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Abstract—We investigate the strain hardening of two austenitic high-Mn low density steels, namely, Fe–30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2C and
Fe–30.5Mn–8.0Al–1.2C (wt.%), containing different precipitation states. The strain hardening of the alloy with low Al content is
attributed to dislocation and twin substructures. The precipitation of intergranular M3C-type carbides strongly influences the frac-
ture mode. We associate the strain hardening behavior of the alloy with high Al content to the precipitation of shearable nanosized
j-carbides and their role in the development of planar dislocation substructures.
� 2012 Acta Materialia Inc. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Austenitic steels; Carbides; Work hardening; Dislocation structure; Electron diffraction
The development of advanced lightweight steels with
superior mechanical properties is the ultimate goal for
structural applications in many industrial sectors, in par-
ticular in the automotive industry. These steel grades al-
low the manufacture of lightweight crash-resistance car
body structures, leading to safer cars and a considerable
reduction in fuel consumption and, hence, reduced CO2

emissions. In recent years, two main steel grades have
been explored, namely, ferritic Fe–Al and austenitic
high-Mn steels. Fe–Al alloys with an Al content up to
9 wt.% and additions of microalloying elements such as
Ti, Nb and V (<0.03 wt.%) have a reduced density of
�7 g cm�3 and exhibit a good strength-ductility balance
at room temperature (ultimate tensile strength (UTS):
500 MPa; elongation: 35%) [1,2]. The strong influence
of Al content on the underlying strengthening and defor-
mation mechanisms as well as on ordering phenomena
[1–3] makes the Fe–Al system a challenge for alloy design-
ers. High-Mn steels, with Mn content between 20 and
30 wt.% and additions of Al up to10 wt.% and C between
0.5 and 1.8 wt.%, have been recently considered as prom-
ising lightweight structural steels. These steel grades exhi-
bit outstanding combinations of strength and ductility
(UTS: 1.0–1.5 GPa; elongation: 30–80%), as well as a re-
duced specific weight [4–10]. The addition of Al mainly
promotes the precipitation of nanosized (Fe,Mn)3AlC
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carbides (so-called j-carbides), which control the
mechanical properties [11,12]. Accordingly, the precipita-
tion state of Fe–Mn–Al–C steels under different anneal-
ing conditions has been intensively studied [5,6,10–12].
However, the underlying strengthening and deformation
mechanisms controlling the strain hardening behavior of
these alloys are still unclear. The present study aims at
clarifying the role of the precipitation state in the strain
hardening mechanisms of low-density Fe–Mn–Al–C
steels. For this purpose, we analyzed the deformation
structure of two alloys with different Al content, namely,
Fe–30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2C and Fe–30.5Mn–8.0Al–1.2C
(wt.%), containing different precipitation states. Detailed
microstructural observations by electron channeling con-
trast imaging (ECCI) and transmission electron micros-
copy (TEM) were performed on the deformed samples
to different strain levels at room temperature.

The chemical compositions of the investigated high-
Mn low-density steels were Fe–30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2Cand
Fe–30.5Mn–8.0Al–1.2C (in wt.%). The materials were
melted in an induction furnace under Ar atmosphere
and cast to round bars, 25 mm in diameter. The cast in-
gots were reheated to 1200 �C for 30 min, hot-rolled to
75% thickness reduction at 1100 �C and water quenched.
The hot-rolled materials were then solution-treated for
2 h at 1100 �C under Ar, and finally quenched in water.
Subsequent annealing treatments were performed be-
tween 450 and 650 �C. Tensile tests were carried out at
room temperature at an initial strain rate of
5 � 10�4 s�1 in a Zwick ZH 100 tensile machine. In addi-
sevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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tion to tensile testing to failure, interrupted tensile tests to
different strain levels were performed to study the micro-
structural evolution as a function of strain. The tensile
samples were cylindrical, with gauges of 6 mm diameter
and 40 mm length. Microstructures of the tensile de-
formed high-Mn steels were examined by ECCI and
TEM. In all cases, the sections examined were longitudi-
nal, i.e. the observation direction was perpendicular to
the tensile axis. Deformation structures were character-
ized by ECCI, as in previous works [4,13–16]. We made
use of a recently developed EBSD-based set-up to obtain
ECCI images under controlled diffraction conditions that
enabled enhanced dislocation and interface contrast [17].
ECCI observations were carried out in a Zeiss Crossbeam
instrument (XB 1540, Carl Zeiss SMT AG, Germany).
TEM observations were conducted in a Phillips CM20
microscope. Thin foil samples were prepared by electro-
polishing using 30% nitric acid in methanol at �30 �C
and 10 V.

