auto bodies in the past,
pushing the use of high elongation materials to obtain crack-free rivets [11]. The limited
weldability of VPDC castings in comparison with other high mechanical properties casting
processes, such as low pressure or die gravity casting process, is mainly associated with
the higher porosity tendency observed in VPDC when high temperatures are applied,
as it occurs during heat treatment and/or welding processes. The porosity formation
is associated to the higher gas entrainment and/or die release decomposition typical of
HPDC processes.

The VPDC alloys are weldable by arc welding in a protective atmosphere or can be
joined by brazing. Unfortunately, the cost for these welding technologies is high and cannot
be considered as environmentally friendly. In the literature, laser beam welding (LBW) is
described as a feasible process in general for VPDC alloys, but a lack of fusion is reported
as the main challenge [13]. Vacuum laser beam welding improved the porosity of the
weld but a declining weld bead surface quality was identified [14]. Despite many years of
research, welding of VPDC castings is still a challenge because the welding defects such
as porosity or slag inclusions are prone to form [14,15]. An alternative to these joining
techniques that is more environmentally friendly and has demonstrated to be a promising
technology to weld various kind of wrought and cast aluminum alloys is Friction Stir
Welding (FSW) [16–23].

FSW facilitates obtaining high-quality and low-cost joints. It is especially remark-
able its use to weld heat treatable aluminum alloys which are difficult to weld by fusion
welding technologies [24–32]. Moreover, FSW has been successfully employed to weld
other materials such as steel, titanium, magnesium, copper, nickel or even composite
materials [33–36].

FSW was developed and patented by The Welding Institute of Cambridge (UK) in
1991. The FSW process is straightforward. The process starts with the FSW tool rotating.
Then, the FSW tool plunges into the joint line of the two workpieces. The friction generated
between the materials and the FSW tool heats and plasticizes the workpieces without
reaching their melting point. Once the materials are plasticized, the rotating FSW tool starts
moving along the joint line and produces a solid-state bond between the workpieces. As
it can be sensed, along with the welding parameters, the FSW tool plays a determining
role in the quality of the joint. The FSW tool controls the heat generated by friction and
the material flow along the joint line and, in consequence, the defect formation and the
mechanical properties of the joint [37–39]. For this reason, the friction stir weldability of
an alloy cannot be evaluated only considering the incidence of defects, the microstructure
and the mechanical properties of the joint, the process forces that act on the FSW tool
must be considered as well [40,41]. These forces provide important information on tool
life limitation [41–44]. Trimble et al. [45] showed the relevance of the FSW process forces
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and their effects on machine and tool limitations. They concluded that by the analysis
of the process forces, it is possible to identify a tooling design to process the workpieces
more efficiently.

This work is focused on the friction stir weldability at high welding speed of two
VPDC aluminum alloys, since the potential application of these alloys is the automotive
industry, where the cycle time is the paramount importance and has been one of the main
factors that impedes the implementation of this technology. In this work, welding speeds
from 500 mm/min to 2000 mm/min are studied. The friction stir weldability is evaluated
by studying the microstructure, process forces (lateral and traveling forces and torque) and
mechanical properties (microhardness measurements and tensile strength) of the welds.
The combined study of these factors aims to boost the understanding of the FSW process at
high welding speeds by connecting the process forces, microstructure, defect formation,
welding parameters and mechanical behavior.

2. Experimental Procedure

The base materials used in this work were thick sheets of 3 ± 0.2 mm. Two alloys,
AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2, were manufactured by VPDC technology to achieve high
mechanical properties typical of structural components. Both samples were analyzed in
as-cast state. The chemical compositions of the alloys analyzed using a Spectrolab spark
spectrometer are displayed in Table 1 for both alloys, ± symbol refers to the expanded
uncertainties calculated for a 95% confidence interval (k = 2).

Table 1. Chemical composition of AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 alloys (wt. %).

