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Abstract: Components made of nickel-based alloys are typically used for high-temperature applica-
tions because of their high corrosion resistance and very good creep and fatigue strength, even at
temperatures around 1000 ◦C. Corrosive damage can significantly reduce the mechanical properties
and the expected remaining service life of components. In the present study, a new method was
introduced to continuously determine the change in microstructure occurring as a result of exposure
to high temperature and cyclic mechanical loading. For this purpose, the conventional low-cycle
fatigue test procedure was modified and a non-destructive, electromagnetic testing technique was
integrated into a servohydraulic test rig to monitor the microstructural changes. The measured values
correlate with the magnetic material properties of the specimen, allowing the microstructural changes
in the specimen’s subsurface zone to be analyzed upon high-temperature fatigue. Specifically, it was
possible to show how different loading parameters affect the maximum chromium depletion as well
as the depth of chromium depletion, which influences the magnetic properties of the nickel-based
material. It was also observed that specimen failure is preceded by a certain degree of microstructural
change in the subsurface zone. Thus, the integration of the testing technology into a test rig opens
up new possibilities for improved prediction of fatigue failure via the continuous recording of the
microstructural changes.

Keywords: alloy 718; fatigue; oxidation; chromium depletion; non-destructive testing

1. Introduction

Components in aircraft, aerospace, industrial, and automotive engineering are fre-
quently subjected to severe loads due to thermal fluctuations and cyclic mechanical stresses.
In order to ensure a sufficient service life under these loading conditions, these components
are often manufactured using nickel-based alloys, the so-called superalloys. These alloys
exhibit very high resistance to corrosion, as well as high creep and fatigue strength, even
at temperatures around 1000 ◦C. Their excellent properties at these high temperatures
are achieved by alloying up to 15 elements with nickel as the base element. High me-
chanical strength is reached in particular by the formation of ordered precipitates and
carbides. Corrosion protection is provided by alloying with sufficiently high contents of
the coating-forming elements chromium and aluminum [1–4].

A component’s service life is often determined by mechanical and corrosive factors.
The high temperatures and an oxygen-containing atmosphere lead to oxidation of the
component surface. If the chromium and aluminum contents are sufficiently high, protec-
tive coating layers are formed that drastically slow down further oxidation and typically,
parabolic oxide layer growth occurs. As the protective layer forming elements diffuse from
the component subsurface to the component surface, the component subsurface becomes
depleted in these elements. If the subsurface is excessively depleted in these elements, the
oxide layer can no longer be re-established in the event of local damage. As a result, the
protective effect of the oxide layer is finally lost. Cyclic mechanical stress acting on the
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component can lead to such local damage in form of cracks in the protective oxide layers.
Due to the constant reformation of the oxide layer, the element depletion in the component
subsurface increases rapidly. If the oxide layers no longer provide sufficient protection,
oxidation products may form in the material and on grain boundaries. This can lead to
notch effects, crack initiation, and component failure [5–8].

The depletion of alloying elements can also lead to a change in the magnetic material
properties. In fact, an initially paramagnetic material behavior can change to a ferromag-
netic one. This effect makes it possible to detect microstructural changes as a result of
high-temperature corrosion using non-destructive testing (NDT) techniques [9–14]. Har-
monic analysis of eddy current signals (EC-HA) is a non-destructive testing technique
suitable for characterizing such changes in the magnetic material properties. This testing
technique is mostly used for non-destructive characterization of steel alloys with ferromag-
netic properties [15–17]. For detecting microstructural changes in nickel-based superalloys
by EC-HA, the fact can be exploited that the chromium depletion correlates with the Curie
temperature and the amplitude of the third harmonic at 25 ◦C [18–20]. In the context of the
present study, EC-HA was integrated into a servohydraulic test rig in order to record the
change of the specimen subsurface zone under high-temperature fatigue conditions in a
non-destructive manner.

There are various test techniques for assessing the behavior of high-temperature
materials under thermal and mechanical loading conditions. These can be divided into
isothermal, thermo-mechanical, or thermal fatigue tests [21–24]. The objective of the
present study was to evaluate an EC-HA system designed to monitor the microstructural
degradation in the subsurface region under such conditions. Although the present study
was limited to isothermal high-temperature low-cycle fatigue (LCF) test, the approach is
applicable to other loading scenarios as well.

