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Abstract For both single-phase and multiphase metallic ma-
terials, it is necessary to understand the mechanical behavior
on the grain-size scale in detail to get information that is not
obtainable from macro-scale mechanical characterizations.
This paper presents a methodology for uniaxial tensile testing
of micro-specimens isolated from a bulk material. The pro-
posed concept of multiple parallel micro-tensile specimens at
the tip of a macro-sized wedge reduces the alignment work
and offers an easy way for specimen handling. The selection
of site-specific specimens is based on detailed microstructural
and crystallographic characterization. Three kinds of repre-
sentative specimens are presented to illustrate the wide range
of application of the methodology for a variety of materials.
Accurate, reproducible measurement of force (2.5 μN resolu-
tion) and displacement (~10 nm resolution) is demonstrated,
while accurate alignment (in-plane rotational and out-of-plane
tilt misalignment of <0.2°) limits the stress due to bending to
<0.2% of the imposed uni-axial stress. Combined with de-
tailed material characterization on both sides of the micro-
specimens, this method yields detailed insights into the
micro-mechanics of bulk materials which is hard to obtain
from traditional macro-mechanical tests.

Keywords Micro-tensile test . Single-constituent testing .

In-situmicroscopy .Crystalorientationmapping .Site-specific
specimen preparation

Introduction

Multiphasematerials are increasingly used in industry because
the combination of different phases can yield a material with
mechanical properties that exceed those of the individual
phases, as e.g. typical for steels. Examples of multiphase steels
include the advanced high strength steels, such as dual-phase
(DP) steel, transformation-induced plasticity steel and twin-
ning induced plasticity steel, all consisting of more than one
phases such as ferrite, martensite, bainite and possibly
(retained) austenite. The presence of multiple phases improves
the overall mechanical response of materials for applications
where traditionally conflicting properties are required, for ex-
ample, high strength combinedwith good formability. In order
to understand the contribution of each phase, one would like
to measure its mechanical properties with a method that is able
to isolate the neighboring phases and interfaces. It is generally
too difficult to obtain the three-dimensional stress state locally
in individual phases from a macro-specimen, which prevents
detailed micro-scale analyses. Furthermore, the phases often
influence each other during the fabrication process or even
during storage and usage for some materials, which makes
that the micro-mechanical behavior of the constituents differ-
ent from that of a bulk material made of a single phase. Let us
consider DP steel as an example. The martensite and ferrite
phases influence each other in terms of their element distribu-
tion, phase volume fraction, and their mechanical behaviors
are coupled [1]. For instance, carbon in the super saturated
martensite diffuses towards the surrounding ferrite grains,
which is one of the reasons why the ferrite grains close to
martensite are stronger than those which do not share a bound-
ary with martensite and thus have a lower carbon content.
Therefore, the measured mechanical behavior of a macro-
scale specimen of a single phase material does not directly
apply to the corresponding phase in the composite, which
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prevents accurate model predictions of the composite’s me-
chanics. It would therefore be highly desirable to be able to
perform a well-defined mechanical test on an individual con-
stituent that is directly extracted from its multiphase
surrounding.

Also for single-phase materials, a uni-axial tensile test on
single grains is desirable. As each grain has different crystal
orientations, the mechanics of single grains and grain bound-
aries should be understood to predict the overall material be-
havior. Macro-sized single-crystal specimens can be fabricat-
ed by enlarging the grains using heat treatments, e.g. [2].
However, for engineering materials, the high alloy content
typically prevents the growth of huge crystals at low cost.
Moreover, even for a single-phase material it is often incorrect
to directly apply the conclusions of a macro-scale single crys-
tal test to micron-sized grains in the associated engineering
materials. Micro-sized grains show discrete mechanical be-
havior due to a limited number of dislocations, precipitates,
etc. Moreover, so-called ‘size effects’ in mechanical behavior
of single-phasematerials have triggered intense research in the
last decades [3, 4], and the extrinsic size effect, i.e. due to the
specimen size, should not be neglected when projecting
macro-scale tests to the micro-scale. For more complex single
phase material like bainite and martensite, which has a funda-
mental structure unit, the so called lath, with the thickness of
sub-micrometers, it is critical to understand the material be-
havior well at the ‘lath scale’. The internal (packet- / block- /
subblock-) boundaries, between groups of laths, as found in
martensite and bainite, are critical ingredients to improve the
mechanical properties of advanced high strength steels [5].
However, their roles on the mechanics have so far only been
studied indirectly through macro-scale specimens [6, 7], or
from micro-specimens subjected to a complex loading state
(e.g. bending test [8, 9]). Therefore, mechanical tests with a
simple stress state at the micron scale are essential to under-
stand the complex mechanics of simple single-phase mate-
rials, complex single-phase materials (e.g., bainite and mar-
tensite) and their size effects, as well as composite and multi-
phase materials as stated above.

As argued above, it is important to test the mechanical
properties of individual phases or micro-sized grains.
Therefore, a dedicated micro-mechanical test methodology
is developed, which should satisfy the following require-
ments: (1) it should be with capacity to test individual
phases; (2) the size of the micro-specimens should be
smaller than the grains of individual phases; (3) specimen
preparation methods should give a high shape accuracy of
the specimens on the corresponding scale; (4) the handling
of these micro-sized specimens, as an integral part of the
methodology, should be relatively simple, since that trans-
portation and mounting of the micro-sized specimens with-
out pre-loading them is a well-known challenge; (5) it is
important that the method allows for site-specific specimen

fabrication based on detailed micro-structural characteriza-
tion over a large material area (e.g. local crystal
orientation/chemical composition), which in turn will also
assist the analysis of the mechanical behavior afterwards;
(6) the applied loading and deformation should be mea-
sured with high sensitivity and accuracy; (7) in-situ testing
should be feasible in order to record the complete defor-
mation process of the specimens.

