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Abstract Previously, it has been shown that the grain size
distribution plays an important role in the mechanical
properties of welded steel. In the previous investigation,
the volume-weighted average grain size has been shown
to capture the influence of grain size distribution,
resulting in a better fitting Hall–Petch relationship between grain size and hardness. However, the previous
studies exclude the effects arising from local variation in
grain size. In this paper, the grain size measurement
methods are extended for the characterisation of the local
grain size variation, which is significant for welded joints
and can have an adverse effect on mechanical properties.
The local gradient of grain size variation and its dependency on measurement direction are considered. In addition, examples of grain size and hardness variation are
shown for S355 base metal and two weld metals, and
characteristic differences are highlighted and discussed.
The coarse-grained areas of a heterogeneous microstructure are found to have lower hardness than fine-grained
areas. However, the surrounding microstructure, i.e. local
grain size gradient, has an influence on the measured
hardness values.

Recommended for publication by Commission IX - Behaviour of Metals
Subjected to Welding
* Pauli Lehto
pauli.lehto@aalto.fi

1

Department of Mechanical Engineering, School of Engineering,
Aalto University, P.O. Box 12200, FIN-00076 Aalto, Finland

Keywords (IIW Thesaurus) Grain size . Measurement .
Structural steels . Hardness . Microstructure . Weld metal

1 Introduction
Microstructural characterisation of engineering materials is a
necessity for understanding the relationships between microstructural quantities and mechanical properties. Grain size is
one of the fundamental microstructural quantities and correlates with several properties, such as hardness, stress–strain
curve and fatigue strength [1–7]. Based on the work of Hall
[8] and Petch [9], a relationship was found between grain size
and the mechanical properties of steel. For yield strength, this
relationship is:
σ ¼ σ0 þ kd −1=2 ;

ð1Þ

where σ0 is the lattice friction stress required to move individual dislocations, k is a material-dependent constant known as
the Hall–Petch slope, and d is the average grain size [10]. As
the Hall–Petch relationship is related to the measure of grain
size, the correct definition of grain size is crucial.
The most commonly reported microstructural measure in
literature is the average grain, even though there is a large
variety of, e.g. ASTM grain size measurement methods, available [11]. Moreover, orientation imaging microscopy gives
the operator a large degree of freedom for defining the measurement methodology and parameters such as step size, grain
boundary misorientation criteria and filtering of the data
[12–14]. For these reasons, an extensive interlaboratory
round-robin [15] was carried out in order to define the grain
size measurement methodology for the ISO 13067 [16] standard. In addition to measurement of average grain size, other
material-specific factors such as differences in phase structure
and grain size distribution need to be considered.
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For heterogeneous materials, the grain size distribution is
of particular interest since it has been shown to influence the
mechanical properties [10, 17–22]. Improved grain size measurement methods are thus required to enhance the understanding between grain size distribution and mechanical properties [11]. Accurate description of the microstructural heterogeneity is also required for the mesoscale modelling of material behaviour [12]. Welds are an extreme case of heterogeneity since it is present both in macroscopic scale across the joint
and in microscopic scale within a single zone; see Fig. 1. The
grain size characterisation of heterogeneous weld metals was
studied by Lehto et al. [23]. The grain size measurements
revealed that structural steel weld metals exhibit a large variety of grain size distributions that are noticeably broader than
those of the base metal. To capture the influence of grain size
distribution, the volume-weighted grain size measurement
was utilised. It was shown that the Hall–Petch relationship’s
dependence on grain size distribution is eliminated when then
volume-weighted average grain size (dv) is used:


Δd
−1=2
−1=2
¼ σ0 þ kd
1þ f
;
ð2Þ
σ ¼ σ0 þ kd v
d
where f is a constant describing the relation between average
and volume-weighted average grain size and Δd/d is the relative grain size dispersion. The equation is reduced to the original Hall–Petch Eq. (1) in the theoretical case that all grains are
the same size. Furthermore, if samples with similar grain size
dispersion are compared the original Hall–Petch, Eq (1) is
applicable.
While the previous work covered the microstructural characterisation of volume-weighted average grain size and its
relation to the grain size distribution of welded structural steel,
it did not provide further insight into the inherent large local

variation of grain size. The aim of this paper is to characterise
the local variation of grain size in welded joints and investigate how it influences the mechanical properties using hardness measurements. The point-sampled grain size measurement method is extended for the characterisation of local grain
size variation both in numerical and visual form. The numerical approach is to present a moving average of grain size
using line probes in different directions. In visual approach,
the characterisation of grain size variation is further developed
by substituting grain size (d) with the Hall–Petch grain size
parameter (d−0.5) in order to have a linear scale for grain sizedependent mechanical properties. The local variation of grain
size is also compared to hardness measurement results.