Chemical Composition wt. %

Si Fe Mg Mn Cu Ti Sr Zn Be

AlSi10MnMg 10.0 0.14 0.30 0.68 <0.040 0.078 0.013 <0.030 <0.030
±0.4 ±0.01 ±0.01 ±0.05 - ±0.007 ±0.001 - -

AlMg4Fe2 0.050 1.60 3.95 <0.030 <0.040 <0.030 <0.030 <0.030 <0.030
±0.012 - ±0.15 - - - - - -

To produce the FSW butt welds, sheets were cut and machined into regular welding
samples, 300 mm long by 30 mm wide.

All the welds were carried out in a commercially available friction stir welding machine
with a tilt angle of 1.5◦. The friction stir welds were obtained by employing a fixed rotation
speed of 1500 RPM and different welding speeds (500, 1000, 1500 and 2000 mm/min). The
welds were performed using forge force control mode. For each welding parameter set,
similar values of plunge depth were maintained based on the observed contact conditions
between the shoulder and top surface of the joint.

The in-plane reaction forces on FSW conventional X axes were recorded from the signal
obtained from the piston pressure transducer and Y axes forces were recorded from the
load cell in the spindle carriage. Torque measurements were obtained from the transducer
attached to the spindle. A frequency of 40 Hz was employed to log the process forces and
torque. The used FSW tool consisted in a 3.9 mm diameter threaded cylindrical probe and
a flat 12 mm diameter shoulder (Figure 1).

After welding, metallographic samples were cut from the center of the weld coupons.
Standard grinding and polishing procedures were followed. Keller’s reagent was used
for revealing material flow and weld microstructure. The microstructure was analyzed by
optical microscopy and scanning electron microscopy (SEM) as polished and after Keller´s
etching. Energy dispersive X-ray spectrometer (EDS) was used for studying the chemical
composition of the different phases in SEM.

The transverse orientation sections of the weld coupons were used for Vickers micro-
hardness measurements. All specimens were polished with silica before performing the
microhardness profiles across the mid-thickness.
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Transverse tensile properties were obtained with dog-bone type specimens. The
dimensions of the tensile test specimen are shown in Figure 2. The tensile tests were carried
out at room temperature at a crosshead speed of 1 mm/min. Three tensile test specimens
were prepared from each welded coupon and the results are based on the average of the
three specimens.
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3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Microstructure: Base materials

The main microstructural characteristics of two base materials are summarized below.

3.1.1. AlSi10MnMg

The base material microstructure of AlSi10MnMg alloy shown in Figure 3 is formed by
fine primary aluminum dendrites (white phases) with a fine secondary dendrite arm spac-
ing, SDAS, around 15–20 µm due to the high solidification rate inherent to VPDC process.
Hexagonal/compact and Chinese script Al-Mn-Fe-Si phases, probably α-Al15(Fe,Mn)3Si2
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type phases, are observed in detail in Figure 3c; some amount of Mg and higher Si content
is observed in Chinese script intermetallic particles. Very fine grey Si eutectic phases and
black Mg2Si phases (some of them indicated by arrows in Figure 3b) are also observed.
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This microstructure is the typical microstructure of an as-cast sample of primary
aluminum-high silicon-manganese-magnesium alloys which is by far the most widely used
type in the manufacturing of structural parts for the automotive industry by VPDC, due to
their excellent castability and good mechanical properties which can be further improved
by T6 heat treatment [6,8,11]. There is a balance between Fe (0.14 wt. %) and Mn content
(0.68 wt. %) to avoid die soldering [46] and promote the formation of hexagonal/Chinese
script type intermetallic phases instead of the harmful Fe- rich β-Al5FeSi compounds [6,8,11,
46] which reduce the ductility due to their sharp edge morphology. Fe and Mn have a simi-
lar effect to avoid die soldering, but while Mn favors the formation of hexagonal/Chinese
script type intermetallic phases, Fe favors the formation of Fe-rich β-Al5FeSi compounds.
So, Fe content must be kept low to obtain adequate ductility and avoid die soldering.
Moreover, the intermetallic Al-Mn-Fe-Si phases are well below 10 microns, thus very small
and evenly distributed as it is commonly observed in this type of process when Mn content
is between 0.4 and 0.8 wt. % [6,8]. It should be noted that the die sticking tendency is
reduced primarily by the high manganese content, but also by iron and strontium [6],
favoring the manufacturing casting process.