Among the existing methods of micro-mechanical
testing, static tests like micro-bending tests [8, 9] and
micro-torsion [10] as well as micro- and nano-
indentation [11, 12] are often used. However, for these
tests, the local stress state (in the gauge section) is hard
to obtain due to the interaction of the (highly) inhomo-
geneous loading state with the microstructure which is
also inhomogeneous at the same length scale. This
makes it difficult to derive exact values of the mechan-
ical properties. In contrast, similar to testing at the mac-
ro scale, uni-axial tension and compression are mechan-
ical tests with straight-forward loading conditions. The
micro-pillar compression test is widely applied, for ex-
ample, Jirkova et al. investigated the effect of retained
austenite on micro- and macro-mechanical properties
of quenching and partitioning steels [13], while
Kheradmand et al. studied the role of grain boundary
in plastic deformation using micro-pillar compression
test [14]. However, compression and tensile tests cannot
replace each other, because the small-scale mechanics is
never exactly the same, for instance: (1) the onset of
localization and the initiation and evolution of damage
and fracture is completely different, and (2) for BCC
metals, the so-called non-Schmidt effect [15] causes
the plastic behavior under tension and compression to
be asymmetric. Therefore, a well-defined micro-tension
test would be a welcome addition to the many micro-
pillar compression tests in the literature and to yield
deeper insight into the micro-mechanical mechanisms
underlying the macroscopic behavior.

The aim of this study is to establish a highly-sensitive and
reproducible methodology for uniaxial micro-tensile testing of
single components extracted from multiphase materials and
testing of individual grains of single-phase materials. The pa-
per discusses the details of the methodology designed for test-
ing of micro-tensile specimens from bulk materials, which
includes specimen preparation, specimen alignment and the
procedures for uniaxial tensile testing. Tests on single-grain
specimens made from interstitial free (IF) steel and
micron-sized martensite specimens with a selected ori-
entation relative to the loading direction will serve to
demonstrate the capability for micro-tensile testing of
single-phase materials. Tests on ferrite specimens from
DP steel will demonstrate the capability for testing of a
single phase extracted from a multiphase material.
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Experiments

Specimen Fabrication

The design of the experiment needs careful considerations due
to the miniature size of the specimens. Starting from the bulk
material, first a wedge is prepared with a tip that ends in a
straight knife edge. Next, a detailed analysis of the microstruc-
ture and crystallographic orientation is performed on both the
front side and the backside of the wedge. Finally, micro tensile
specimens are fabricated from the wedge tip in such a way that
they remain attached to the wedge, making them easy to han-
dle. Focused ion beam (FIB) is chosen to fabricate the micro-
size tensile specimens because of its fabrication accuracy.
Many FIB fabricated micro-mechanical testing specimens
are available in the literature, examples are found in Refs.
[3, 4, 8, 9, 16–19]. Care should be taken that the wedge tip
is thin enough to enable FIB milling of the specimens, with a
thickness that is smaller than the length scale of the micro-
structure, such that a double-side analysis of the wedge tip is
representative for the final micro-tensile specimens to be fab-
ricated from the wedge. For instance, when testing single
grains, the double-side measurement ensures that each speci-
men consists of a single grain. For the specimens with internal
boundaries, the double-side measurement gives detailed infor-
mation of the number and position of boundaries, the bound-
ary orientation (inclination) in 3D and crystallographic infor-
mation of the grains.

Preparation of the wedge is realized by grinding a piece of
bulk material under an angle into a wedge shape. The original
bulk sheet material with thickness t is cut into small chip-sized
windows with a dimension of 10×9×t in mm (t = 1.0 mm for
all tests shown here). The back side of the piece is mechani-
cally ground and polished. Subsequently, the front side is
ground and polished under an angle, by gluing the bottom to
a specimen holder of a semi-automatic grinding/polishing ma-
chine (‘Target machine’ from Struers), which allows the front
side to be tilted at the desired angle with respect to the
grinding/polishing disk. After both sides have been polished,
a wedge has been produced with a razor sharp tip edge equal
to the tilt angle on one side and an end thickness of roughly ½ t
on the other side. Even though the grinding and polishing is
performed carefully with many fine polishing steps (ending
with a 10 min OPS polish with 40 nm silica particles), it is
obvious that micron-scale mechanical deformation will al-
ways be introduced to the wedge tip, as can easily be seen
from the waviness of the tip in Fig. 1(a). This means that the
wedge tip material has undergone hardening and perhaps even
damage. It is therefore essential to remove the deformation
layer of the wedge with a method, which does not introduce
(new) mechanical deformation. Therefore, electrochemical
polishing is subsequently applied. A schematic illustration of
the electrochemical polishing process is shown by the insert of

Fig. 1(b). The voltage is 30 V and the flow rate is 15–20 and
the polishing time is ranged from 15 s to 30 s using the
LectroPol 5 from Struers with Electrolyte A2. These parame-
ters were carefully optimized to obtain a perfect finish, as
shown for a DP steel wedge in Fig. 1(b). The wedge tip is
straight and smooth, i.e. the waviness has been removed,
which suggests that the deformed layer by grinding showed
in Fig. 1 has been completely removed. Moreover, the phase/
grain boundaries of this DP steel are continuous from one side
to the opposite side, which means that there is only one grain
in the thickness direction. Note that the electrochemical
polishing process should not be too long, because it rounds
off the tip angle, which leads to a (much) longer FIB time in
the subsequent steps. To verify that after electrochemical
polishing the wedge is sufficiently deformation free, an
EBSD scan of both sides of the edge region of the wedge
has been carried out. The resulting inverse pole figure map,
image quality map, and kernel average misorientation map are
shown in Fig. 2(b-d). The gauge parts of the future micro-
tensile specimens are located between the white dashed lines,
where it can be seen that the large (ferrite) grains, whichwould
most easily reveal mechanical deformation due to grinding
and polishing, have a common inverse pole figure color with
a kernel average misorientation that remains below ~1°, indi-
cating that the crystals are relatively clean. Although not done
here, the initial dislocation density can be quantified using
transmission electron microscopy, or the initial dislocation
density can be further reduced by adding an annealing step
of the wedge in high vacuum (for cases where alteration from
the original, as-received microstructure is not a problem).