2. Materials and Methods

The experiments were carried out using the nickel-based alloy 718 in annealed con-
dition. The alloy composition was 18.6 wt.% Fe, 18.4 wt.% Cr, 5.1 wt.% Nb, 2.9 wt.% Mo,
0.9 wt.% Ti, 0.5 wt.% Al, 0.3 wt.% Co, and balance Ni. For testing, cylindrical specimens
with a diameter in the gauge section of 8 mm were employed. The samples were tested in
the as-machined condition (surface roughness of Rz = 2 µm).

The modified isothermal LCF tests were performed on an MTS Landmark 370.10 servo-
hydraulic universal test system (MTS Systems Corp., Eden Prairie, MN, USA). The key
components of the test set-up are presented in Figure 1. The LCF parts of the tests were
conducted in total strain control with triangular wave shape and a test frequency of
0.0083 Hz. The actual strain was measured by a high-temperature extensometer (MTS
Systems Corp., Eden Prairie, MN, USA) attached to the specimen. The specimen was
heated inductively via an induction coil enclosing the specimen. The temperature of the
specimen was determined without contact via a pyrometer. To ensure a constant emission
coefficient of the specimen surface, the specimen was painted black with heat-resistant
paint. The temperature measurements were calibrated using thermocouples attached to
companion specimens.

The EC-HA system was integrated into the fatigue test rig, allowing in-situ electro-
magnetic characteristics to be monitored as shown in Figure 1. Specifically, a temperature-
resistant EC-HA tactile sensor (in-house development) was used to record the magnetic
properties. Protection against high specimen temperatures was realized by a thin-walled
housing made of a paramagnetic, low-conductive metal. The sensor was operated at a
frequency of 1.6 kHz and had a measuring spot diameter of 15 mm. Therefore, not the
entire sample was probed, but only a selected part of the sample. The penetration depth
and the volume probed are essentially dependent on the electrical and magnetic material
properties in addition to the selected test frequency. Since alloy 718 has paramagnetic
properties in its initial state as well as a low electrical conductivity (approx. 1 MS/m),
high penetration depths result. In fact, for the geometry used it would also be possible to
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detect the formation of ferromagnetic phases on the backside of the sample. However, this
changes when a thin, ferromagnetic surface layer forms as a result of high-temperature
oxidation. Then the effective penetration depth decreases to a few µm. To position the
sensor on the specimen, a linear axis with a spindle drive and a traverse path of 250 mm
was used. With the traversing unit, the sensor was moved from a position outside the
effective field of the inductor (= parking position) to the specimen (= measuring position).
By means of an integrated spring mechanism, the sensor was pressed onto the specimen
surface with a constant force when the sensor was in the measuring position.
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Figure 1. Schematic illustration of the LCF test rig and the integrated non-destructive EC-HA
testing system.

As described in ref. [18], the Curie temperature and the amplitude of the third har-
monic can be used to evaluate the microstructural state of the subsurface zone. In order
to reduce the number of influencing factors in the test sequence, only isothermal, strain-
controlled LCF tests were carried out in the present study. The actual test sequence is
shown in Figure 2. It consists of a conventional high-temperature LCF part and a cool-
ing/measuring period. At the beginning of each test cycle, the specimen was heated to
the target temperature of 800 ◦C in the gauge section while the stress in the specimen
was controlled at 0 MPa, allowing the specimen to expand freely during heating. At the
end of heating, a holding phase of 120 s was used to minimize temperature gradients in
the gauge length. Thereafter, the specimen strain was set to 0%. Then strain-controlled
mechanical loading commenced, using a triangular wave shape. After a defined number of
load cycles, heating was turned off and the samples was cooled down in stress control to
allow specimen stress-free thermal contraction. When the specimen temperature dropped
below 450 ◦C, the EC-HA sensor was moved from the parking position to the measuring
position, Figure 2b. The EC-HA signal was then recorded until the sample temperature
dropped below 25 ◦C. The duration of the cooling of the samples to a value < 25 ◦C was
about 10 min. Thereafter, the EC-HA sensor was retracted and heating to the next LCF
cycle began.

