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In our previous work (R.J. Asaro, P. Krysl and B. Kad, Philos. Mag. Lett.
83 (2003) p.733; P. Gu, B. Kad and M. Dao, Scr. Mater. 62 (2010) p.361),
the intra-granular partial dislocation extension model was shown to be
consistent with the experimental data of flow stress in nanocrystalline FCC
materials. However, since the averaged extension was taken for a nonuniform loop, the model predicted small dislocation extension across the
grain. In this article, extending our previous work, we reformulate the
intra-granular partial dislocation model for FCC nanocrystalline materials
using a more realistic loop. The flow stress obtained from the reformulated
model shows good agreement with experimental data for various nanocrystalline FCC materials and expectedly large dislocation extension across
the grain. In the second portion of this article, the mechanistic model for
partial dislocation extension is extended to develop an intra-granular
perfect dislocation extension model. The perfect dislocation model is
examined by comparing its prediction of flow stress with experimental data
of nanocrystalline Fe. Additionally, activation volume and strain-rate
sensitivity are discussed within the mechanistic model in the light of
available experimental data on nanocrystalline Fe.
Keywords: nanograined structures; flow stress; intra-granular dislocation
extension

1. Introduction
The grain-size dependent flow stress, as expressed by Hall–Petch relation [1,2], may
be interpreted by the dislocation pile-up model [3], the grain-boundary ledge model
[4], and the grain-boundary strengthening model [5]. For nano-scaled grains in
nanocrystalline FCC materials, Asaro et al. [6] proposed an intra-granular partial
dislocation extension model, which envisages the emission of partial dislocations
from grain boundaries and recognizes the contribution of two portions of the
dislocation loop to flow stress: the portion laid on the side boundary and that
extended in the interior of the grain. The flow stress model given in Asaro et al. [6] is
a uniform partial dislocation extension model, where the extended portion in the
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interior is a straight line and parallel to the grain boundary, and which predicts
higher flow stress than experimental data. Later, Gu et al. [7] showed that a refined
model, called non-uniform partial dislocation extension model which considers the
averaged extension distance of the non-uniform loop, is more consistent with the
experimental data. However, the extension distance predicted from such averaged
treatment of the non-uniform loop is rather small compared to the grain size, see
Figures 2 and 3 in reference [7]. Large dislocation extension is possible because
dislocation cell structures and large dislocation pileups, which operate in micrograins
and which can limit the extension, are not expected in nanograins.
In this article, continuing our previous work [6–9], we take a more realistic nonuniform loop to reformulate the non-uniform partial dislocation extension model for
flow stress in searching for the loop shape influence in the nanograins. The
prediction of flow stress is consistent with the experimental data and the previous
model using averaged treatment of the non-uniform loop for nanocrystalline Ag, Cu,
Pd, and Ni; in addition, it expectantly shows larger partial dislocation extension
across the grain. In the second portion of this article, the methodology for the partial
dislocation model is extended to develop an intra-granular perfect dislocation
extension model, which is employed to discuss the deformation mechanism in
nanocrystalline BCC structures. A correction factor is introduced to account for the
influence of core structure in BCC materials. The prediction is discussed against
experimental data of nanocrystalline Fe.

2. Intra-granular dislocation extension model
Consider the dislocation loop shown in Figure 1. A partial dislocation is emitted into
the grain from the perfect dislocation that is initially at the grain boundary. The
extended loop of the partial dislocation has two portions: intra-granular extending
portion inside the grain and the portion laid on the two sides of the grain boundary.
Consider the extension marked as ‘straight loop’ in Figure 1. From references [6] and
[7], the shear stress required to extend the distance d and to create the stacking fault
is 1 ¼ =b  Gb=ð12d Þ, where G is the shear modulus, b the magnitude of Burger’s
vector, and the stacking fault energy; the shear stress required for creating the side
portion is 2 ¼ Gb=ð3d Þ. In reference [6], assuming that the partial dislocation is
uniformly extended across the entire grain, i.e., the extension distance d* is taken as
the grain size d, above two expressions are combined to obtain the flow stress
 ¼ =b þ G½1=3  1=ð12Þb=d. This expression was shown to give higher flow stress
than that of experimental data. To correct the overestimation, in reference [7] we
tookR d as the averaged extension distance of a non-uniform loop, d ¼
d
1=d 0 ðxÞ dx ¼ d. Then the flow stress from the averaged loop is obtained as
 ¼ =b þ G½1=3  1=ð12Þb=d, where 1=ð4Þ    1. The minimum for the nondimensional extension  comes from the requirement that the second term needs to
be positive. The  or d represents the averaged extension across the grain. With
fitted values for the averaged extension parameter, the above flow stress expression,
referred as averaged loop model hereafter, matches experimental data, see Figures 2
and 3 in reference [7].
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Figure 1. (Color online). Intra-granular dislocation extension model for nanocrystalline
materials. For FCC nano-structures, flow stress model is developed by envisioning the
emission of partial dislocation into the nanograin. For BCC nano-structures, flow stress model
is developed by envisioning the emission of perfect dislocation into the nanograin.