2 Measurement of local grain size variation
Grain size is measured using the point-sampled intercept
length method [24, 25]. The method is similar to the commonly used linear intercept method [26]; however, the measurements are carried out at random points instead of being measured along pre-determined lines. The method has previously
been used for the characterisation of grain size distribution in
welded structural steel [23]. Here, the method is extended for
the characterisation of local grain size variation by including
measurement direction-based averaging. In addition, moving
averages of grain size are calculated across the microstructure.
Figure 2 shows a flow chart of the measurement procedure
using a fictional single-phase microstructure. Firstly, the grain
size is measured for individual grains at random points that hit
the grain interior (Fig. 2 (Ia)). The procedure is repeated a
large number of times for one measurement direction,
resulting in densely measured grain size for the individual
grain (Fig. 2 (Ib)).

Fig. 1 Macro section of an arc
welded joint (CV.1) and an
example of weld metal grain size
variation showing fine grained
(FG) and coarse grained (CG)
areas

2 mm

FG

CG
50 µm
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I) Grain size measurement using point-sampled linear intercept method
I b) Horizontal grain
size at random
points

I a) Linear intercept
at random points for
one grain

I c) Nearest neighbour
interpolaon for beer
visualisaon
0.55
0.5
0.45
0.4
0.35
0.3
0.25
0.2
0.15

Grain size, d -0.5 (µm-0.5)

Fig. 2 Flowchart of the grain size
measurement and analysis
procedure
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II) Procedure I repeated for all grains in four measurement direcons
II a) Horizontal

II b) Vercal

II c) 45° (1)

II d) 45° (2)

III) Combinaon of four measurement direcons
III a) Minimum

III c) Maximum

3.5

Grain size, d -0.5 (µm -0.5)

For an improved visual representation, the non-measured points are filled with a value from the nearest
neighbouring point. As shown in (Fig. 2 (Ic)), the interpolation results in a good visual representation of grain size
for the individual grain. Grain size is presented using the
Hall–Petch grain size parameter (d−0.5) in order to have a
linear scale for grain size affected mechanical properties.
This approach is taken to improve the resolution of visual
representation in the grain size regime below 10 μm. Based
on the Hall–Petch relationship, a small change of grain size
in this regime has a significant effect on the mechanical
properties, e.g. strength doubles as grain size decreases
from 4 to 1 μm.; see Fig. 3. It is noted that the classical
Hall–Petch relationship is applicable at grain sizes larger
than 0.1 μm (d−0.5 < 3.16 μm−0.5) [27, 28].

III b) Mean

3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
0.1

1

10

100

Grain size, d (µm)
Fig. 3 Relationship between grain size (d) and the Hall–Petch grain size
parameter (d−0.5)
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The procedures (Fig. 2 (Ia–c)) are repeated for all grains in
the fictitious microstructure using four measurement directions (0°, 45°, 90°, and 135°) as shown in Fig. 2 (IIa–d).
Typically, at least 25 % of the image points should be measured in each direction for accurate results. The probability Pi
of a random point hitting a grain of size i is proportional to the
surface area fraction of the grain. Based on relationships of
stereology [29, 30], the surface area fraction provides a statistical estimator for the volume fraction:
Pi ¼

Ai V i
≈
;
AT V T

ð3Þ

where Ai and Vi are the surface area and volume of a grain of size
i. AT and VT are the total surface area and volume of all grains in
the measurement domain, correspondingly. Thus, the measured
grain size distribution can be considered as the volume-weighted
grain size distribution if the assumption of isotropy is made. For
further details and a Matlab implementation of the measurement
procedure, the reader is referred to [23, 31].
To verify that the nearest neighbour interpolation does not
introduce any bias or error to the data, the grain size distributions of the measured and interpolated data are compared in
Fig. 4a. As the two counterparts overlap for each individual
measurement direction, the interpolated data shown in (Fig. 2
(IIa–d)) can be used for further data analysis.
In order to compare grain size with mechanical properties, e.g.
hardness, the four measurement directions need to be combined
into a single visualisation. The three alternatives used are to take
the minimum, mean or maximum value of the four measurement
directions at each point of all grains; see in Fig. 2 (IIIa–c). As
shown in Fig. 4b, the grain size distributions of minimum and
maximum cases are the lower and upper bounds for the measurement data, respectively. The mean has closely the same volume-