The high modification rate of the eutectic Si is achieved by the addition of 0.013 wt. %
Sr combined with the high solidification rate of VPDC process. The Sr content is within
80–350 ppm, the recommended range for AlSi10MnMg alloys [6]. Very fine (few microns
length) and coral-like shape of eutectic silicon phases are the optimum characteristics to
improve the mechanical properties.

3.1.2. AlMg4Fe2

The base material microstructure of AlMg4Fe2 alloy shown in Figure 4 is formed
by fine primary aluminum dendrites (white phases) due to the high solidification rate of
VPDC process, plate-like and Chinese script Fe-rich phases with a different content of Mg.
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A small number of Al-Mg particles without any Fe content (black color in Figure 4b) are
also observed. Additionally, small pores from the casting process are visible.
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The high Fe content in the AlMg4Fe2 alloy (1.6 wt. %) ensures reduced die sticking
tendency and improved die-casting mold life [6]. This high Mg content alloy (3.95 wt. %) is
a natural-hard alloy and exhibits excellent long-term stability in the as-cast state, even at
high application temperatures and it presents similar good weldability than 5xxx wrought
series [6].

Aluminum solidified in fine dendrites in the VPDC process, and the Mg is dissolved
in the primary solidification Al-phase [6]. Al13Fe4 phases are formed theoretically in this
hypereutectic alloy systems. The high level of Fe led to the formation of large and plate-like
Fe-containing phases (varying between 10 and 80 µm), even under the high solidification
rate of VPDC process, the low Mg content in the EDX analysis (Figure 4c) is similar to the
aluminum matrix value shown in Figure 4f. This platelet-shape reduces elongation. The
shape and the finer size of Al-Fe-Mg Chinese scrip and Al-Mg phases are more favorable
for ductility. The low Si content avoided Mg2Si precipitation and led to an excellent ageing
and dimensional stability due to the Si-free alloy composition. The low Si content below
0.2 wt. % and the absence of Mn additions avoids excessive coarsening of Fe-rich phases [6].

3.2. Microstructure: Material Flow Influence on Weld Formation

In order to study the friction stir weldability of the two VPDC aluminum alloys under
investigation, the material flow influence on the defect formation and their location has
been studied.
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Figures 5 and 6 depict a general view of a cast aluminum alloy FSW joint (AlSi10MnMg
alloy at 500 mm/min) and detail views of the different zones that composes it, respectively.
In Figure 5, the retreating side is denoted by RS and the advancing side by AS. The typical
microstructural zones that constitute the cast aluminum alloy FSW joints are the base
material (BM), heat affected zone (HAZ), thermomechanically affected zone (TMAZ) and
weld nugget (WN). The base material, the material zone unaffected by FSW, can be seen in
Figure 5d and shows the characteristic base material microstructure of this casting alloy
described also in Figure 3. The HAZ is the microstructural zone affected by heat. As a
consequence of the heat effect, this zone usually exhibits a coarser microstructure compared
to the base material, as can be appreciated in the coarser dendrite structure in Figure 5c
and coarser eutectic Si in Figure 6b). The TMAZ is the zone where the material is affected
by the heat and the plastic deformation. This zone is characterized by the presence of
elongated, narrow and coarse phases (Figure 5a). This microstructure has been formed
mainly due to dynamic recovery because the levels of temperature and strain suffered
have not been sufficient to cause the dynamic recrystallization. Finally, in the WN area,
aluminum dendrites and coral-like Si eutectic structures were completely broken-up by
the stirring process (Figures 5b and 6c). WN presents an onion ring pattern formed by
fine microstructure. An onion ring shape structure is reported to be formed by particle-
rich bands, geometrical features and microstructural changes [19,21,47,48] This particular
pattern has been originated by the successive shearing of the materials layers from the
front to the back of the FSW tool. Its fine structure is produced by continuous dynamic
recrystallization, because in contrast to the TMAZ, the heat and plastic strain have been
enough to promote it [49–51].
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Several authors reported a uniform distribution of fine and near spherical Si particles
in the aluminum matrix of the stir zone for Al-high Si alloys as it is observed in the
present work [18,20,23]. Finer or coarser Si eutectic particles were observed depending on
the welding speed in a FSW AlSi7Mg casting alloy [18], being the Si particle size highly
dependent of the tool rotation rate in Al-Si alloys [18,20]. In the present work, the size
of the Si particle is very fine in comparison with a sand casting, because VPDC is one of
the fastest solidifying casting processes and sand casting is one of the slowest ones. The
application of heat is very effective in coarsening Si particle size as it is evident after the
application of conventional T6 heat treatment. Thus, an increase in the Si particle size is
expected in the HAZ, TMAZ and WN associated to the effect of heat when FSW is applied
by the well-known Ostwald ripening process.