Figure 1 shows the engineering stress–strain curves of
the Fe–30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2C and Fe–30.5Mn–8.0Al–1.2C
(wt.%) alloys, referred to as 2Al and 8Al steels, respec-
tively, annealed to two different annealing states, namely,
short annealing treatment (450 �C/1 h) and long anneal-
ing treatment (2Al: 650 �C/72 h; 8Al: 600 �C/24 h). The
values of yield stress (YS), UTS and uniform elongation
(UE) of the curves are presented in Table 1. The stress–
strain curves of the annealed 2Al steels exhibit a pro-
nounced variation in slope at about 15% strain. At this
strain level, the slope decreases but is still positive, indi-
cating the activation of a secondary strain hardening
stage [4]. This result indicates that, under the annealing
conditions studied here, the 2Al steel exhibits a multi-
ple-strain hardening behavior. Interestingly, both anneal-
ing states exhibit identical flow behavior with a slight
variation in yield stress (short annealing: YS = 420 MPa;
long annealing: YS = 400 MPa). The main effect pro-
duced by the long annealing treatment is a significant
reduction in the uniform elongation (short annealing:
UE = 75%; long annealing: UE = 35%). The stress–
strain curves of the annealed 8Al steels are different from
those of the annealed 2Al steels. First, the curves of the
annealed 8Al steels do not exhibit a concave shape but
are quite linear. This result indicates that, under the
annealing conditions studied here, the 8Al steel contains
a single hardening regime. Second, the long annealing
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Figure 1. Engineering stress–strain curves of the annealed 2Al and 8Al
steels tensile deformed at an initial strain rate of 5 � 10�4 s�1. 2Al: Fe–
30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2C (wt.%); 8Al: Fe–30.5Mn–8.0Al–1.2C (wt.%).
treatment has a remarkable effect on both yield stress
(short annealing: YS = 540 MPa; long annealing:
YS = 990 MPa) and flow behavior. In the next sections
we present the most relevant microstructural features of
the tensile deformed high-Mn steels characterized by
ECCI and TEM, as well as their respective contributions
to the strain hardening mechanisms.
1. Low Al content (2 wt.%)

Figure 2 shows the strain hardening rates of the an-
nealed 2Al steels. The outstanding strength–elongation
balance (UTS: 935 MPa; UE: 75%) of the short an-
nealed alloy is attributed to the multiple-stage strain
hardening behavior, which is associated with dislocation
substructure refinement and subsequent activation of
deformation twinning at high stress levels [4]. The first
hardening stage is determined by the size of the disloca-
tion substructure, namely, Taylor lattice structures, dis-
location cells and cell blocks. The contribution of the
dislocation substructure to the flow stress can be written
as [4,18]:

Dr ¼ GMKb=D ð1Þ
where G is the shear modulus, K is a constant, b is the
magnitude of the Burgers vector, M is the Taylor factor
and D is the size of the corresponding dislocation sub-
structure. The high carbon content (1.2 wt.%) plays a
significant role in the formation of the dislocation sub-
structure. This is ascribed to the role of solute carbon
in dislocation cross-slip [4,19]. The second hardening
stage is due to further refinement of the dislocation
mean free path by deformation twinning (the twin-
ning-induced plasticity effect). The contribution of twin-
ning to hardening can be described by [4,14]:

Drtwinning ¼ KH�P=ðktwinÞ1=2 ð2Þ
where KH�P is a constant and ktwin is the average twin
spacing. Twin spacing is the key microstructural param-
eter of this hardening stage, and is determined by the
twinning kinetics [14,20–22].