3 Experiments
3.1 Test specimens and sample preparation
The experiments are carried out for one base metal (BM.1)
and two welded samples. The weld samples are flux-core arc
welded either from two sides (CV.1) or from one side with a
ceramic backing (CV.2). Plate edges were prepared by plasma
cutting followed by grinding. The energy input for CV.1 is
3.5 kJ/cm for each side and for CV.2 it is 9 kJ/cm for the single
weld bead. The macro sections of the weld samples CV.1 and

b

1

1

0.9

0.9

0.8

0.8

Cumulative probability

Cumulative probability

a

weighted average grain size, dv, as the measurement data even
though the shape of the distribution is different. The agreement of
volume-weighted average grain size has been verified for various
heterogeneous microstructures, with the error typically being
smaller than 1 %. Since the volume-weighted average grain size
has been shown to correlate with hardness according to the Hall–
Petch relationship [23], the mean grain size plot is used for further result analysis of hardness and grain size.
In addition to the above mentioned visual options, the moving averages of the minimum, mean and maximum grain size
contours (Fig. 2 (IIIa–c)) are calculated across the micrograph
using horizontal and vertical line probes. The line probes used
in this study are 10-pixel wide. In addition, the border regions
of the micrographs were excluded from the averaging to eliminate large grains that extend beyond the micrograph. Grain
size at 90 % probability level was found as a suitable margin
for exclusion at all edges of the image. Dimensions of the
probes used are shown in Table 3. The difference between
the three moving averages represents the local variation of
grain size in different measurement directions.

0.7
0.6
0.5
Measured, horizontal
Measured, vertical
Measured, 45° (1)
Measured, 45° (2)
Interpolated, horizontal
Interpolated, vertical
Interpolated, 45° (1)
Interpolated, 45° (2)

0.4
0.3
0.2
0.1
0

0

10

20

30

40

Grain size (µm)

50

0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3
Measurement data
Interpolated, minimum
Interpolated, mean
Interpolated, maximum

0.2
0.1
60

0

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Grain size (µm)

Fig. 4 Cumulative probability distributions for grain size (a) measured and interpolated data for the four measurement directions (see Ib, Ic and II in
Fig. 2). b Comparison of the analysed (see III in Fig. 2) and measurement data
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Test sample base metal grades and mechanical properties [23]
Grade

Thickness (mm)

REH (MPa)

Rm (MPa)

A (%)

BM.1

GL D36

6

343

472

34

CV.1

S355J2

3

466

564

31.3

CV.2

S355J2

3

466

564

31.3

CV.2 are shown in Figs. 1 and 5, correspondingly. All base
metals are S355 grade ferritic-pearlitic structural steels; the
base metal grades and mechanical properties are presented in
Table 1.
For this investigation, specimens are prepared from the
base metal BM.1 and the two weld metals. To represent the
extremities of the grain size distribution, two weld metal regions are chosen with homogeneous and heterogeneous grain
size distributions. The root side weld metal of weld sample
CV.1 is taken as the homogeneous weld metal, while the toe
side weld metal of weld sample CV.2 is the heterogeneous
weld metal. The three specimens are chosen since they have
previously been found to closely follow the same relationship
between grain size and hardness in the macroscopic scale
using 70–100 μm hardness indentations [23]. The previously
measured average hardness and grain size values, as well as
phase volume fractions are presented in Table 2. The microstructural constituents were identified according to IIW

document IX-1533-88 [32] by using the systematic manual
point counting method according to ASTM E562-02 [33].
For the weld sample CV.2, an additional sample was prepared for EBSD analysis. The sample is used for comparing
the grain size and hardness from the exact same location for
the heterogeneous weld metal. This location is referred to as
A2 in further instances. The location of this area and the hardness measurements carried out for the heterogeneous weld
metal are shown in Fig. 5. All specimens were mounted in
an electrically conductive resin and grinded up to P4000 grit
abrasive paper. Polishing was done with 3 and 1 μm diamond
paste and the additional heterogeneous sample with 0.25 μm
as well. Before EBSD analysis, final polishing was carried out
with colloidal silica in a vibratory polisher for 45 min.
3.2 Material characterisation
Instrumented indentation testing was used for measuring the
mechanical properties. Hardness was measured with a CSM
Instruments micro-indentation tester according to ISO 14577–
1 [34] utilising large matrices containing up to 200 indentations. Hardness was defined using Martens hardness, denoted
by HM, with a Vickers pyramid tip. The measurement data
related to, but not presented in [23], indicates that HM correlates well with traditional Vickers hardness when presented in
the same units; see Appendix 1 for further details. The test

Table 2 Test specimen nomenclature, microstructural characterisation and the microstructural constituent volume fractions and the corresponding
95 % confidence intervals [23]
Sample

Base metal
Homogeneous weld metal
Heterogeneous weld metal

BM.1
CV.1 root
CV.2 toe

Grain size

Hardness

Constituent volume fraction (%)

dv (μm)

HM (MPa)