The entire test was terminated when the peak stress at maximum strain dropped
to a level below 50% of the one in the saturation regime. At such a large stress drop
clearly detectable crack growth had occurred. The experimental parameters used in the
fatigue tests are summarized in Table 1. The temperature specified in Table 1 is the set
temperature. In all three tests, an average temperature of 798 ◦C was measured during the
high-temperature LCF part, with temperature variations within the gage length remaining
within the permissible limits according to ASTM E 606.
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Figure 2. Modified LCF test procedure with combined EC-HA measurement: (a) strain-controlled
LCF at a constant temperature of ϑ1 with EC-HA sensor in park position, (b) EC-HA sensor in
measurment position recording the electromagnetic characteristics of the specimen between ϑEC and
ϑR under stress-free conditions (F1 = 0).

Table 1. Test parameters of the modified isothermal LCF tests.

Specimen Temperature ϑ1, ◦C
Total Strain
Amplitude
∆εmech./2, %

Duration per
Load Cycle, s

Load Cycles per
Test Cycle, -

1 800 0.3 120 20
2 800 0.5 120 20
3 800 0.7 120 20

The magnet-inductive testing method of harmonic analysis of eddy current signals
was designed such as to be most sensitive for the detection of ferromagnetic phases and
for the evaluation of the changes caused by high-temperature oxidation. Specifically, the
microstructural changes in the specimen subsurface zone were determined by evaluating
the amplitude of the third harmonic as a function of the specimen temperature. The details
of the NDT technique are given in Ref. [18].

Ferromagnetic phases show a ferromagnetic behavior until the so-called Curie Temper-
ature reached. Once this temperature is exceeded, a former ferromagnetic phase becomes
paramagnetic. According to the procedure described in ref. [18], the Curie temperature
of the sample can be determined by defining a threshold value in the amplitude of the
third harmonic. This threshold value can be correlated with the maximum chromium
depletion in the subsurface zone, see Figure 3a, since a reduction in chromium content
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leads to a ferromagnetic behavior of the nickel-based alloy 718. Thus, the value of the
amplitude of the third harmonic at a temperature of 25 ◦C can be correlated with the depth
of chromium depletion, cf. Figure 3b. By monitoring the amplitude of the third harmonic
over the specimen temperature after each test cycle, the change in microstructure in the
specimen subsurface zone up to specimen failure can be non-destructively detected. Since
in the described experimental setup the minimum sample temperature corresponds to
the room temperature (≈25 ◦C), no Curie temperatures below 25 ◦C were detected in the
experiments conducted in the present study.

1 
 

 

Figure 3. (a) Minimum Cr content vs. Curie temperature and (b) size of the chromium-depleted
subsurface region vs amplitude of the third harmonic Reprinted with permission from ref. [18].
Copyright 2022 Taylor & Francis.

In conjunction with the recording of the electromagnetic measurements, the specimens
were examined with regard to the microstructural changes occurring in the subsurface
region. For this purpose, the specimens were cut along the longitudinal axis, with the
cut being aligned such that its plane passed through the measuring spot of the EC-HA
sensor. The specimens were then embedded in electrically conductive resin and polished.
Element mappings by energy dispersive spectroscopy using X-rays (EDX) were obtained
using a XV-scanning electron microscope (SEM) Mira VP (VisiTec Mikrotechnik GmbH,
Grevesmühlen, Germany) operated at an acceleration voltage of 20 kV to determine the
element distribution around the crack initiation site.