Figure 2 reveals that the long annealed 2Al alloy
exhibits a single hardening regime. This hardening stage
exactly overlaps the first hardening regime of the short
annealed alloy up to a true stress of about 1 GPa, i.e.
the whole first hardening regime of the short annealed
sample. At 0.2 true strain, the deformed structure of
the grain interior of the long annealed 2Al steel consists
mainly of dislocation cell blocks with an average size of
275 ± 50 nm (Fig. 3(a)). The size of this dislocation sub-
structure is the same as that found in the short annealed
2Al steel strained to the same stress level (cell block
average size of 270 ± 70 nm at true stress of 950 MPa
[4]). This result indicates that the strain hardening of
the long annealed 2Al steel is controlled by the same dis-
location substructure evolution as that of the first hard-
ening stage of the short annealed sample. As the short
annealed alloy is in the solid solution state (c phase)
[4] and both alloys contain a similar YS, we conclude
that, in the annealing condition studied here, i.e.
650 �C/72 h, the grain interior of the long annealed
2Al steel remains essentially in the solid solution state.



Figure 3. Deformation structure of the long annealed 2Al steel. (a)
ECCI image of dislocation cell blocks in a sample strained to 0.2 true
strain. (b) Distribution of intergranular M3C-type carbides. (c) ECCI
image of deformation twin–intergranular M3C-type carbide interac-
tions in a sample strained to fracture. (d) Surface fracture revealing an
intergranular fracture mode.
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Figure 2. Strain hardening rate vs. true stress of the annealed 2Al steels
tensile deformed at an initial strain rate of 5 � 10�4 s�1. 2Al:
Fe–30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2C (wt.%).

Table 1. Mechanical properties of studied alloys.

Material state YS (MPa) UTS (MPa) UE (%)

2Al, 1 h/450 �C 420 935 75
2Al, 650 �C/72 h 400 850 35
8Al, 1 h/450 �C 540 895 65
8Al, 1 h/600 �C/24 h 990 1180 37

2Al: Fe–30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2C (wt.%); 8Al: Fe–30.5Mn–8.0Al–1.2C
(wt.%). YS: yield strength; UTS: ultimate tensile strength; UE: uniform
elongation.
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ECCI observations further reveal that the long annealed
2Al alloy contains a uniform distribution of coarse car-
bides along the grain boundaries and annealing twin
interfaces, which are about 1 lm wide � 3 lm long
(Fig. 3(b)). According to recent thermodynamical calcu-
lations by Chin et al. [23] on the stability of carbides in
the Fe–Mn–Al–C system, the intergranular carbides ob-
served in the long annealed 2Al steel correspond to inco-
herent M3C-type carbides. At intermediate-to-high
stress levels, deformation twinning is activated: the esti-
mated twinning stress, rtwinning, assuming c =
60 mJ m�2, b = 0.25 nm and a Taylor factor of 2.8-3.2
[4], yields rtwinning � c/b = 670-750 MPa. This results
in the development of twin bundles containing several
deformation twins (Fig. 3(c)). The impingement of twin
tips on coarse intergranular M3C-type carbides pro-
duces local shear stress concentrations at carbide inter-
faces, enhancing an intergranular fracture mode
(Fig. 3(d)). As Figure 2 shows, the fracture of the long
annealed sample occurs at a macroscopic true stress of
1150 MPa, which corresponds to the onset of the second
hardening regime of the short annealed alloy. As this
hardening stage is associated with deformation twin-
ning, this finding indicates that deformation twinning
in the long annealed 2Al steel does not result in a further
hardening regime but in the activation of a damage
mechanism triggered by twin–intergranular M3C-type
carbide interactions. As a consequence, the long an-
nealed sample exhibits limited elongation (UE = 35%).