AF

PF

FC/P

15.29 ± 1.96
5.95 ± 0.20
4.00 ± 0.45

1412 ± 29
1756 ± 17
1984 ± 34

–
7.3 ± 1.4
37.5 ± 6.4

78.6 ± 5.3
78.7 ± 4.7
56.2 ± 5.3

21.4 ± 5.3 (P)
14.0 ± 3.4
6.3 ± 1.6

Abbreviations used: dv volume-weighted average grain size, HM Martens hardness, PF primary ferrite, AF acicular ferrite, FC ferrite–carbide aggregate,
P pearlite [23]

a

b
A2, HV0.01
HV0.01
HV0.3

HV0.1

2 mm

Fig. 5 Two macro sections of the arc welded joint CV.2 showing the hardness measurement locations of the heterogeneous weld metal presented in a
Fig. 11 and b Fig. 12
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c

b

a

50 µm

50 µm

25 µm

Fig. 6 The grain boundary maps used for grain size analysis of a base metal, b homogeneous weld metal and c heterogeneous weld metal

forces used equal HV0.01 (98.07 mN), HV0.1 (980.7 mN) and
HV0.3 (2942.1 mN), producing indentations with approximately 7–10 μm, 30–35 μm and 50–60 μm diagonal lengths,
respectively, depending on the sample. Indentation depth is
approximately 1/7th of the indentation diagonal, i.e. 1–
1.4 μm, 4.3–5 μm and 7.1–8.5 μm for the three measurement
forces, respectively. Linear 30-s loading ramps were used, with
a hold time of 10 s at the maximum force.
The heterogeneous microstructure was characterised using
the electron backscatter diffraction (EBSD). EBSD analysis of
the heterogeneous weld metal in sample CV.2 (location A2)
was carried out prior to hardness measurements at a premarked area. A Zeiss Ultra 55 field emission scanning electron microscope equipped with a Nordlys F+ camera and
Channel 5 software from Oxford Instruments was used for
the EBSD analyses. The EBSD analyses were performed with
a step size of 0.2 μm at a magnification of 1000× (area
373 × 280 μm). The acceleration voltage was 20 kV and the
grain boundary misorientation criteria of 10° were used.
Indexing rate of the EBSD maps was approximately 90 %
and the EBSD data was post-processed using a nearest neighbour clean-up routine. The grain boundary maps from EBSD
analysis were overlaid on optical micrographs and digital image processing applied in order to de-skew the distortions
caused by stage drift during acquisition [35]. For optical micrographs, the samples were etched with a 2 % Nital solution.
Digital image processing was carried out to create grain
boundary maps from the optical micrographs for base metal
and homogeneous weld metal; see [31] for more details.

Table 3

4 Results
4.1 Microstructure and grain size
The microstructures of the three specimens are shown in
Fig. 6. The measured average grain sizes (d, dv) of the single
micrographs and the dimensions of the averaging line probes
are presented in Table 3. The line probes are 10-pixel wide and
thus the magnification of the micrograph affects the width of
the probe. The relative grain size dispersion values for the
three specimens are defined based on [23]:
Δd d max −d min d 99% −d 1%
¼
;
¼
d
d
d

ð4Þ

where the maximum and minimum grain sizes are taken as 99
and 1 % probability level grain sizes, respectively. This value
characterises the grain size dispersion on a macroscopic scale
for the entire micrograph, see Ref [23] for further details.
The local grain size variation found in base metal as well as
homogeneous and heterogeneous weld metals are compared
in Fig. 7. Base metal and homogeneous weld metal have quite
homogeneous grain size as is indicated by the relative grain
size dispersion. The local variation of grain size is not significant and moreover the local variation is homogeneous
throughout the microstructure. On the contrary, local variation
of grain size is significant for the heterogeneous weld metal.
The coarse-grained areas have inconsistent spacing as shown
in Fig. 7c, and thus one grain boundary map of size

Measured average grain sizes for the three microstructures presented in Fig. 6 and dimensions of the line probes used for grain size averaging
Grain size

Base metal
Homogeneous weld
Heterogeneous weld

Line probe dimensions

Grains per line length

d (μm)

Δd/d (−)

dv (μm)

Line width (μm)

Horizontal (μm)

Vertical (μm)

Horizontal (−)

Vertical (−)

10.18
3.47
2.21

3.16
3.60
5.38

15.43
5.94
5.01

1.84
0.74
0.98

532
213
321

385
154
241

35
36
64

25
26
48

Grains per line length is defined as line length divided by the volume-weighted average grain size
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a

679

b

c

Fig. 7 Comparison of local grain size variation for S355 base metal, homogeneous and heterogeneous weld metals. The colour contours range between
0.18 and 1.05 μm−0.5, representing the largest 99 % and smallest 1 % probability level grain sizes for the three specimens

345 × 266 μm does not fully represent the length scale at
which the coarse and fine-grained areas alternate.
4.2 Characterisation of the local grain size variation
The local grain size variation of base metal, homogeneous weld
metal and heterogeneous weld metal is shown in Figs. 8, 9, and
10, correspondingly. The dimensions of the line probes used for
the calculation of moving averages are presented in Table 3. It
can be seen that the grain size of the base metal (Fig. 8) is very
uniform when the mechanical properties are considered on
grain scale according to the Hall–Petch relationship (d−0.5).
Variation around the volume-weighted average grain size (dv)
is minor for the moving average of the mean grain size. In terms