We evaluate flow stress from the partial dislocation extension model using a more
realistic intra-granular loop which is marked as ‘circular loop’ in Figure 1, instead of
the averaged loop. Consider the following scenario: when the partial dislocation is
emitted into the grain, it is bowed out with its end points of the intra-granular
portion pinned at the grain boundary. The radius of the curvature reaches its
maximum before the extension is shifted to increase the side segments. Finally, the
center of the partial dislocation loop touches the opposite of the grain boundary
(1 ¼ 0:5). Another scenario parallel to this is an elliptical-shaped partial dislocation
loop which is formed at the early stage of the emission from the grain boundary.
Further extension includes the increase of both the radius of curvature for the intragranular portion and the side segment at the same time. The maximum radius of
curvature is attained when the center of the intra-granular portion touches the
opposite of the grain boundary (1 ¼ 0:5). From Figure 1, the range of the extension
of the side segment is 0  1  0:5. Like before, the shear stress required for such
extension consists of two parts: one for the intra-granular portion of the loop and the
stacking fault creation and another for the two side segments. The required shear
stress for the loop element dx at the position x along the grain boundary to extend
distance ðxÞ and create stacking fault, which is bounded by the two vertical lines
y ¼ x and y ¼ x þ dx, the grain boundary where the dislocation is originally located,
and the extended loop, is dF=dx ¼ f =b  Gb=½12ðxÞg according to above
analysis. Here, dF is a force per unit length for the loop element dx. Then, the
shear stress required for extending the entireR intra-granular portion of the loop and
d
creating associated stacking fault is 1 ¼ 1=d 0 dF. Taking the energy per unit length
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stored in the side segment as 1=2Gb21 , where b1 is the magnitude of the partial
dislocation’s Burgers’ vector, from energy balance,
R dwe have the shear stress required
for extending the side segments, ð2x b1x þ 2y b1y Þ 0 ðxÞdx ¼ Gb21 1 d. In the expression, b1x and b1y are the components of the partial dislocation along x- and y-axes,
respectively; similarly, 2x and 2y are the components of the shear stress along x- and
y-axes, respectively. Carrying out the above integrations, the shear stress required for
the partial dislocation extension is given as follows
¼

b
þ AG :
b
d

ð1Þ

In Equation (1), the constant is written as
2

qﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ3
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The flow stress in Equation (1), referred as circular loop model hereafter, is in the
same form as those in references [6–9], except the multiplier A. In the case of full
extension where the center of the loop reaches the opposite of the grain boundary,
1 ¼ 0:5, Equation (1) becomes  ¼ =b þ 0:156 Gb=d.
It was shown in reference [7] that the extension 1 can be chosen such that the
intra-granular
pﬃﬃﬃpartial dislocation model is equivalent to the Hall–Petch relation,
 ¼ k0 þ k1 = d, where k0 and k1 are the coefficients of grain-size independent and
dependent terms. Here, the grain size is in the range where intra-granular partial
dislocation extension operates for strengthening mechanism and therefore k1 4 0.
For softening mechanism at very small grain size, where the grain boundary effects
are active, see the discussion in the following section. For the circular loop model, if
we retain constant term and linear term of 1 in Equation (2) for estimation,
the
pﬃﬃﬃ
extension that is equivalent to the Hall–Petch relation is 1 ¼ 1:129k1 d=ðGbÞ þ
0:094. It is noted
that the extension is proportional to the square root of the
pﬃﬃhere
ﬃ
grain size, 1  d, such that larger extension can be expected for larger grain size.
Envisioning a perfect dislocation is emitted into the grain, similar approach to the
above for the partial dislocation can be applied, and the difference is that in such case
no stacking fault is created. For the intra-granular circular loop in Figure 1, the
change of loop energy during extension is expressed as E ¼ ðGb2 =2Þ d=2 þ
Gb2 1 d  ðGb2 =2Þd. Here,  comes from the energy per unit length for the halfcircular perfect dislocation loop, Gb2 =2. The  represents the influence of the
curved loop and is estimated to be close to 1.0 from the first term of Equation (41) in
reference [9] (by letting  ¼ 0 and lnðr=r0 Þ  2, where  is the Poisson’s ratio, r0 the
core cut-off radius, and r the loop size). We will discuss this parameter more when
examining the perfect dislocation model for BCC structures in Section 4. The change
of loop energy is balanced by the work done by shear stress W ¼ ðd2 =8 þ 1 d2 Þ b;
this leads to
¼