Figure 7 compares the TMAZ, WN and base material of AlMg4Fe2 at 500 mm/min.
Platelet and Chinese-script Al-Fe-Mg phases are nearly spherical particles in the WN zone.
Small defects are observed in the three areas. Considering their size and that they appear
in the base metal and the TMAZ, these defects are attributed to the casting process itself
and not to FSW process.

J. Manuf. Mater. Process. 2022, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 19 
 

 

 
Figure 7. Detail of cross-section of AlMg4Fe2 at 500 mm/min: (a) thermomechanically affected zone 
(TMAZ); (b) weld nugget (WN); and (c) base material. 

Figure 8 shows the transverse macro sections of the studied welds. All welds were per-
formed at 1500 RPM and each row of images depicts the cross section for a particular weld-
ing speed. 

 
Figure 8. Macro sections of the AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 welds. In each image the advancing side 
is on the left. Arrow marks indicate flaws produced during the VPDC process. 

The macro sections of AlSi10MnMg show a lower incidence of defects than those of 
AlMg4Fe, which indicates that AlSi10MnMg has a better friction stir weldability in terms of 
defect formation. In any case, both alloys show defects at welding speeds higher than 500 
mm/min. The defects are located in different zones depending on the welding speed. At 
lower welding speeds, the defects are mainly located at the bottom of the WN while at high 
welding speeds the defects are found at the bottom of the WN and near the border between 
the TMAZ and WN at the advancing side. These defects are related to an unappropriated 
material flow and take place outside the acceptable operation window where the welding 

Figure 7. Detail of cross-section of AlMg4Fe2 at 500 mm/min: (a) thermomechanically affected zone
(TMAZ); (b) weld nugget (WN); and (c) base material.



J. Manuf. Mater. Process. 2022, 6, 160 9 of 18

Figure 8 shows the transverse macro sections of the studied welds. All welds were
performed at 1500 RPM and each row of images depicts the cross section for a particular
welding speed.

J. Manuf. Mater. Process. 2022, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 19 
 

 

 
Figure 7. Detail of cross-section of AlMg4Fe2 at 500 mm/min: (a) thermomechanically affected zone 
(TMAZ); (b) weld nugget (WN); and (c) base material. 

Figure 8 shows the transverse macro sections of the studied welds. All welds were per-
formed at 1500 RPM and each row of images depicts the cross section for a particular weld-
ing speed. 

 
Figure 8. Macro sections of the AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 welds. In each image the advancing side 
is on the left. Arrow marks indicate flaws produced during the VPDC process. 