Fig. 8 Grain size plotted as a function of the Hall–Petch grain size
parameter (d−0.5) for the base metal (S355). The colour contour ranges
from 99 to 1 % probability level grain size for the main figure. The colour

of grain size, it is difficult to find strong or weak locations in the
microstructure as the smallest and largest grains are within a
narrow band of approximately 0.2–0.5 μm−0.5. For homogeneous weld metal (Fig. 9), the variation of grain size is very
similar to base metal, with little variation around the volumeweighted average grain size. Relatively, the minimum and maximum are further away from the mean curve, which is related to
the broader grain size dispersion compared to base metal. This
is visible as an increased amount of fine grains (acicular ferrite,
AF) in between the coarse grains (primary ferrite, PF). For
heterogeneous weld metal (Fig. 10), the location of coarse
grains can be determined both visually and using the horizontal
moving average of grain size. The areas with coarse grains are
primary ferrite while fine-grained areas consist mostly of

contour range is extended for the side figures to cover the 1 and 99 %
probability level grain sizes of the minimum and maximum cases
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Fig. 9 Grain size plotted as a function of the Hall–Petch grain size
parameter (d−0.5) for the homogeneous weld metal. The colour contour
ranges from 99 to 1 % probability level grain size for the main figure. The

colour contour range is extended for the side figures to cover the 1 and
99 % probability level grain sizes of the minimum and maximum cases

acicular ferrite. Furthermore, there is also noticeable grain size
variation within acicular ferrite. Of the three specimens, the
difference between minimum and maximum moving averages

is largest for the heterogeneous weld metal in the area that
consists primarily of acicular ferrite (X-coordinate 100–
200 μm).

Fig. 10 Grain size plotted as a function of the Hall–Petch grain size
parameter (d−0.5) for the heterogeneous weld metal. The colour contour
ranges from 99 to 1 % probability level grain size for the main figure. The

colour contour range is extended for the side figures to cover the 1 and
99 % probability level grain sizes of the minimum and maximum cases

Weld World (2016) 60:673–688
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of the hardness measurements. Hardness is presented as
an interpolated colour contour, and thus, it should be
noted that the values in between the indentations do
not represent real hardness values.
For all specimens, it is observed that the mean hardness value increases with a decrease in indentation size.
At the same time, the maximum hardness values increase significantly while minimum values remain approximately the same. Using the smallest test force of
HV0.01, the difference between lowest and highest measured hardness values is significant, up to 0.9 times the

4.3 Comparison of hardness variation in S355 base metal
and weld metal
The variation in grain size indicates that the mechanical properties might also vary significantly within the heterogeneous
microstructure. The local variation in hardness measured
using test forces HV0.01, HV0.1 and HV0.3 is shown in
Fig. 11. The diagonal lengths of the indentations are approximately 7–10 μm, 30–35 μm and 50–60 μm, respectively. For
clarity, the grain size comparison presented in Fig. 7 is
from the same specimens but not at the exact location

Base metal
d/d = 3.2

Homogeneous weld metal
d/d = 3.6

a
200 µm

d
3000

3100

3500

2800

2900

3300

2600
2400

3100
2900

2500

2700

2300

2000

HV0.01

g

2700

2200

2500

1800

2100

1600

1900

2100

1400

1700

1900

1500

1700

1200

2300

Min

Mean

Max

Min

Mean

Max

Min

Mean

Max

1115

2097

3039

1473

2456

3125

1635

2411

3538

b
200 µm

e

h

3000

3100

3500

2800

2900

3300

2600

2900

2500

2200

HV0.1

3100

2700

2400

2700
2300

2000

2500

1800

2100

1600

1900

2100

1400

1700

1900

1200

2300

1700

1500

Min

Mean

Max

Min

Mean

Max

Min

Mean

Max

1397

1598

1837

1785

1972

2176

1840

2070

2359

f
200 µm

Heterogeneous weld metal
d/d = 5.4

c

i

3000

3100

3500

2800

2900

3300

2600

2900

2500

2200

2700
2300

2000

HV0.3

3100

2700

2400

2500

1800

2100

1600

1900

2100

1400

1700

1900

1200

2300

1700

1500

Min

Mean

Max

Min

Mean

Max

Min

Mean

Max

1312

1475

1675

1725

1875

2209

1809

1980

2157

Fig. 11 Comparison of local hardness variation (HM) using three different indentation loads for the three specimens. The colour scales range between
HV0.01 minimum and maximum for each specimen
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average value. This can be related to the placement of
the small indentations in the microstructure, hitting e.g.
entirely in soft ferrite grain interiors or hard pearlite.
While base metal and homogeneous weld metal generally show smooth transitions between low and high
hardness areas, the heterogeneous weld metal shows
much higher local variation. This is the case particularly
for the HV0.01 measurement force that produces small,
7–10 μm indentations. At higher test forces of HV0.1
and HV0.3, base metal and homogeneous weld metal
show variation in hardness even though the grain size
is very uniform in the structure. Likewise, with HV0.3
indentations, the local variation in hardness cannot be
captured for the heterogeneous weld metal since the
indentations are larger than the coarse-grained areas.
Thus, it is challenging to choose indentation parameters; indentation size in relation to grain size and at the same time the
spacing of indentations affects the data gathered from a predetermined area. The transition and relations between different size indentations, as well as the relation to tensile properties require further study.