3. Results

In Figure 4 the change of the Curie temperature, observed via the change in the
amplitude of the third harmonic as a function of the specimen temperature for different
loading cycles is displayed. After the first test cycle, i.e., 20 individual load cycles, the
amplitude signal cannot be distinguished from the baseline noise, which shows that the
Curie temperature is lower than 25 ◦C. At 374 cycles, which corresponded to 27% of the
fatigue life, the pre-defined amplitude threshold value of 1.5 times the baseline noise for
determining the current Curie temperature was exceeded. As seen in Figure 4, a clear
increase in the amplitude of the third harmonic, i.e., an increase in the Curie temperature
can be seen after 520 load cycles. The 520 load cycles correspond approximately to 37.5 %
of fatigue life. As cycling progresses, both the amplitude of the third harmonic, and thus
the Curie temperature continued to increase. After 1380 cycles, shortly before reaching the
end of the fatigue test a 1382 cycles, the amplitude of the third harmonic showed a value of
0.43 mV and the Curie temperature amounted to 110 ◦C.
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Figure 4. Amplitude of the third harmonic versus specimen temperature for selected cycles in the
modified isothermal LCF test with a strain amplitude of εmech. = 0.5 %, a strain ratio of Rε = −1 and
a specimen test temperature of ϑ1 = 800 ◦C.

Figure 5 shows selected stress-strain hysteresis loops from the specimen used to
monitor the changes in the third harmonic in Figure 4. Whereas the latter has already
revealed a detectable microstructural change at 374 cycles (27% of fatigue life), the effect
of crack growth on apparent stress−strain response is only apparent clearly close to the
end of the test in Figure 5e), where the maximum stress was seen to decrease substantially,
and the hysteresis loop began to show an inclination in the compressive part. Both effects
demonstrated that substantial crack formed at this stage.

The potential to detect fatigue damage early on via EC-HA is further evaluated in
Figure 6, which shows the course of the amplitude of the third harmonic and the Curie
temperature as a function of fatigue life. Here, a clearly detectable increase of the amplitude
of the third harmonic can be seen at about 25% fatigue progress, which corresponds to
the microstructural change in the probed subsurface layer. The calculated change in Curie
temperature corresponds to a substantial depletion in local chromium content.

By tracking the electromagnetic parameters during fatigue, insight can be gained into
damage evolution. Figure 7 shows the progress of the Curie temperatures of the three
samples considered during the fatigue tests. As expected, the specimen strained with the
highest amplitude fails at the lowest number of cycles. The curves of the specimens with
strain amplitudes of 0.3% and 0.7% revealed a sharp increase in the Curie temperature in the
cycles shortly before failure occurred. A better comparison is obtained plotting the Curie
temperatures vs. the normalized fatigue life, cf. Figure 7b. Between a Curie temperature
of 85 ◦C and 105 ◦C all specimens reached about 80% of fatigue life, irrespective of their
actual strain amplitude.

In addition to the Curie temperatures, the amplitudes of the third harmonic curves
at 25 ◦C were evaluated. As the Curie temperature reflects a different part of the data
provided by tracking the third harmonic, the curves shown in Figure 8 progress differently.

Similar to Figure 7, the curves in Figure 8a are steeper at higher strain amplitudes.
However, normalization, cf. Figure 8b, does not collapse the data onto a common master
curve. This difference can be explained based on the total duration of the fatigue test. At
lower strain amplitude, the samples are exposed to the high-temperature phase for more
cycles, allowing changes in the microstructure as a result of high-temperature oxidation to
take place over a longer duration. Thus, the increase in the amplitude of the third harmonic,
normalized to the fatigue life, is greatest with a strain of 0.3%, i.e., for the sample with
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longest test period. A longer testing time leads to greater chromium depletion and thus
more ferromagnetic material, which is reflected by the increase in the amplitude of the
third harmonic.
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To investigate the influence of high-temperature oxidation in more detail, micrographs
were taken from the fatigued specimens around the cracked area. Optical microscope
images showed that in addition to the primary crack which led to the specimen failure,
further smaller cracks were induced, Figure 9. In the specimen with the longest test
duration, Figure 9a, these secondary, smaller cracks were most pronounced.
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Figure 9. Optical microscope images of the fatigued specimens in the region of crack initiation:
(a) 0.3%, (b) 0.5%, and (c) 0.7% strain amplitude.