We can therefore analyze the strain hardening behav-
ior of the long annealed 2Al alloy in terms of a compos-
ite-type microstructural model: the deformation
structure of the grain interior (area 1), namely, disloca-
tion substructures, contributes to the flow stress accord-
ing to Eq. (1). This grain area is almost in the solid
solution state (c phase). Segregation of solute elements,
mainly carbon, to grain boundaries results in the precip-
itation of coarse M3C-type carbides, referred to as area
2. Accordingly, in this area, the following precipitation
occurs: c phase to c0 phase + intergranular M3C-type
carbides. Area 2 mainly contributes to material damage.
Under the annealing conditions studied here, area 1 is
larger than area 2 and, hence, it controls the strain hard-
ening behavior of the bulk material.
2. High Al content (8 wt.%)

Figure 4 shows the strain hardening rates of the an-
nealed 8Al steels. The main characteristic revealed here
is that the strain hardening rates of the 8Al steels are dif-
ferent to those of the 2Al steels. The 8Al steels exhibit
less hardening capacity than the 2Al steels (at the early
stages of deformation: 2Al steels �2.6 GPa; 8Al steels
�2 GPa), and contain a single hardening regime, which
remains fairly constant during deformation. The figure
further reveals that the short annealed 8Al steel exhibits
greater hardening than the long annealed 8Al steel. It is
thus clear that a high content of Al (8 wt.%) strongly
modifies the strain hardening behavior of Fe–Mn–Al–
C steels.

Figure 5 shows the dislocation patterning developed
upon deformation of the annealed 8Al steels as well as
the precipitation state. The short annealed 8Al steel
develops planar dislocation configurations formed by
Taylor lattice structures and highly dense dislocation
walls (HDDWs) (Fig. 5(a)). This ECCI image shows
the dislocation patterning of a short annealed 8Al steel
sample tensile deformed to 0.3 true strain. Taylor lattice
structures are formed by dense dislocation networks of
planar dislocation arrays [24]. These dislocation
structures are characteristic of metals with pronounced
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Figure 4. Strain hardening rate vs. true stress of the annealed 8Al steels
tensile deformed at an initial strain rate of 5 � 10�4 s�1. 8Al: Fe–
30.5Mn–8.0Al–1.2C (wt.%).
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planar slip [4,18,24]. Figure 5(a) further reveals HDDWs
consisting of dense dislocation sheets lying on the pri-
mary slip system and spaced between 100 and 200 nm.
HDDWs are characterized by a high dislocation activity
along the primary slip system, resulting in parallel dense
dislocation arrays containing low dislocation densities in
their interiors [4]. Figure 5(b) shows a dark-field TEM
image of the precipitation state of the short annealed
8Al steel. In this annealing state, the precipitation distri-
bution is heterogeneous, consisting of intragranular
nanosized precipitates with sizes between 2 and 5 nm.
Analysis of selected area diffraction patterns indicates
that these precipitates are j-carbides containing an
L012-type structure, with a cube/cube orientation rela-
tionship with the austenite matrix [11,12,25,26]. These
j-carbides have been commonly observed in Fe–Mn–
Al–C steels with high Al (between 6 and 11 wt.%) and
C (between 0.5 and 1.8 wt.%) contents [5,6,27]. Detailed
TEM observations of the dislocation configurations do
Figure 5. Deformation structure of annealed 8Al steels. (a) ECCI
image of Taylor lattice structures in a short annealed 8Al steel sample
tensile deformed to 0.3 true strain. (b) Dark-field TEM image of the
distribution of j-carbides in a short annealed 8Al sample. (c) ECCI
image of planar dislocation arrangements in a long annealed 8Al steel
sample tensile deformed to 0.15 true strain. Dislocation arrays are
indicated by arrows. (d) Dark-field TEM image of the distribution of
j-carbides in a long annealed 8Al sample. Sheared particles are
indicated by arrows.
not reveal dislocation–particle pinning events. This find-
ing indicates that, for materials that are in the annealed
state studied here, 450 �C/1 h, j-carbides can be consid-
ered as weak obstacles and, due to their tiny size, are
crystallographically sheared. This effect results in a mod-
erate increment of the yield strength compared to that of
the 2Al steel in solid solution – YS2Al steel = 420 MPa;
YS8Al steel = 540 MPa – and the development of planar
dislocation substructures. The short annealed 2Al steel
develops dislocation configurations similar to those ob-
served in Figure 5(a). The formation of planar disloca-
tion substructures in the short annealed 2Al steel was
associated with the high carbon content and its influence
on dislocation cross-slip [4,19]. At high stresses (true
stress of 950 MPa), the frequency of cross-slip is high en-
ough to transform the planar dislocation configurations
into wavy dislocation structures, such as cells and cell
blocks. In the short annealed 8Al alloy, planar disloca-
tion substructures are stable up to high stress levels (true
stress of 1.1 GPa). We attribute the enhancement of pla-
nar slip to the precipitation state, namely, to the nano-
sized and shearable j-carbides.