To investigate the local grain size variation, additional hardness
measurements were carried out for the heterogeneous weld
metal. Prior to hardness measurements, an EBSD analysis
was carried out at location A2 of the weld (see Fig. 5) that
was pre-marked with hardness indentations. After hardness
measurements, the specimen surface was etched, which enables
overlaying of the EBSD maps on the microstructure and identifying the location of hardness indentations.
The hardness data and grain size contour for the studied
heterogeneous weld metal are shown in Fig. 12. The figure
contains (a) an optical micrograph of the hardness measurements, (b) visual estimate of correlation between hardness and
local microstructure and (c) hardness in discrete form for individual indentations overlaid on the grain size contour. The
visual estimate in (b) is divided into three categories: (1)
green, grain size under the indentation correlates with hardness within approximately ±100 HM (52/96 samples, 54 %);
(2) orange, hardness correlates with grain size when the microstructure surrounding the indentation is considered (18/96,

a

b

c

50 µm

50 µm

2900
0.95
2800
0.85
0.75
c

0.65
f

0.55
0.45

a

0.35

e

b

50 µm

0.25

2600
2500
2400
2300
2200
2100

Hardness, HM (MPa)

2700

d

Grain size, d -0.5 (µm-0.5)

Fig. 12 a Optical micrograph of
the hardness measurement area
for the heterogeneous weld metal
area A2, b grain boundary map
and visual estimation of the
correlation between local grain
size and hardness; see text for the
explanation and c the hardness
value for each indentation
overlaid on the grain size contour,
ranging from 99 to 1 %
probability level grain size

4.4 Correlation between grain size and hardness
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19 %) and (3) red, hardness and local grain size show no
correlation (26/96, 27 %). Reader is referred to Appendix 2
for the hardness values and a figure that shows the grain size
under and around each indentation.
In general, the low hardness areas correspond with the
coarse grains and high hardness with the fine-grained areas.
A mixture of different grain sizes under the indentation is
found to result in a measured hardness value that corresponds
approximately with the average grain size of the area according to the rule of mixtures; see Fig. 13a. When fine grains are
surrounded by coarse grains, hardness is found to decrease,
and in the opposite case, to increase; see Fig. 13b, c, correspondingly. Placement of the indentation tip in a small cluster
of fine grains is found to increase the hardness value, even
though the microstructure under and around the indentation
would otherwise consist of coarse grains; see Fig. 13d. In
some cases, low hardness is measured in fine grains and high
hardness in coarse grains; see Fig. 13e, f, correspondingly.
Further numerical analysis of the microstructure at each indentation is required before correlations between local microstructure and hardness can be formulated.

5 Discussion
The local grain size and hardness variation of ferritic base
metal and two weld metals were studied. The point-sampled
intercept length method was extended for the characterisation
of local grain size variation. The local gradient of grain size
variation and its dependency on measurement direction were
considered. Base metal and homogeneous weld metal did not
have significant local grain size variation, while the
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heterogeneous weld metal had distinct areas of coarse and fine
grains. The coarse-grained areas are associated with primary
ferrite and the fine-grained areas with acicular ferrite.
Hardness was measured to investigate the influence of local
grain size variation on mechanical properties.
EBSD grain size analysis is typically carried out using the
grain identification and determination of grain size from its
surface area, often taken as the diameter of a circle with an
equivalent surface area [12, 36]. For homogeneous equiaxed
microstructures, this assumption is justified, and values determined by circle equivalent diameter (dceq) and linear intercept
are comparable within 10 % of each other [15]. The use of
circle equivalent diameter has limitations when applied to heterogeneous weld metal microstructures. Welds can have microstructures where definition of individual grains is ambiguous due to discontinuities in the grain boundaries, and thus
clusters of multiple grains can be detected as a single grain.
This has been demonstrated for stainless steel pipe welds by
Saukkonen et al. [37], also showing the robustness of the
linear intercept method to EBSD indexing errors and the consequent grain detection. Furthermore, the circle equivalent
diameter is not well suited for high aspect ratio grains by itself,
and more information about the shape of the grain is required
[38]. For welds, the high aspect ratio of grains, as well as
morphological anisotropy, make the assumption of circular
geometry invalid. Thus, the volume-weighted linear intercept
method should be preferred for grain size measurement of
heterogeneous weld microstructures with complex grain morphologies. To that end, the methodology presented here is able
to consider the aspect ratio of grains through the four measurement directions. Although limited to four measurement directions, it seems sufficient for the characterization of weld metal