The macro sections of AlSi10MnMg show a lower incidence of defects than those of 
AlMg4Fe, which indicates that AlSi10MnMg has a better friction stir weldability in terms of 
defect formation. In any case, both alloys show defects at welding speeds higher than 500 
mm/min. The defects are located in different zones depending on the welding speed. At 
lower welding speeds, the defects are mainly located at the bottom of the WN while at high 
welding speeds the defects are found at the bottom of the WN and near the border between 
the TMAZ and WN at the advancing side. These defects are related to an unappropriated 
material flow and take place outside the acceptable operation window where the welding 

Figure 8. Macro sections of the AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 welds. In each image the advancing
side is on the left. Arrow marks indicate flaws produced during the VPDC process.

The macro sections of AlSi10MnMg show a lower incidence of defects than those of
AlMg4Fe, which indicates that AlSi10MnMg has a better friction stir weldability in terms of
defect formation. In any case, both alloys show defects at welding speeds higher than 500
mm/min. The defects are located in different zones depending on the welding speed. At
lower welding speeds, the defects are mainly located at the bottom of the WN while at high
welding speeds the defects are found at the bottom of the WN and near the border between
the TMAZ and WN at the advancing side. These defects are related to an unappropriated
material flow and take place outside the acceptable operation window where the welding
parameters are deemed either too hot or too cold. The morphology of these defects suggests
that they are wormholes/lack of fill which occur under cold welding conditions [39,52].

Figure 9 shows the area of FSW defects in AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 welds as a
function of welding speed. The area of these defects was calculated from optical micro-
graphs by using the software ImageJ. It is observed that for the same welding speed the
area of FSW defects is higher for AlMg4Fe2 than for AlSi10MnMg, except for the highest
welding speed when the area of defects is quite similar. This fact highlights the superior
friction stir weldability of AlSi10MnMg compared to AlMg4Fe2.

As can be observed from Figure 9, the area of the FSW defects is dependent of the
welding speed. Increasing the welding speed increases the area of defects. This result can
be easily explained considering that these defects are caused by cold welding conditions,
as it was mentioned previously. The higher the welding speed the lower is the weld energy
input, and consequently, more inefficient will be the plasticized material flow to avoid the
defect formation.

Figure 10 shows some details of the evolution of FSW defects in AlSi10MnMg welds
as a function of welding speed. At low welding speed (Figure 10a), small cavities are found
at the bottom of the WN. While at higher welding speed (Figure 10b), the defects increase
their size in this zone and appear near the border between TMAZ and WN at the advancing
side. So, the defects start appearing at the bottom of the WN at a relatively low welding
speed and when increasing the welding speed, the defects trend to increase their size at this
area and appear at the border between TMAZ and WN heading toward the surface. When
the welding speed is high enough, these wormhole defects reach the surface, as can be
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observed in Figure 8 at the welding speed of 2000 mm/min for AlSi10MnMg, and generate
a lack of fill. This kind of defect occurs under extremely cold welding conditions.
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The main reason for the presence of these defects is the insufficient amount of frictional
heat. As it was explained in previous works [39,53,54], the shoulder is the most important
source of frictional heat and avoids the material from flowing out of the weld. Figure 11a
shows a detail of the defects located at the zone affected by the shoulder in the AlMg4Fe2
weld performed at a welding speed of 1000 mm/min. A low rotation speed combined with
a high welding speed reduces considerably the friction heat generated by the shoulder and
decreases the capability of the flowing material to be plasticized, and therefore, to fill the
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weld cavity. This deficient material flow favors the presence of small cavities in the zone
affected mainly by the material flow induced by the shoulder.
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the AlMg4Fe2 weld performed at a welding speed of 1000 mm/min. Thin arrows indicate material
flow direction and thick arrows indicate small cavities.