Note that the image quality map in Fig. 2(c) may appear to
show deep grain boundary grooves due to the electrochemical
polishing, however, this is misleading. From detailed analysis
of edge-on images similar to Fig. 1(b), it is shown that the
apparent grain boundary grooves are actually rounded-off
steps with a typically height of a few tenth of nanometers,
i.e. approximately 1% of the specimen thickness. Therefore,
these smooth steps should not give rise to large stress
concentrations.

At the location of the gauge section of the specimens
(dashed white line in Fig. 2) the wedge tip is thin enough,
i.e. with a thickness of less than 10 μm, which allows to mill
specimens by FIB. This concept of a thin macro-wedge from
which multiple parallel micro-compression specimens are
milled with FIB is similar to the method of micro-wedge used
in [20], the 9 mm-long wedge tip allows to have many parallel
micro-tensile specimens, which are free standing but are con-
nected to the wedge at their base (as shown by the blue spec-
imen contour in Fig. 2(a)). The difference to the method in
[20] is that an extra electro-chemical polishing process is in-
troduced to remove the deformation caused by mechanical
grinding and polishing step. This macro-wedge permits easy
transportation, mounting and demounting of the micro-tensile
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specimens since one only needs to handle the wedge, as op-
posed to stand-alone micro-tensile specimens that requires
dedicated effort to assemble a micro-sized specimen into the
grippers using micromanipulators (e.g. in [21]). In addition,
compared to a single free-standing specimen fabricated on top
of a needle specimen, where only one micro-tensile specimen
can be fabricated [22], the current wedge method saves time
for mounting and aligning of the specimens in the tensile stage
since all micro-tensile specimens are parallel as they are
milled with FIB in a single process.

If a specific region needs to be selected, the wedge concept
is especially suited as it allows for high resolution microstruc-
tural characterization from both sides, e.g., with EBSD as
shown in Fig. 2. The selection can be morphological (e.g. a
certain phase, grain boundary regions, or inter-grain regions in
a multiphase material), or crystallographic (e.g. a certain re-
gion with a specific orientation or a certain type of grain
boundary). In fact, due to the FIB procedure used, as
discussed below, the backside of the micro-specimen is part
of the backside of the wedge, i.e. it is not touched by FIB.

Fig. 2 EBSDmeasurement of the wedge tip fabricated from a DP600 steel sheet as an example. (a) SEM SE picture of the edge part, with internal grain/
phase boundaries. The green frame indicates the area that is measured with EBSD and shown in subplots (b-d). For reference, the blue frame represents
the contour of a T-shaped micro-tensile specimen (consisting of a rectangular gauge section and crossbar for load application), while the area between the
white dashed lines is the regionwhere the gauge part of the micro-tensile specimens will be located, as also indicated in subplot (b-d). (b) An inverse pole
figure map of the scanned area; the uniform color within each grain indicates a common orientation. (c) the EBSD image quality map of the same area,
where the grain/phase boundaries are clearly visible. A high image quality is obtained in the ferrite grain; the black regions are martensite. (d) Kernel
average misorientation map of the scanned area, which shows very small misorientation in the ferrite grains; this confirms that the wedge is free from
mechanical deformation, since the large and relatively soft ferrite grains would be deformed first

Fig. 1 (a) Scanning electron microscope (SEM) secondary electron (SE) image of front view of the wedge tip after mechanical polishing, with obvious
mechanical deformation at the edge tip. (b) SEM SE image of a DP steel wedge after electrochemical polishing, observed from the top of the wedge. The
tip of the wedge is sharp in the center, across which clear grain/phase boundaries running from the front side to the back side are visible. The insert shows
a schematic illustration of the adopted electrochemical polishing process with wedge tip dipped in electrolyte
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Therefore, the morphology of the grains at this wedge side,
revealed by the electrochemical polishing, can be imaged with
SEM in SE mode. Hence, a millimeter-sized area can be
scanned quickly for selecting interesting micro-specimen fab-
rication sites, e.g., with a specific grain boundary orientation.
Of course, additional EBSD analyses are needed if selection
should occur on the basis of phase orientations. An example of
this region selection for martensite with a preferred orientation
based on EBSD measurements is shown below.

It is well known that the gallium ion implanting during FIB
milling can introduce surface dislocation loops and precipi-
tates and even instigate amorphous layers, which may change
the mechanical property of the specimen in a thin surface layer
[3, 23–31]. Careful side-by-side studies of compression tests
on pillars prepared both with and without FIB consistently
show a distinct change in mechanical behavior, see e.g. [30,
31]. Unfortunately, it was also not found possible to remove
the FIB-induced damage layer by a second electrochemical
polishing step, because the initiation of electrochemical
polishing is intrinsically unstable, resulting in pitting, whereas
the ultra-high quality surface finish of Fig. 1(b) is only
achieved after removal of the first ~10 μm. Note, however,
that the largest influence of FIB-induced damage on the me-
chanics was found in Bsize effects^ studies on specimens with
very small dimensions [3, 27]. Therefore, we here adopt
(much) larger specimen dimensions (i.e. a thickness and width
of 2.5 and 3 μm), for which a smaller detrimental effect would
be expected. In addition, although the FIB-induced damage
layer can never be eliminated completely, its thickness and
effect on the specimen’s mechanics can be minimized by low-
ering the beam energy, beam current, and landing angle [27].