Fig. 13 Expanded view of grain size and hardness at indentations a–f indicated in Fig. 12c
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microstructures. It is also not sensitive to small discontinuities
in the grain boundaries that are observed in welded [39, 40]
and deformed [41] steel microstructures. For a physically
based definition, the grain size measurement direction should
be parallel with the direction of the slip plane in each grain,
requiring the utilisation of orientation information in grain size
measurement. As the present approach is based on measurement of 2D sections, the morphological anisotropy of the
grains is not considered.
Grain size variation was found to be significant within acicular ferrite in the heterogeneous weld metal, having the biggest
relative difference between the minimum and maximum grain
size curves in Fig. 10. The variation is related to the high aspect
ratio of the grains, resulting in a significant difference between
the shortest and longest grain size measurement directions.
Local variation of grain size is visually significant within acicular ferrite, as shown in Figs. 10 and 12c, ranging approximately between 1 and 5 μm even though not revealed by the moving
average line probe. The line probes are influenced by the number of grains falling under the line, and thus, the true variation
will average out with a large number of grains. This is the case
for acicular ferrite in the heterogeneous weld metal, and further
research is required to define methods better suited for quantifying the local grain size variation numerically.
Even though the base metal and homogeneous weld metal
are uniform in grain size, hardness measurements revealed low
and high hardness regions using HV0.1 and HV0.3 test forces;
see Fig. 11b, c, e and f. Visually, the grain size is uniform
through the entire microstructure, and thus, it seems that factors
other than grain size contributed to the observed differences.
Hardness measurements using HV0.01 test force revealed that
in the heterogeneous weld metal, the low hardness values are
usually associated with coarse grains and high hardness values
with fine grains, as is expected by the Hall–Petch relationship
[8, 9]; see Fig. 12c. Despite the visual estimate of 54 % of
hardness measurements corresponding with the local grain size
(Fig. 12b), variation is observed between regions of similar grain
size. This can be caused by differences in grain orientation [42,
43] and dislocation slip transmission between grains [44, 45].
The plastic zone from a hardness indentation is hemispheric, extending 1.0–1.9 times the contact radius with the highest
plastic strain (>20 %) located directly underneath the indenter
contact region [46]. Therefore, the microstructure of the entire
plastic zone will influence the hardness measurement. This is
visible for the 19 % of measurements where surrounding
coarse or fine grains either decreased or increased the hardness
value, respectively. The limitation of observing grain size on
the surface of the specimen is visible with 27 % of the measurements as the grain size is not in agreement with the measured hardness value. Furthermore, the microstructural length
scale, e.g. grain size, interacts with the length scale of hardness
measurements [47]. These effects become relevant with indentations small relative to the grain size, and disappear as
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the length scale of deformation is large relative to the microstructural heterogeneities [47]. For the heterogeneous weld
metal, the coarse grains are up to 25 μm in size while the fine
grains are 1–5 μm in size, and thus the plastic zone of an
indentation with 7-μm diagonal and 1-μm depth can be limited to a few grains or tens of grains. Therefore, the size of the
plastic zone can vary depending on grain size and should be
considered in the grain size measurement.
In addition to grain size characterisation, phase properties
need to be considered in microstructural analysis. Even
though in case of acicular ferrite and primary ferrite the phases
behave similarly in hardness measurements [23], the tensile
properties and toughness can show significant differences despite similarity of grain size. Zhao [48] found that acicular
ferrite (d = 4–5 μm) had lower ultimate tensile strength but
higher yield strength than ultrafine-grained ferrite
(d = 1 μm). The differences were attributed to carbonitride
precipitation, higher dislocation density and the lath bundle
size of acicular ferrite. In general, acicular ferrite is beneficial
for mechanical properties and besides tensile properties it improves impact toughness and decreases the transition temperature [49, 50]. Thus, methods are sought after to increase the
volume fraction of acicular ferrite in welds [49, 51].
In this study, the weld metal microstructures were examined
using two dimensional analysis. Based on current analysis
hardness shows good agreement (54 %) in locations where
the local grain size gradient is typically small. It is expected
that the gradient of grain size under the indentation has a significant effect on measured hardness values as well. It is likely
that for the locations with good agreement the grain size gradient under the indentation is small or that the gradient is such
that the measured hardness appears to correlate with surface
grain size. For weld metals, the solidification behaviour controls the grain structure and the achieved mechanical properties
[52]. The competitive growth of grains, influenced by the transient thermal conditions and solidification characteristics of the
weld metal, determines the morphology of the grain structure
[52, 53]. In fusion welding axial, columnar and equiaxed grain
morphologies can be observed depending on the thermal gradient, cooling rate and use of grain refining particles [52, 54,
55]. Therefore, the appearance of the grains on one cross section may not be representative of the grain morphology [56],
causing bias for the assumed relationship between surface area
and volume (Eq. 3). For example, columnar grains can appear
very large on the transverse section even though the grains are
quite shallow. Thus, the morphology of the grains and the anisotropy of the microstructure in the direction of the weld bead
should be included in the analysis. It is expected that hardness
of the heterogeneous weld metal (Fig. 12) is better predicted if
the morphological anisotropy is considered. Furthermore, other
obstacles to dislocation motion such as inclusions can influence
the measured hardness values on a local scale. Consideration of
these aspects is left for future work.
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6 Conclusions
The point-sampled grain size measurement method was extended to the characterisation of local grain size variation. The
Hall–Petch grain size parameter (d−0.5) was found to give a
good visual representation of grain size-dependent mechanical
properties. Heterogeneous weld metal was found to have significant local variation of grain size while base metal and
homogeneous weld metal were not. Furthermore, the local
variation of grain size correlates with hardness measurements
for a large portion of the measurements, with coarse grains
generally showing low hardness and fine grains high hardness. Grain size alone was not able to explain all of the measurement results and thus future work is needed to analyse the
local microstructure to determine factors other than grain size
that should be included in the microstructural characterisation.
In particular, the morphological anisotropy, i.e. the three dimensional shape of the grains needs to be characterized.
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Appendix 1: Vickers hardness compared
to instrumented indentation hardness
Traditional hardness measurements rely on measurement of, e.g.
the diagonal of the indentation after the test force has been removed. As a result, only the residual plastic deformation is