Concerning the defects located away from the zone affected by the shoulder, i.e.,
located at the bottom of the WN, the influence of the shoulder is lower and the effect of the
probe starts playing a key role. Figure 11b depicts a detail of the defects located at the zone
affected by the probe in the AlMg4Fe2 weld performed at a welding speed of 1000 mm/min.
The probe-driven material flow depends on the temperature and the plasticization level
of the workpiece materials along with the material volume transferred per second. The
first ones are strongly dependent of the frictional heat generated by the shoulder while
the last one is mainly controlled by the rotation speed of the probe. A low frictional heat
generated by the shoulder facilitates the presence of defects at the bottom of the WN but a
low rotation speed of the probe can enhance it as well. These points explain the wormholes
located at the bottom of the WN in both alloys.

3.3. Process Forces and Torque during FSW

At any instant, forces are imparted on the probe by the material that flows around
it. The effect of these forces moves the probe from its centerline. During transverse
displacement, the probe is in contact with the material in front of it along its leading edge,
which applies a compressive force on the probe surface. When the FSW tool rotates, the
material is driven from the advancing side to the retreating side via the leading edge and
terminates at the trailing edge of the probe. The material flows into the gap left in the
probe´s pathway and the shoulder introduces a vertical forging force compacting it. This
material applies a compressive force to the probe from the trailing edge. Then, the resultant
force that acts on the FSW tool are the forces applied by the unprocessed material from
the front of the probe and the processed material from its rear. This resultant force gives
useful information on the FSW tool requirements and can be visualized by using polar
plots. Figure 12 shows the polar plot of average in plane-reaction resulting forces for the
AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 welds alongside the reference system employed for its set up.
In this reference system, X-axis force is defined as positive in the welding direction while
positive Y-force is established as the force that acts perpendicular to X direction toward



J. Manuf. Mater. Process. 2022, 6, 160 12 of 18

the advancing side from the retreating side. Hence, the angle and the magnitude of the
in-plane reaction resulting forces are given by Equations (1) and (2), respectively:

θ = tan−1
(

Fy

Fx

)
(1)

Fr =
(

F2
x + F2

y

)1/2
(2)
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and AlMg4Fe2 welds.

As it can be observed in the Figure 12, all the welds are located in the first quadrant of
the polar plot, the region between the advancing side and trailing edge of the probe. This
result means that the material is displaced from the retreating side to the advancing side
pushing the probe into the region between the advancing side and the trailing edge. For
the AlSi10MnMg welds, it is observed from the polar plot in Figure 12 that increasing the
welding speed increases the magnitude of in-plane reaction resulting force, except for the
highest welding speed (2000 mm/min) where the magnitude of in-plane reaction resulting
force has a very similar value to that obtained at a welding speed of 1000 mm/min. This
trend can be explained based on the resistance induced by the plasticized material. At
higher welding speeds the frictional heat is lower and the material has greater resistance to
the FSW tool motion which results in a higher in-plane reaction resulting force.

Likely, the low value for the magnitude of in-plane reaction resulting force at a welding
speed of 2000 mm/min may be owing to the considerable size of the defect formed at the
advancing side. Many authors have studied the relationship between in-plane reaction
resulting force (X-force and Y-force) and the defect formation in the weld nugget. The
results of these investigations showed that in-plane reaction resulting force is influenced by
the defect formation, postulating it as a promising parameter for weld quality control [55].
However, because of this force is also strongly affected by tool geometry and welding
parameters [42,43,56] its relationship with the defect formation has not yet been clarified.

In the case of AlMg4Fe2 welds, no trend is observed for the magnitude of in-plane
reaction resulting force. This lack of trend may have the genesis in the non-discovered
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relationship between the magnitude of in-plane reaction resulting force and the defect
formation. As it was commented previously, the incidence of defects was more remarkable
for AlMg4Fe2 welds than for AlSi10MnMg welds (Figure 8). This higher area of defects
breaks down the observed trend for AlSi10MnMg welds and demonstrates the severe
impact of defect formation on the magnitude of in-plane reaction resulting force.