EDX mappings for the element chromium showed the formation of a chromium-rich
oxide layer, cf. Figure 10. Increased chromium content at the cracks surfaces, although
less pronounced, was also seen. This is confirmed by the in the mapping of oxygen. High
concentrations of oxygen were found at the surface and the crack flanks. This indicates the
formation of oxides on the crack flanks. In addition, a chromium-depleted near surface
zone was visible. This is most evident in the specimens that were subjected to 0.3% (1) and
0.7% (3) strain. In the specimen subjected to 0.5% strain (2), chromium depletion on the
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crack flank was very weak. The mappings for the elements nickel and iron did not show
any special peculiarities.
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Figure 10. SEM images and EDX mappings for the elements chromium, nickel, iron, niobium, and
oxygen.

Subsequently, as shown in Figure 11a, EDX line scans were taken from the specimen
surface towards the center of the specimen and from the crack start diagonally into the
interior of the specimen. Upon initial crack formation, the exposed substrate no longer
features a protective coating. Subsequently, the oxides form, which increases the chromium
depletion. This became more pronounced with increasing test duration as this process
is controlled by diffusion. Thus, EDX analysis demonstrated that the depth affected by
chromium depletion was larger in the case of the specimen cycled at a strain amplitude of
0.3%, cf. Figure 11c. By contrast, the chromium concentration profiles measured at the un-
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cracked surface, Figure 11b, were much more similar. This difference can be explained if it
is assumed that material transport is more rapid in the crack wake because of pipe-diffusion
in the plastically deformed region.
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4. Discussion

The fatigue life of a cyclically loaded material can be divided into two parts: (i) the
fraction of cycles required to initiate cracking and (ii) the fraction of cycles responsible for
crack propagation [25]. In the crack initiation phase, a material can cyclically harden, soften,
or exhibit an almost constant stress−strain response under cyclic loading. This depends, in
part, on the material, the induced stress states, temperature, and type of fatigue test [26–28].
Corrosion-induced damage can have a substantial influence on crack initiation and early
crack growth, which subsequently leads to fatigue failure. For example, many studies on
crack growth during high-temperature fatigue of alloy 718 show that crack growth rates in
tests conducted in air are significantly higher than those conducted in vacuum. Especially
in tests with low test frequencies, as in the present study, high-temperature oxidation has a
great influence on the crack growth rate [29–33].

The high-temperature oxidation of alloy 718 manifests itself, in particular, in a pro-
nounced depletion of the subsurface zone in chromium. Chromium depletion as a result of
high-temperature oxidation in alloy 718 has been studied using metallography by many
authors, e.g., refs. [34–36]. In the present study, the amplitude of the third harmonic of
EC-HA testing was used, which senses the volume of material affected by chromium
depletion, and the Curie temperature determined, correlates with the maximum depth
of chromium depletion. In this way, the progress of high-temperature corrosion can be
evaluated non-destructively [18]. By implementing the EC-HA testing system into an
isothermal LCF test rig, an estimate of the remaining fatigue life is possible, cf. Figure 7b.
From a mechanistic point of view, this is based on the newly created surfaces upon crack
initiation and early crack growth and hence accelerated chromium depletion.

It was shown that chromium depletion is not only dependent on time and temperature
but also on cyclic straining. The electromagnetically measured data have shown that
both the maximum chromium depletion and the depth of chromium depletion increase
more rapidly with cycle number at larger strain amplitude, cf. Figures 7 and 8. The EDX
line scans also show that the maximum chromium depletion occurs at the site of crack
initiation, Figure 11. During crack growth, an unprotected surface forms in the already
depleted subsurface zone. This leads to significantly accelerated chromium depletion.
This is also evident in the Curie temperature curves. This explains the strong increase
in the Curie temperature for sample 1 (∆εmech./2 = 0.3 %) that occurred at approx. 80%
of the test duration, when more and/or larger cracks form, cf. Figure 7. For sample 3
(∆εmech./2 = 0.7 %), the same trend was seen close to the end of fatigue life, but the effect
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is less pronounced. This is to be expected as at the higher mechanical strain amplitude
crack growth is faster, and thus exposure time of the unprotected surfaces is shorter. Yet,
sample 2 (∆εmech./2 = 0.5 %) did not show such a sharp increase close to failure. In this
sample, crack initiation did not take place in the area probed by the measuring spot of the
sensor. The crack only grew into the measuring area just before final failure. Consequently,
high-temperature oxidation could only act briefly on the open crack flank in the area probed
by the sensor. Thus, there was only a small additional decrease of the minimum chromium
content in this area and no further increase of the Curie temperature was seen in the data.
In summary, the change in the signal depends both on the strain amplitude and the crack
initiation site with respect to the location of the sensor.