considered and elastic deformation is ignored. Instrumented indentation testing (IIT) enables the evaluation of both the elastic
and plastic deformation by monitoring of the test force and displacement of the indenter. In addition to hardness, other material
parameters such as indentation modulus can be determined without the need for optical measurement of the indentation [34].
Due to the force-displacement data being available, several
definitions can be used for defining hardness from IIT measurements, with indentation hardness (HIT) being the most commonly used parameter. However, the definition of indentation hardness [34] is the maximum force divided by the projected area,
which is not the case for definition of traditional Vickers hardness. ISO 14577–1 Annex F [34] includes the correlation of HIT
to Vickers hardness by converting the projected area to the surface area of contact. The correlation between the two is formulated as HV = 0.0945 x HIT based on the constant ratio of
projected area to surface area and unit conversion to kg/mm2. It
is noted that the values calculated in this manner should not be
used as a substitute for Vickers hardness.
Another approach is to use Martens hardness (HM), which by
definition is the same as traditional Vickers hardness. These two
options are compared in Fig. 14 for the measurements of Ref.
[23], although not presented there in this form. For comparability,
Martens hardness is also converted to kilogrammes per
millimetre squared. The ferritic weld metals (WM) have good
correlation with Martens hardness and Vickers hardness below
250 HV within the ±5 % limits. At higher values, Martens hardness values are lower than Vickers hardness, indicating that significant in-plane elastic recovery took place after the test force
was removed, thus reducing the optically measured diagonals.
Indentation hardness (HIT) shows higher deviation at low
Vickers hardness values. The values are consistently higher than
Vickers hardness, following approximately the +5 % line above
200 HV. Due to the good agreement of Martens hardness below
250 HV, it is used for the ferritic samples in the current study.
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Fig. 14 Comparison of base metal (BM) and weld metal (WM) Vickers
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from MPa to kg/mm2. The measurements are from Ref. [23], although not
presented there in this form
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Appendix 2: Grain size contour and hardness values
This appendix provides an alternative representation of
the grain size contour presented in Fig. 12. In order to

reveal the microstructure under each indentation, the hardness indentations have been moved below each indentation in Fig. 15. The measured hardness values are presented in Table 4.

2900

Fig. 15 The hardness value for
each indentation overlaid on
mean grain size contour for the
heterogeneous weld metal area
A2. Hardness values are shown
below each indentation, indicated
by the arrows on the left side, to
reveal the grain size under the
indentations. The grain size
colour contour ranges from 99 to
1 % probability level grain size
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Table 4

Martens hardness (HM) values [MPa] for the indentations presented in Figs. 12 and 15
Indentation number

Indentation row

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

8
7

2615
2605

2587
2726

2548
2609

2585
2437

2515
2396

2549
2068

2464
2356

2557
2678

2629
2320

2593
2514

2283
2445

2485
2530

6
5
4
3

2657
2564
2747
2641

2701
2405
2763
2449

2295
2526
2554
2513

2559
2484
2540
2309

2737
2239
2494
2441

2192
2691
2432
2524

2592
2708
2145
2170

2522
2488
2322
2361

2751
2259
2411
2468

2332
2238
2449
2256

2549
2259
2523
2491

2312
2323
2113
2586

2
1

2341
2174

2743
2321

2258
2200

2200
2197

2720
2349

2521
2143

2513
2213

2292
2453

2421
2596

2133
2247

2360
2327

2402
2396

Indentation (1, 1) is located in the lower left corner and indentation (12, 8) in the upper right corner of the figures
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