Table 2 summarizes the average and spread of the orientations of the in-plane reaction
resulting forces for AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 welds under all welding speeds. As
observed from Table 2, the average range of orientations does not vary considerably for
both alloys, however the spread of the average range of orientations is remarkably less for
AlSi10MnMg than for AlMg4Fe2. From Figure 12 it can be observed that the welds with
the highest incidence of defects (enclosed by dashed curves) have a lower angle of in-plane
reaction resulting force compared to the welds with the lowest incidence of defects, except
for the case of the AlSi10MnMg weld performed at 1000 mm/min, which has a little higher
angle of in-plane reaction resulting force. However, this weld contains defects of a tiny
size compared to the rest of defected welds. This tendency to reduce the angle of in-plane
reaction resulting force when the incidence of defects increases suggests that the alloys
with a narrower operation window, as in the case of AlMg4Fe2 compared to AlSi10MnMg,
are prone to have a higher spread of the average range of orientations. This point shows
that the spread of the average range of orientations can be useful to determine the friction
stir weldability of an alloy in terms of incident of defects.

Table 2. Average and spread of the orientations of in-plane reaction resulting force with respect to
the positive X-axis force.

Aluminum Alloy Average Orientation (θ) With Range

AlSi10MnMg 50◦ ± 7◦

AlMg4Fe2 41◦ ± 13◦

Figure 13 exhibits the mean torque for all AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 welds as a
function of the welding speed.
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The general trend shows that increasing the welding speed increases the mean torque.
As it was explained previously, increasing welding speed increases the resistance exerted by
the plasticized material to FSW tool motion, which obviously increases the effort required
from the FSW spindle to rotate the tool.
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Comparing the values of mean torque for both alloys, all of them are very similar at
the same welding speed. Thus, for the case of these alloys, torque cannot be considered a
determining parameter to define what alloy possesses a better friction stir weldability.

3.4. Mechanical Properties: Microhardness Measurements and Tensile Tests

Hardness distributions transverse to the welding direction for the welds performed at
500 mm/min of AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 are shown in Figure 14. For the AlSi10MnMg
weld, the hardness profile is typical of friction stir welds in casting aluminum alloys
when the peak weld temperature is close to the precipitates coarsening or solution heat
treatment temperature [47,48]. The hardness distribution shape consists of a zone with
lower hardness in the center (nugget), even considerably less than the hardness in the
base material, surrounded by zones of higher hardness (TMAZ and HAZ). The final legs
of the hardness profile are produced as the hardness values decreased with increasing
distance from the weld centerline until base material hardness values are reached. Some
coarse Mg2Si particles are observed in the as-cast state of the base material in Figure 3. In
addition, a high amount of Mg and Si are in unstable solid solution because this type of
VPDC AlSi10MnMg casting is susceptible to T5 heat treatment [6,8]. This is associated
with the high solidification rate of the VPDC process. The heat variation associated to FSW
will modify the status of the strengthening Mg2Si particles in the stirring and HAZ zone.
On the other hand, Alidokht et al. [20] observed an increment in hardness after FSW of
AlSi7Mg as-cast conventionally casted alloy and attributed this fact to the finer Si eutectic
microstructure observed in the WN. However, a lower hardness is expected for the coarser
Si structure observed in the WN zone in comparison to base material in the present work.
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Concerning the hardness profile of the AlMg4Fe2 weld, the typical shape of friction stir
weld in non-hardenable aluminum alloys [57] and in Al-Mg2Si composites [21] is observed.
This shape consists of a zone of higher hardness in the center (nugget) surrounded by
zones of lower hardness (TMAZ and HAZ). The highest hardness is associated to strain
hardening mechanisms of AlMg alloy, similarly, to work hardening of 5XXX wrought
alloys when rolling or extruding. The softening in TMAZ was also observed for FSW
Al-Mg2Si alloys [21]. The lowest hardness values (reached in the HAZ) are very close to
the hardness values of the base material, which suggests that the friction stir weld does
not have significant effects beyond the nugget and TMAZ. As it was aforementioned,
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AlMg4Fe2 alloy has a chemical composition (high Mg and low Si content) that lead to an
excellent ageing stability and thus the expected reduction in hardness is low in HAZ [6].