Given the considerations above, the milling process was set
up to minimize the thickness and mechanical influence of the
FIB-induced damage layer. The milling process is shown in
Fig. 3 schematically. The micro-tensile bars are fabricated
with a dual beam SEM-FIB (FEI Quanta 3D FEG), using an
ion acceleration voltage of 30 kV progressing from a larger
beam current for coarse milling to a finer beam current for a
final surface finish. First the specimen is placed such that the
back plane of the wedge is perpendicular to the ion beam and a
T-shaped micro-specimen is milled with a beam current of
3 nA at the wedge tip. At this point the thickness of the gauge
part of T-shaped micro-specimen still decreases towards the
wedge tip. Secondly, the back plane of the wedge is aligned
parallel to the ion beam, see Fig. 3(b), and using an ion beam
current of 1 nA a small layer is removed from the specimen
top plane, thereby making the gauge section plan-parallel and
removing the prior 3 nA FIB-induced damage. Furthermore, a
0.3 nA surface cleaning is applied to remove the 1 nA FIB-
induced damage and provide an accurate final shape. In the
third step, the back plane is rotated perpendicular to the ion
beam, as in step one. The side planes of the micro-specimens
are cleaned with beam current 0.3 nA to obtain a high shape

accuracy and surface quality, and to remove most of the FIB-
induced damage. This is confirmed by the fact that the EBSD
image quality in the gauge section after FIB milling (Figs. 12
and 13) is very high, as high as the EBSD image quality of the
wedge before FIBmilling (Fig. 2). Therefore, the FIB-induced
damage layer must be thinner than the so-called BEBSD depth
resolution^ (i.e. the EBSD interaction volume resulting from
only the coherent backscattered electrons of the primary
beam), which for our case is estimated to be thinner than
20 nm according to [32]. Hence, considering the specimen
thickness and width is 2.5 and 3 μm, the influence of the
FIB milled surface layer on the specimen’s mechanics is esti-
mated to be negligible. Note that the backside has not been
exposed to FIB at all. Special care is taken to ensure that the
micro-tensile specimens on the same wedge have parallel ax-
es. This means that during the fabrication of all specimens, no
rotation of the wedge is made between micro-specimens dur-
ing the first step and the third step. In the second step, the tilt
angle of the wedge is also kept the same for all micro-tensile
specimens. Note that a possible thickness variation along the
specimen length is of concern. It is known from literature that
parallel ion beam milling of a specimen always results in a
slight tapering of the specimen along its length, on the order of
~2° in this case, similar to [33, 34]. Therefore, the tilt angle of
the wedge with respect to the ion beamwas simply adjusted to
correct for this effect, yielding a maximum thickness variation
over the complete gauge section of less than 1% of the thick-
ness, as verified from side-view SEM images from both sides
(not shown).

To analyze the loading that is applied by the two-pin grip-
per on the specimen, a linear elastic, plane stress FEM model
of the specimen geometry and displacement loading condition
has been developed with a converged mesh of eight-node
biquadratic elements with eight-point Gaussian integration
with a mesh refinement at the sharp inner corners of the spec-
imen geometry (connected with linear tying constraints), as
shown in Fig. 4(a). The elastic parameters are chosen to cor-
respond to steel (E = 210 GPa; ν = 0.3), while the magnitude
of the applied displacement (of 42 nm) by the two-pin gripper
has been chosen such that the axial stress in the gauge section,
σyy, equals the martensite yield stress, here assumed to be
800 MPa. An inner corner radius of 50 nm was chosen as a
compromise between a shorter gauge section with uniform
cross section for larger radius and a higher stress concentration
at the corners for smaller radius. A minimum radius of 50 nm
was also observed in SEM and has, therefore, been included in
the FEM model, see insert in Fig. 4(a). As can be seen from
the displacement, stress, and strain fields in y- and x-direction
(Fig. 4(b,c,d)), a homogeneous uni-axial tensile state is
achieved over almost the complete central part of the gauge
section. This is in agreement with the general experimental
observations that most plasticity events (e.g. all slip bands
and localizations in the single-crystal specimens discussed in
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Fig. 11 below) occur somewhere in the region of homoge-
neous uni-axial tensile state, and thus away from the gauge
ends where the deformation is more constrained. Therefore,
this confirms that the developed micro-tensile methodology
indeed applies a uni-axial tensile state to the gauge section cut
from the bulk material.

Experimental Setup

The tensile test is conducted with a recently built micro-
tensile stage that is equipped with accurate force and

displacement measurement techniques and allows for pre-
cise specimen alignment. The micro-tensile stage is com-
posed of two modules, as is shown in Fig. 5(a,b,c). The
specimen is mounted on the left module indicated with
‘wedge mounting and rotation’ in figure Fig. 5(b), which
can be rotated in x-y plane about the z-axis in a range of
±0.7° and tilted in the x-z plane about the y-axis in a
range of −1.9° to 0.5°. Due to the final electro-chemical
polishing step of the wedge, the backside of the wedge
shows a minor curvature over the first ~100 μm starting
from the tip inwards, which causes the specimen back side

Fig. 3 Schematic illustration of the FIBmilling process of the tensile bars. The tilt angle of the ion beamwith the bottom side of the wedge is 90°, 0°, and
90° for, respectively, step (a), (b) and (c): In the first step (a), the backside of the wedge is aligned to be perpendicular to the ion beam for a coarse milling
of T-shaped specimens. Second (b), the wedge is aligned with the backside parallel to the ion beam axis, after which the top side of the micro-tensile
specimens is milled under shallow angle to obtain a constant specimen thickness. Finally, in (c), the wedge is aligned again with the backside
perpendicular to the ion beam for the fine milling of the specimen side which yields better surface finishing quality and higher shape accuracy