The long annealed 8Al steel contains a uniform distri-
bution of intragranular cuboidal j-carbides with an
average size of 10 � 20 nm (Fig. 5(d)). The analysis of
the corresponding diffraction pattern confirms that these
precipitates maintain a cube/cube orientation relation-
ship with the austenite matrix. The high volume fraction
of the precipitates results in the formation of narrow
matrix channels, with a width of about 2–3 nm. This
precipitation state yields a remarkable increase in the
yield strength compared to that of the 2Al steel in solid
solution: YS2Al steel = 420 MPa; YS8Al steel = 990 MPa.
Similar precipitation states to that studied here have
been reported in annealed Fe–Mn–Al–C steels between
450 and 650 �C [5,6,27]. In particular, yield strength val-
ues up to 1400 MPa have been attained in ultrahigh car-
bon (1.8 wt.%) Fe–Mn–Al–C steels [6]. Detailed
investigations of the precipitation hardening mecha-
nisms are further required to analyze the contribution
of the precipitation state to material strength. Interest-
ingly, in spite of the low strain hardening capacity of
the long annealed 8Al steel (YS: 990 MPa; UTS:
1180 MPa), the alloy exhibits a considerable high ductil-
ity (UE: 37%).

Figure 5(c) shows an ECCI image of the deformed
structure of the long annealed 8Al steel tensile deformed
to 0.15 true strain. This figure reveals that planar dislo-
cation substructures consisting of dense dislocation ar-
rays spaced between 100 and 300 nm are formed upon
straining (indicated by arrows). Although a detailed
investigation of the underlying deformation mechanisms
is currently underway, this ECCI image indicates that
plasticity is mainly concentrated through the dislocation
boundaries of such substructures. TEM observations
have further revealed that within the dislocation arrays,
cuboidal j-carbides are frequently sheared by these dis-
locations (indicated by arrows in Fig. 5(d)). This result
indicates that the enhancement of planar slip by the
shearing of cuboidal j-carbides results in an outstanding
combination of high strength (YS: 990 MPa, UTS:
1180 MPa) and ductility (UE: 37%). These findings sug-
gest that the superior mechanical properties of the 8Al
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alloy can be explained in terms of the precipitation of
shearable nanosized j-carbides and their role in the
development of planar dislocation substructures. This
agrees with previous works on the role of j-carbides in
the mechanical properties of Fe–Mn–Al–C steels [9].
Further investigations are required to elucidate the dis-
location–particle interactions, the role of j-carbides in
the formation of planar dislocation substructures and
the contribution of these dislocation substructures to
strain hardening.

In summary, we have investigated the strain harden-
ing of two austenitic high-Mn low-density steels,
namely, Fe–30.5Mn–2.1Al–1.2C and Fe–30.5Mn–
8.0Al–1.2C (wt.%), under different annealing conditions.
We explain the strain hardening behavior of the alloy
with low Al content in terms of dislocation and twin
substructures. The precipitation of intergranular M3C-
type carbides under long annealing conditions has a
strong influence on the fracture mode. We attribute
the combination of high strength and ductility of the al-
loy with high Al content to the precipitation of sheara-
ble nanosized j-carbides and their role in the
development of planar dislocation substructures upon
straining. Further investigations are required to analyze
the strain hardening mechanisms, specifically, the role of
j-carbides in the formation of planar dislocation sub-
structures and the contribution of these dislocation sub-
structures to strain hardening mechanisms.
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