2  4 þ 81 b
G :
 þ 81
d

ð3Þ
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The scaling expression in the front of Gb=d in Equation (3) is the property of nonuniform extension. Equation (3) can be viewed as the extension of the traditional line
tension model,  ¼ Gb=d. When  ¼ ð þ 4Þ=ð2Þ ¼ 1:14, Equation (3) recovers the
traditional line tension model.

3. Prediction for FCC metals
At smaller grain size, Equation (1) gives lower value of flow stress compared with
that from Equation (3), whereas at larger grain size, the opposite is true. Hence, there
is a grain size for the transition from perfect dislocation emission to partial
dislocation emission. Asaro and Suresh [9] calculated the transition threshold: 40 nm
for Cu; 16 nm for Ni; 84 nm for Ag; and 41 nm for Pd. Here, the threshold for Pd is
re-estimated using stacking fault energy 56 mJ=m2 to be consistent with reference [7].
At very small grain size, of the order 10 nm or less, instead of the increase of flow
stress with respect to the decrease of grain size, flow stress decreases along with grain
size [10,11]. This phenomenon is the so-called strength softening. In the circular loop
model, it is seen from Equations (1) and (2) that when the extension distance 1
becomes very small, the coefficient of the grain-size dependent term becomes
negative. This is also true for the averaged loop model discussed early, i.e., the
coefficient 1=3  1=ð12Þ becomes negative for very small . In addition, when the
side segments are annihilated through certain reactions at the grain boundary,
the first term on the right side of Equation (2) vanishes such that the coefficient of
the grain-size dependent term is negative too. Since negative grain-size dependent
term implies strength softening, the intra-granular partial dislocation model suggests
the transition from strengthening to softening when dislocations around the grain
boundary become more active. However, the current model would not be able to
quantitatively predict the required shear stress for grain boundary sliding at very
small grain size, since it is developed based on the mechanism of intra-granular
dislocation extension, not the mechanism of grain boundary sliding. From the
thermal activation equation applied to grain boundary sliding, a model relating the
required shear stress to shear rate and grain size was proposed by Conrad and
Narayan [12] for such strength softening, where the intra-granular partial distortion
extension model and perfect dislocation extension model are not applied. The above
discussion characterizes the grain size for the intra-granular partial dislocation
model.
We plot the flow stress in Equation (1) with full extension, 1 ¼ 0:5, in Figure 2a
and b against the flow stress from the averaged loop model and experimental data
that are recompiled from reference [7] for nanocrystalline Cu and Pd, respectively.
The material data for plotting the curves are: for Cu, G ¼ 50 GPa, b ¼ 0:255 nm, and
=ðGbÞ ¼ 0:00425; for Pd, G ¼ 44 PGa, b ¼ 0:28 nm, and =ðGbÞ ¼ 0:004545. The
grain sizes in the two figures fall into the range where partial dislocation emission is
favored. Both plots show that the circular loop model predicts both flow stress that is
consistent with the experimental data and sufficiently large dislocation extension
distance that can be expected at the onset of plastic deformation. The large extension
is because dislocation cell structures and large pileups, which operate in micrograins
and which can limit dislocation extension, are not expected to operate in nanograins