Fig. 4 (a) The specimen
geometry
(l × w × h = 9 × 2.5 × 2 μm3), with
the applied displacement
boundary condition of two-pin
gripper on the top-side of the
cross-bar as shown by the two
arrays of pink arrows, and the
ultra-fine mesh with 2.5 nm
element size in the four inner
corners with a radius of 50 nm.
(b,c,d) Because the problem is
mirror symmetric, the left and
right side of each image shows a
different field: (b) the
displacement in y- and
x-direction, uy and ux, (c) the
stress in y- and x-direction, σyy

and σxx, (d) the strain in y- and
x-direction, εyy and εxx
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to be tilted a few degrees with respect to the wedge end.
To tilt back all micro-specimens in a wedge correctly, a
simple pre-tilted wedge holder (see insert in Fig. 5(d) has
been designed, using a pre-tilt angle that is measured sep-
arately for each wedge using surface profilometer. The
wedge is fixed by a small screw (see the zoom of
Fig. 5(a)) onto this wedge holder (bottom insert of
Fig. 5(d)), which is then mounted on the specimen-
mounting module by a set of horizontal clamps, which
push the holder slightly downwards against three stop pins
and a vertical clamp, as shown in Fig. 5(a,d). This ensures
a stable specimen mounting throughout the testing process.

The main component of the right module is a piezo-block
which can be positioned coarsely in x, y and z directions by
manual screws, while a fine movement with 7 nm precision
over a 200 μm range that is realized using the x,y,z piezo-
block activation (MCL NanoT225). The left side of the piezo
block contains a custom load cell, which consists of one double
leaf spring mechanism that measures the force on the specimen
and a second double leaf spring mechanism to correct for sys-
tematic (e.g. temperature) influences. The first double leaf

spring mechanism holds a long free-standing loading arm. At
the left end of the loading arm, a gripper is located, which has
two micron-sized rectangular teeth milled with FIB pointing
upwards, as shown in the top insert in Fig. 5(d). These two teeth
are used to load amicro-specimen by pulling at its crossbar. The
high accuracy of the force measurement will be validated be-
low. The tensile test is carried out under a surface profilometer
(Bruker NPFLEX) on a vibration-isolated table to minimize
external vibrations. In addition, the tensile stage is also designed
for in-situ testing inside a SEM. More design details of the
micro-tensile stage can be found in [35].

Specimen Alignment and Testing

After mounting the wedge on the micro-tensile stage, accurate
specimen alignment with respect to the loading direction is
required to avoid complex loading caused by bending [21,
35]. Following criteria by Bergers et aI. [35], for example,
for a micro-tensile specimen gauge dimension of 9×3×2.5
μm3, the in-plane rotation misalignment between the speci-
men axis and the loading axis has to be smaller than 11mrad

Fig. 5 (a) A top view of the micro-tensile stage, with a zoom of the specimen mounting mechanism and the loading arm part of the load cell. (b)
Schematic drawing of the micro-forced tensile stage from the size view, which clearly shows the specimen mount part on the left and the specimen
loading part on the right. (c) the micro-tensile stage mounted on the top of a tilt-rotation positioning stage. (d) a closer view of the specimen mounting
configuration and the double leaf spring load cell and double leaf spring reference cell. The top insert shows the two-teeth loading gripper and the bottom
insert a sketch of the tapered wedge holder

Exp Mech (2017) 57:1249–1263 1255



(0.68°), and the out-of-plane tilt misalignment may not exceed
10mrad (0.57°) to limit bending stress to 0.5% of the imposed
uni-axial stress.

The specimen alignment involves two steps, the out-of-
plane alignment (tilt) and the in-plane (rotation) alignment.
The tilt alignment, which involves the out-of-plane alignment
of the load axis to the specimen axis, is shown in Fig. 6(a-c).
Because the load axis is not necessarily exactly parallel to the
top surface of the loading arm, the tilt angle of the load axis is
measured by tracking the 3D displacement of the loading arm
using Digital Height Correlation (DHC), which is a recently-
developed form DIC to correlate surface height profiles in-
stead of grey scale images [36, 37]. In this case, surface pro-
files of the region in the white frame of the loading arm are
measured by optical profilometry at two positions at large
horizontal distance from each other (~200 μm displacement),
see Fig. 6(a,b). The three-dimensional displacement of the
load axis, resulting from the DHC analysis, is then compared
with the tilt angle of the micro-specimen, which is obtained by
directly fitting a plane through a surface profile of the speci-
men gauge part, as indicated by the white frame in Fig. 6(c).
The tilt misalignment is calculated and corrected by tilting the
specimenmounting block toward the load axis. The procedure
is repeated until the tilt misalignment is 0.2° or less, which is
well within the allowed range. Typically, one or two iterations
suffice to reach this tilt accuracy.

Similarly, for the rotation alignment, the in-plane dif-
ference between the specimen axis and the load axis
also needs to be corrected. The above-measured 3D load
axis, obtained with DHC, is also used to correct this in-
plane rotational misalignment with respect to the field
of view. To this end, the specimen axis direction is
obtained by detecting the edge of the specimen gauge

via thresholding of the pixel intensity, as shown in
Fig. 6(d). The two horizontal lines in the gauge part
of the specimen are two edges of the specimen front
surface, which are parallel to the specimen axis. The
vector describing the specimen axis is obtained by av-
eraging the directions of these two lines. The in-plane
rotational misalignment between the load axis and spec-
imen axis is then obtained and corrected by rotating the
specimen axis towards the load axis. This process is
again repeated until the tilt misalignment is 0.2° or less,
which is well within the allowed range. The combina-
tion of an in-plane rotational and out-of-plane tilt mis-
alignment of <0.2° limits the stress due to bending to
<0.2% of the imposed uni-axial stress.