The integration of electromagnetic testing technology into loading devices has already
been reported, but the focus was on detecting martensitic transformations [37,38]. The
application in high temperature LCF tests has not been described so far. The present results
showed that by applying the NDT technique of harmonic analysis of eddy current signals
at regular intervals, an estimation of the remaining service life can be made. Interestingly,
normalization of the recorded electromagnetic data in terms of relative fatigue life, cf.
Figure 7, shows that for the material studied at a Curie temperature of approx. 90 ◦C,
about 20% residual service life remains independent of the mechanical loading. Such high
Curie temperatures are straightforward to detect. Thus, by continuously monitoring the
magnetic properties, it is possible to detect and evaluate a change in the material even
at low damage states. This characteristic makes the non-destructive testing technique
presented here potentially interesting as a test method for components in order to estimate
their remaining service life.

As can be seen in Figure 9, the thermal and mechanical loadings induced a large
number of cracks. Clearly, the first crack formed is not necessarily the one that leads to
unstable crack growth, which then determines fatigue failure [30,39]. It is rather the case
that several small incipient cracks occur, which then do not go beyond the stable crack
growth regime. As with the primary crack, high-temperature corrosion acts on the open
flanks that form in these cracks. This accelerates chromium depletion in these regions. These
microstructural changes caused by high-temperature fatigue are also detected by EC-HA.

In order to determine and evaluate the microstructure of the subsurface layer by
means of the presented method, the Curie temperature and the amplitude of the third
harmonic must be determined repeatedly. For this purpose, phases in which the specimen
cools down from the test temperature must be integrated into the test sequence. For actual
components, shutdown periods may be exploited for such measurements. With respect to
modeling fatigue life, it should be noted that cooling and reheating can cause stresses in the
protective oxide layers, which can also lead to cracks. This can accelerate the environmental
attack. Thus, the exact influence of the modified test procedure on the results of the fatigue
tests have to be investigated in further studies. It should also be possible to transfer the
findings to tests on thermomechanical or thermal fatigue tests. Provided that phases in
which the specimen cools down to temperatures < 100 ◦C can be integrated, the current
test procedure is straightforward to apply.

The investigations presented were carried out on samples of alloy 718. Transferability
to other nickel- or cobalt-based alloys is likely. Specifically, these alloys must feature sub-
stantial changes in magnetic material properties as a result of high-temperature corrosion.
This is particularly the case for alloys with high chromium contents. Chromium strongly
reduces the Curie temperature in nickel-based alloys [40] and cobalt-based alloys [41]. Thus,
a significant change in the local alloy composition can be expected in these alloys as a result
of high-temperature corrosion, which in turn results in a change in the magnetic properties.

5. Conclusions

By using an electromagnetic non-destructive testing (NDT) technique, integrated into
a modified, isothermal low-cycle fatigue (LCF) test rig, it was possible to estimate the
residual specimen lifetime by measuring the change of the magnetic sample properties.
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The change of the magnetic properties is caused by a chromium depletion, which changes
the magnetic properties of the nickel alloy from paramagnetic to ferromagnetic. Dependent
on the chromium content, the Curie temperature individually changes. In the present study,
the change in the Curie temperature was detected by the NDT technique in-situ. Once a
crack is formed, the newly created surface accelerates the chromium depletion and hence
increases the Curie temperature. If the remaining chromium content is too low, no further
corrosion protection is given and hence the service lifetime is reduced significantly in a
high-temperate corrosive environment. This can be detected earlier in the electromagnetic
testing signals as compared with monitoring the stress−strain response in the LCF test.
Thus, the NDT data can be used for modeling residual service life as well as for gaining
deeper insights into the crack propagation at high-temperature fatigue in high-temperature
corrosion environments.
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