Table 3 summarizes the tensile test results obtained for the welds of AlSi10MnMg and
AlMg4Fe2 performed at 500 mm/min. Compared to the base material, the welds exhibit
slight reductions in strength and elongation. The joint efficiency in terms of ultimate tensile
strength is of 92% for AlSi10MnMg and 99% for AlMg4Fe2.

Table 3. Tensile test results for the welds of AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 performed at 500 mm/min.

Sample Ultimate Tensile Strength (MPa) Elongation (%) Joint Efficiency in Terms of
Ultimate Tensile Strength (%) Fracture Location

AlSi10MnMg-Base material 290 (±2) 6.1 (±0.4) - -
AlSi10MnMg-weld_500 mm/min 268 (±4) 4.9 (±0.5) 92 Weld Nugget

AlMg4Fe2-Base material 265 (±1) 16.3 (±0.9) - -
AlMg4Fe2-weld_500 mm/min 263 (±2) 14.1 (±1.2) 99 Heat affected Zone

While the AlSi10MnMg weld was fractured by the nugget, the AlMg4Fe2 weld was
fractured by the heat affected zone (Figure 15). These fracture zones are in good agreement
with the hardness profiles shown in Figure 10. The lowest hardness values were obtained
for the nugget in the AlSi10MnMg weld and for the heat affected zone in the AlMg4Fe2
weld, which explains that these welds were prone to fracture by these zones.
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Figure 15. Cross section of fracture surface of tensile-tested specimen of (a) AlSi10MnMg; and
(b) AlMg4Fe2 welds.

The higher joint efficiency for the AlMg4Fe2 implies a better friction stir weldability
in terms of mechanical properties compared to AlSi10MnMg. However, AlSi10MnMg
is susceptible to be easily heat-treated for increasing hardness values in the nugget, and
consequently, the ultimate tensile strength and joint efficiency.

4. Conclusions

In this work, the friction stir weldability of AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe2 structural
high-pressure die cast aluminum alloys was investigated at a fixed rotation speed
(1500 RPM) and varying the welding speed from 500 mm/min to 2000 mm/min. The
main conclusions that can be drawn are:

1. As a general trend, increasing the welding speed increases the magnitude of the force
imparted on the FSW tool. At higher welding speed, the frictional heat is lower and
the material has greater resistance to the FSW tool motion. However, the presence of
defects, such as cavities or lack of fill, diminishes the magnitude of this force due to
the reduction of the plasticized material volume.
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2. AlSi10MnMg VPDC alloy shows a lower incidence of FSW defects than AlMg4Fe2
VPDC alloy at all welding speeds investigated. The defects are found at the bottom of
the WN and/or near the border between the TMAZ and WN at the advancing side.

3. AlSi10MnMg alloy is hardened in HAZ and softened in the middle of the FSW zone.
This behavior is associated to the evolution of Mg2Si strengthening precipitates and
the coarser Si eutectic observed in the WN area. While AlMg4Fe is slightly softened
in HAZ and strengthened by deformation in the middle of FSW zone.

4. At a welding speed of 500 mm/min, a high joint efficiency was obtained in both alloys
in terms of ultimate tensile strength. The joint efficiency was higher for AlMg4Fe2
than for AlSi10MnMg, at 99% and 92%, respectively.

As a general conclusion, AlSi10MnMg and AlMg4Fe have great friction stir weldability
at 500 mm/min achieving joint efficiency values in terms of ultimate tensile strength higher
than 90%. However, the friction stir weldability decreases at higher welding speeds (1000,
1500 and 2000 mm/min) as a consequence of an insufficient material flow derived from the
welding conditions being too cold.
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