The micro-tensile test can now be executed. The gripper is
moved from the bottom toward the plane of the micro-speci-
men, as shown in top-view optical images in Fig. 7(a,b), after
which the gripper is moved toward the crossbar of the speci-
men for loading (Fig. 7(b,c)). The cross bar is now displaced
to apply tension and Fig. 7(d) shows that two slip traces ap-
pear on the specimen surface.

Force and Displacement Measurement and Stress-Strain
Curve

The small dimensions of the tensile specimens require an ac-
curate force measurement. For a typical fracture stress of
600 MPa, the fracture force of the tensile specimen is 6 mN
for a specimen cross section of 10 μm2. Therefore, a load cell
is connected to the load arm with a force range 0–25mN and a
precision of 10−4 of the full range, corresponding to a load
resolution of 2.5 μN. The basic mechanism of the load cell is

Fig. 6 The specimen alignment
procedure. (a,b) Loading axis
out-of-plane (tilt) and in-plane
(rotation) angle measurement by
tracking the displacement of the
white frame area in 3D. (c)
Specimen loading axis out-of-
plane (tilt) angle measurement by
fitting the plane of the gauge part
of the specimen in the white
frame. (d) Specimen loading axis
in-plane rotation angle
measurement by edge detection
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that of the measurement of the deflection of a leaf spring with
known elastic stiffness, as explained as follows.

As stated already, the gripper with its two teeth is fabricated
at the tip of a (long) load arm, which is attached to a double-
leaf spring mechanism, which constrains all degrees of free-
dom of the gripper motion except for the forward/backward
motion, see Fig. 5. The force measurement is realized by mea-
suring the deflection under load of the double-leaf spring
mechanism with a capacitive sensor that is mounted behind
the load arm and aligned along the specimen/load axis (Probe
C5-D, driver CPL-190 fromLionSensor, see Fig. 5(b)), i.e. the
capacitive sensor and the double-leaf spring are the two com-
ponents of the load cell. The calibrated leaf spring stiffness is
designed to yield the desired force range, as explained in Ref.
[35]. For such minute forces, the force measurement is highly
sensitive to background influences caused by thermal fluctu-
ations, environmental vibrations, and tilt-induced deflections
of the leaf spring. Therefore, to measure these background
influences, a second identical double-leaf spring is designed
in a mirrored configuration as part of the same load cell. The
corrected force measurement is obtained by subtraction of the
specimen force by the background force with a sampling rate
of 10 Hz; more details are given in [35]. The effectiveness of
this corrected measurement can be seen at the left of Fig. 9(a)
below, as the corrected noise in the force is small compared to
the applied load to the micro-tensile specimen. The two
double-leaf spring mechanisms has been fabricated by wire
electrical discharge machining (EDM) of a TiAlValloy with a
high yield strain (and thus large maximum elastic deflection)

and good manufacturing properties. The load arm end with a
cube size of 503μm3, which was produced bywire EDM from
a 0.3 mm-thick plate of TiAlV. Using FIB milling, the top of
the cube has been further milled to shape the gripper with its
two loading teeth, as shown in Fig. 5(b).

Similar to Ref. [38], the global displacement measurement
is performed by extracting relative rigid body displacements
of specimen regions by digital image correlation, see Fig. 8,
although here a dedicated global digital image correlation
(GDIC) algorithm [35, 37] has been employed for improved
accuracy. Images are taken from the start of loading until the
fracture of the specimen. The blue frames in Fig. 8 are corre-
lated to obtain the rigid bodymotion during the test, caused by
drift in the test setup. The red frame at the end of the specimen
is tracked as well. Initially, the contrast at the edges between
the material and the empty regions in the frames was used as
pattern for the DIC algorithm, as shown in Fig. 8(a). Later, we
found that sometimes this edge contrast was not high enough
in the red and blue frames, therefore, a Pt deposition pattern in
these frames was added, and the two blue frames were re-
placed by one blue frame at the beginning of the gauge sec-
tion, see Fig. 8(b). Fine-scale Pt patterns have been used ex-
tensively in the literature for DIC on SEM images [39, 40].
Here, however, the Pt pattern has been optimized (in terms of
speckle size and contrast) to yield the maximum displacement
resolution for DIC applied to optical profilometry images,
which explains the choice for a much coarser pattern with
smooth edges of the speckles. This reduces the interpolation
error in the DIC algorithm and makes the DIC more robust
against out of plane displacement [41–43]. Usually, such a
smooth speckle pattern is hard to make, but in our case the
ion-beam assisted Pt deposition gives full control to create
speckles with smooth edges. Note, however, that such a
profilometry-DIC pattern may appear coarse and out-of-
focus when viewed under optical microscopy.

The difference between the displacement of the red frame
and the blue frames is the elongation of the specimen gauge
part, from which the global strain is calculated. The displace-
ment reproducibility over the test duration of ~500 s (Fig.9(b))
is estimated to be ~10 nm. This corresponds to a reproducible
global strain resolution of ~0.1%, which is approximately an
order of magnitude better than the typical global strain reso-
lution found in pillar compression tests, see, e.g., the review
paper of Ref. [3]. This high reproducibility is achieved be-
cause only the displacement of the boxes is correlated, i.e.
the number of degrees of freedom in the GDIC algorithm is
kept as low as possible. Note that the displacement resolution
can be further improved considerably by conducting the ex-
periment under in-situ SEM observation with higher magnifi-
cation with much more pixels in the field of view and using a
much finer Pt deposition pattern; in that case, the resolution is
expected to be limited by SEM scanning artifacts and drift, but
this has not been tested. In addition to the red and blue frames,

Fig. 7 Top view optical image series of the gripping process and tensile
test of a 9 μm-long micro-tensile specimen. (a) The specimen is gripped
from the bottom. (b) The gripper is moved toward the crossbar of the
specimen at which the loading is started in (c) after the contact with the
crossbar. (d) Slip traces appear on the surface of the specimen gauge part,
after which the griper is reversed to interrupt loading, in order to avoid
severe plastic deformation for a better identification of the slip systems. In
case a complete stress-strain curve of the specimen is required, the
loading continues until the specimen is fractured
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the purple frames that contain the teeth of the grippers are also
traced, in order to determine the precise touching point of the
gripper to the specimen, which is the starting time of loading
(Fig.9(b)). Finally, the proposed experimental methodology is
designed and ready for in-situ testing under SEM imaging,
therefore, with addition of a Pt pattern on the gauge section,
an in-situ SEM-DIC analysis of the full deformation field of
the specimen is a measurement possibility (not shown here).