116

P. Gu et al.

Figure 2. (Color online). Prediction of intra-granular partial dislocation extension model
versus experimental data for nanocrystalline FCC metals, (a) Cu; (b) Pd; (c) Ni and Ag. In (c),
square symbols from [15]; diamond symbols from [16]; triangle symbols from [17]; circular
symbols from [18].
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[13,14]. The extension 1 ¼ 0:5 corresponds to full extension where the frontier of the
circular loop touches the opposite of the grain boundary. As comparison, although
the averaged loop model gives consistent flow stress, the extension distance is fairly
small portion of the grain size, less than 20% of the grain size ( ¼ 0:18 and
 ¼ 0:125, respectively). In Figure 2a, the flow stress curve for the circular loop
model with full extension fits the data well, whereas in Figure 2b, the flow stress
curve for the circular loop model with 1 ¼ 0:35 appears to fit the data better than
that with the full extension. In Figure 2b, the curve for the circular loop model with
1 ¼ 0:35 appears to coincide with that for the averaged loop model with  ¼ 0:125.
Even for 1 ¼ 0:35, there is considerably larger extension across the grain.
Figure 2c is a plot of flow stress in Equation (1) with full extension, 1 ¼ 0:5,
against experimental data for nanocrystalline Ag and Ni. The experimental data are
taken from references [15,16] for Ni and [17,18] for Ag. The material data for
plotting the curves are: for Ag, G ¼ 30 GPa, b ¼ 0:288 nm, and =ðGbÞ ¼ 0:002285;
for Ni, G ¼ 76 PGa, b ¼ 0:248 nm, and =ðGbÞ ¼ 0:01033. The experimental data of
Ni are at the right side of the figure for grain size less than 16 nm, where the partial
dislocation emission is preferred for Ni; and the prediction is consistent with the
data. For Ag, the prediction fits the data fairly well. It appears that this good
agreement even extends to the very left of the figure beyond the upper bound of the
range predicted for the partial dislocation emission in Ag. Among the four
nanocrystalline materials, the ranking of the prediction from Equation (1), beginning
with the best, is Ag, Cu, Pd, and Ni. This fact may be understood from the following
perspective. For Ag, which has the lowest stacking fault energy among the four,
intra-granular partial dislocation extension is relatively easier to overcome the
energy barrier of the stacking fault and therefore is likely a dominant deformation mechanism. For the materials with higher stacking fault energy, e.g., Ni, the
higher required shear stress to overcome the energy barrier to create the stacking
fault may also simultaneously induce grain boundary sliding. In reference [8], both
intra-granular partial dislocation extension and grain boundary sliding were
considered for a nanograin in the formulation of a 3D viscoplastic, rate-dependent
constitutive relationship for studying the influence of grain-size distribution in nanoenhanced polycrystalline aggregates. For nanocrystalline FCC structures, the other
two major parameters that characterize plastic deformation, activation volume and
strain-rate sensitivity, were discussed within the mechanistic model in references [9]
and [19].
4. Prediction for BCC metals
In this section, we examine the intra-granular perfect dislocation model, developed in
Section 2, for nanocrystalline BCC structure’s flow stress by comparing its prediction
with available experimental data. For BCC structures, there has been no direct
experimental evidence of stable stacking fault [20]. Atomistic scaled simulations
suggest that stacking fault created by an assumed partial dislocation in the hard
ball model, where atoms are in the depressed positions in a crystallographic plane,
is unstable [21,22], i.e., the generalized stacking fault energy does not achieve
the minimum with respect to the atoms’ positions. This fact suggests that stable
intrinsic stacking fault does not likely exist in BCC structures. Therefore, we use the
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Figure 3. (Color online). Prediction of intra-granular perfect dislocation extension model
versus experimental data for nanocrystalline Fe.

intra-granular perfect dislocation model, Equation (3), for BCC structures. Figure 3
is a plot of predicted flow stress from Equation (3) and experimental data, along with
the fitted curve from Hall–Petch relation, for nanocrystalline Fe. The experimental
data are taken from reference [23], and the prediction is obtained using G ¼ 82 GPa,
b ¼ 0:28 nm,  ¼ 0:8 and 1 ¼ 0:5. The prediction is not in satisfactory agreement
with the data, although it is in the same order of magnitude as the data.
The unsatisfactory agreement may reflect the unique nature of BCCs in plastic
deformation: the non-planar character of core structure and asymmetric character
with respect to external loading [20–22]. The change in the discrete core structure was
unable to be considered in the intra-granular perfect dislocation model, Equation (3),
from dislocation theory. Taking  as a constant that is independent of grain size was
an estimate from the energy of a half-circular loop without considering the nature of
Burgers vector. We redefine  in Equation (3), and let it also account for the
influence of these unique characters in BCCs, in addition to the influence of the
curved loop in dislocation theory. In other words, the correction leads to a better
representation for the loop energy to include those effects which may not be
neglected in BCC’s deformation and which were not accounted for in the energy
evaluation from dislocation theory. The modified parameter  may be determined by
fitting experimental data. Let the fitting of Hall–Petch relationship to the data in
Figure 3 be equal to the flow stress in Equation (3). This gives