The micro-tensile test is initiated by pulling the crossbar to
the micro-specimen with the gripper teeth, which leads to a
steady increase of the force on the force-time curve (Fig. 9(a)).
On the gripper displacement-time curve (Fig. 9(b)), the (ini-
tially high) slope of the curve reflects the displacement rate of
the freely moving gripper which follows the applied displace-
ment rate of the leaf spring mechanism. After the gripper
makes contact with the specimen crossbar, the gripper dis-
placement rate significantely decreases, which is accommo-
dated by deflection of the leaf spring. This load initiation point

is indicated by the arrows in Figs. 9(a,b). The force and dis-
placement data can be accurately synchronized by aligning the
load initiation points in time, which are determined by fitting
two lines to each curve. An example of the resulting engineer-
ing stress-strain curve is shown in Fig. 9(c). The apparent
irregularities in the plastic part of the stress-strain curve are
caused by the inhomogeneous deformation in the gauge sec-
tion of the micro-specimen.

Proof of Principle

Case 1: Single Phase Specimens

As a proof of principle, a set of specimens is fabricated to
verify the reliability and accuracy of the test methodology.
Fig. 10(a) shows three tensile specimens from the same grain
on a wedge produced from bulk IF steel. The material was

Fig. 8 Displacement measurement using global digital image correlation, using natural patterns on the specimen (a) and Pt-deposited patterns (b) [44,
45]. The total elongation of the specimen gauge (yellow frame) is obtained from the difference in rigid body displacement between the red and blue
frame. The purple frames are used to track the displacement of the gripper teeth in order to determine the starting point of loading (Fig. 9(b)). FIB-assisted
Pt-deposition has been used to create the dots that serve as DIC tracking pattern; note that this is only needed when the specimens do not have a natural
pattern. Note that in Fig. 9(b) only the specimen gauge section is in focus because of the shallow depth of field of optical microscope at high
magnifications

Fig. 9 (a) Force-time curve and (b) displacement-time curve of the gripper. The points marked by arrows are the transition points in the curves, which
indicates the starting moment of loading. (c) Global engineering stress-strain curve obtained by combining of (a, b). The noise level of the force
measurement, corrected for background influences, is considerably smaller than the applied load in the micro-tensile specimens
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heat treated to increase the grain size such that multiple micro-
tensile specimens could be fabricated from a single grain. The
high level of parallelism among the tensile specimens reduces
the amount of alignment work to only align the first specimen
in the series.

The flow curves of the ferrite specimens are shown
in Fig. 10(b). It is well known from the literature that
the variability in the flow curves can be large for
micron-sized specimens (even larger than shown here)
[3, 46, 47]. This variability between flow curves is
due to large local fluctuations in the density of disloca-
tions, alloying elements and nano-carbides at this small
scale. The different plateaus in the flow curves can be
due to the different hardening resulted from different
interaction of slip systems. However, a detailed slip
trace analysis is needed to investigate this further.

To this end, SE and BSE images of the specimens
after deformation are shown in Fig. 11(a-e). The slip
systems are marked and identified by the traces on the
specimen surfaces. Note that the methodology allows
for inspection of all sides of the specimen, as shown
in Fig. 11(f), to enable a clear identification of slip
planes, which is especially useful for cases where the
surface traces of different slip systems overlap on the
front surface of the specimens. All 5 specimens show
the same active slip systems, which demonstrates the
overall reproducibility of the methodology for the ap-
plied loading, specimen alignment, and micro-specimen
geometry. The observed surface traces of dislocations
match well with the theoretical ones, both on the FIB-
milled side and the FIB-free side of the specimen. This
suggests that the influence of FIB milling on the failure
behavior of specimens is negligible. Nevertheless, some
influence of FIB milling on the plasticity and fracture
behavior cannot be excluded. The slip system activation
mechanism influenced by the boundary constraint is re-
vealed by this method. This mechanism is hard to

observe with macro-mechanical testing because the ob-
served behavior of macro-specimens is the averaged be-
havior of huge number of grains. It is also difficult to
observe by other micro-mechanical testing methods
which have more complicated stress-state of the
specimens.

Of course, it is not a real challenge to isolate a
single-crystal specimen from a large-grained bulk mate-
rial. Yet, the small dimension of the wedge edge used in
the current methodology allows for fabrication of single-
crystal micro-specimens from multiphase materials with
a realistic microstructure. In Fig. 12(a), an example of a

Fig. 10 An example of 5 parallel micro-specimens from a single ferrite grain. (a) Zoom of 3 specimens, where yellow dashed lines mark the high level of
parallelism between the micro-specimens. (b) Engineering stress-strain curves of the 5 ferrite micro-specimens, shown together with the engineering
stress-strain curves of the 2 martensite specimens discussed below. The initial length of all specimens is 9 μm. Note that due to the high deformation
speed close to fracture, the actual fracture strain may be larger than calculated with GDIC from the last captured image

Fig. 11 (a-e) SE and backscattered electron (BSE) SEM images of the
front side of 5 μ-specimens taken from a single ferrite grain. The main
slip traces from the {110} < 111 > and {112} < 111 > slip families are
indicated in the SE images. (f) The methodology allows for inspection of
all sides of the micro-specimens to enable a clean identification of slip
planes, as demonstrated here by a tilted side view of specimen (e). The
initial length of the specimens is 9 μm
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ferrite micro-specimen isolated from a dual phase steel
sheet is shown, where the martensite islands are still
visible, e.g. on the top left of the image. As shown
by the inverse pole figure in Fig. 12(b), the front and
back side shows the same inverse pole figure, which
confirms that the specimen gauge part contains only a
single ferrite grain, extracted from a multiphase
material.