 þ 4d
1
p
ﬃﬃ
ﬃ
¼
k0 þ k1
:
ð4Þ
2G b
d
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Table 1. Correction factor for the energy of dislocation loop in
nanocrystalline Fe.
d (nm)


15

20

25

30

0.67

0.80

0.92

1.04

The condition for Equation (4) is that the grain size is in the range where intragranular dislocation extension operates for strengthening mechanism such
that k1 4 0. Equation (4) not only recasts the intra-granular perfect dislocation
extension model to be equivalent to Hall–Petch relation but also links it to the
experimental data through the fitted Hall–Petch coefficients k0 and k1 . Using the
fitted coefficients of Hall–Petch relation, several values of  obtained from Equation
(4) are listed in Table 1, and these values are consistent with the estimation from
dislocation theory in Section 2. In the table, it appears that the larger the grain size,
the larger the parameter. Examining Equation (3) against reported flow stress data
for other nanocrystalline BCC metals, such as Ta and Mo [24], also suggests the
correction to . When the correction factor  may not be accurately obtained from
dislocation theory, Equation (4) provides a means to evaluate it from the Hall–Petch
type fitting of experimental data. Equation (4) also suggests that  is grain-size
dependent.
The activation volume V of nanocrystalline Fe, evaluated from the energy
approach that envisions dislocation loop initiation from a crack-like stress
concentration source [9], is 12b3 , which is consistent with the activation volume
obtained from another approach discussed in reference [19] in the order of the
magnitude.
The strain-rate sensitivity may be evaluated from its definition [9],
pﬃﬃﬃ
m ¼ 3kT=ðV Þ, where  is tensile flow stress. A representative value of flow stress
in Figure 3 and the above expression for activation volume are used to estimate the
order of magnitude for strain-rate sensitivity. If choosing  ¼ 3 ¼ 2:4 GPa and
b ¼ 0:28 nm, we obtain m  0:01. The order of magnitude is consistent with those
reported in references [25,26]. The variation of strain-rate sensitivity with respect to
grain size for BCC materials was qualitatively discussed within dislocation theory in
reference [27]. However, there are limited data for grain size below 100 nm to further
characterize the size-dependent strain-rate sensitivity at the nanoregion.

5. Summary
In summary, the intra-granular partial dislocation extension model is reformulated
using a more realistic non-uniform loop for nanocrystalline FCC structures. The
predictions for flow stress show good agreement with experimental data of
nanocrystalline Ag, Cu, Pd, and Ni. In addition, the model shows sufficiently
large extension across the grain, compared with the previous averaged loop model. It
is noted that the envision of emitting intra-granular partial dislocations, which was
used to develop the partial dislocation extension model, was also employed to model
deformation twinning in nanocrystalline FCC materials [28,29]. For nano-twins in
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ultra-fine grains synthesized using pulsed electrodeposition [30], it is seen in
references [19,31–34] that intra-twin slip and inter-twin slip play an important role in
strengthening. In the second portion of this article, as a preliminary investigation of
the intra-granular perfect dislocation extension model for nanocrystalline BCC
metals, the prediction for flow stress of nanocrystalline Fe is compared with
experimental data, and a correction factor is introduced to account for the influence
of core structure in BCC materials. The obtained data for the correction factor
indicates its grain-size dependence; this suggests that the influence of the loop
curvature or the change of core structure may be related to grain size. Activation
volume and strain-rate sensitivity are also discussed in the context of available
experimental data of nanocrystalline Fe.
For nanocrystalline FCC metals, the fact that the averaged loop model and the
circular loop model give similar flow stresses but difference extension distances,
Figure 2a and b, suggests non-uniqueness: various intra-granular dislocation loops
can exist during plastic deformation of a nanocrystalline material even with uniform
grain size. The non-uniqueness of dislocation loops within dislocation theory was
noted in reference [7]: an averaged loop represents various possible dislocation loops.
This non-uniqueness is further illustrated here since despite of significant differences in extension distances in Figure 2a and b (i.e., significant different values of
 and 1 ), similar flow stresses are achieved. This again suggests that flow stress in a
FCC nano-material to characterize its plastic deformation can be modeled by
envisioning the non-uniform partial dislocation extension within dislocation theory,
but accurately describing real-time dislocation extension appears to be beyond
the dislocation theory and requires atomistic scaled simulations discussed in
references [35–38].
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