Case 2: Micro-Specimens Based on Crystallographic
Orientation Selection

This case illustrates lath martensite specimen preparation
based on orientation selection. A so-called packet is
composed of parallel stacks of laths, which is the fun-
damental structure unit of lath martensite. These laths
can be grouped into sub-blocks and blocks which have
a width of micrometers based on the misorientation be-
tween them. Therefore, the proposed methodology al-
lows to reveal the effect of the sub-block and block
boundaries on the strength of lath martensite.

To obtain the correct boundary configuration in the
specimen gauge part, it is required to fabricate speci-
mens from a site-specific region of martensite based
on prior EBSD analysis. In the ideal case, a constant
boundary through the thickness of the specimen gauge
section is preferred, which means inclinations of bound-
aries in 3D within the specimen are demanded. The
selection of the specimen fabrication sites can be based
on (1) the pole figures obtained by the EBSD measure-
ment (The martensite lath boundary is approximately
parallel to the {110} planes. Therefore, the {110} pole
figures of martensite can be used to judge if the

boundary is perpendicular to the front plane of the spec-
imen.) and (2) the evaluation of the EBSD inverse pole
figure maps from the front and the back sides of the
specimen gauge part.

Two configurations of boundary orientations are
shown, where (1) the lath boundary is perpendicular to
the surface of the specimen, and also parallel to the
loading direction (Fig. 13(a)) and (2) the lath boundary
is perpendicular to the surface of the specimen, but with
an angle of 45° to the loading direction (Fig. 13(b)).
The projection points marked in red circles on the pe-
riphery of the equatorial plane of the pole figures
(Fig. 13(a5, b5)) indicate that the corresponding (110)
plane is constant in the thickness direction of the spec-
imen gauge part. A confirmation of this observation is
given by the EBSD map of the backside of the speci-
mens in Fig. 13(a3,b3). The SEM images of the two
specimens before and after deformation are shown in
Fig. 13(a1,4) and Fig. 13(b1,4) respectively. The engi-
neering stress-strain curves of these two specimens are
given in Fig. 10(b), which clearly show the difference
of stress levels between the two deformation mecha-
nisms (and the fact that martensite is obviously much
stronger than ferrite).

Based on these micro-tensile tests, two new micro-
mechanisms of lath martensite are demonstrated: (1) in
contrast to earlier reports in the literature relying on indi-
rect measurements, sub-block boundary strengthening is
(almost) equally important as block boundary strengthen-
ing [44], and (2) under favorable orientation, all lath mar-
tensite sub-structure boundaries can exhibit boundary slid-
ing, which competes with crystallographic slips as the pri-
mary deformation mechanism [45]. The identification of

Fig. 12 (a) SEM micrograph of a ferrite micro-specimen extracted from a DP steel. Martensite islands are visible outside the gauge section. (b) EBSD
inverse pole figure map of the front side and back side of the specimen gauge part, which reveals its single crystal nature
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these micro-mechanisms is only possible because the used
methodology allows for crystallographic orientation speci-
men selection, combined with front and backside EBSD
mapping of the microstructure.

Conclusions

A reliable and reproducible micro-tensile test is proposed,
designed and demonstrated with examples of single phase
and multiphase materials together with region selection based
on EBSD measurement. We have shown that:

(1) The wedge concept allows fabrication of multiple paral-
lel micro-tensile specimens from a single wedge. With
this concept, it is easy to handle micro-tensile specimens
and the amount of alignment work is significantly
reduced.

(2) A site-specific specimen fabrication method is
established for micro-tensile specimen preparation from
bulk materials, which is applicable to both single-phase
materials and multiphase materials with possibility to

select regions for specimens based on crystallographic
orientations or morphologies.

(3) A setup for micro-tensile testing is constructed with ac-
curate specimen alignment, force and displacement mea-
surement. The setup is adapted for in-situ testing to ob-
tain a clean observation of the specimen surfaces in the
complete experiment.

(4) This testing setup is able to reveal mechanisms that are
difficult to identify with macro-mechanical testing. Due
to the simple loading condition, the analysis of observa-
tions is more straightforward compared to other micro-
mechanical tests with more complex loading conditions.
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Fig. 13 Examples of selection of
micro-specimens based on
orientations of the laths. The SEM
images of the specimens before
deformation (a1, b1) and after
deformation (a4, b4) of the front
side are presented. The lath
boundary of specimen a is parallel
to the loading direction, which is
the vertical direction here,
whereas the lath boundaries of
specimen b is roughly 45° tilted
with respect to the loading
direction. Due to the fact that the
boundaries are roughly parallel to
the {110} planes of the lath, the
projection points in the read
circles at the periphery in the
{110} pole figure (a5, b5)
indicate that the boundary plane
of the laths are perpendicular to
the specimen surface. This can be
confirmed by the EBSD map of
the front side and backside of the
gauge sections shown in (a2,a3)
and (b2,b3). Note that the
backside EBSD maps are flipped
horizontally. The engineering
stress-strain curves of these two
specimens are shown in
Fig. 10(b), marked as MSa and
MSb respectively. The initial
length of the specimens is 9 μm
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