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Grain growth behaviors of LZ50 have been systematically investigated for various temperatures and
holding times. Quantitative evaluations of the grain growth kinetics over a wide range of temperature (950-
1200 �C) and holding time (10-180 min) have been performed. With the holding time kept constant, the
average austenite grain size has an exponential relationship with the heating temperature, while with the
heating temperature kept constant, the relationship between the austenite average grain size and holding
time is a parabolic curve approximately. The holding time dependence of average austenite grain size obeys
the Beck�s equation. As the heating temperature increases, the time exponent for grain growth n increases
from 0.21 to 0.39. On the basis of previous models and experimental results, taking the initial grain size into
account, the mathematical model for austenite grain growth of LZ50 during isothermal heating and non-
isothermal heating is proposed. The effects of initial austenite grain size on hot deformation behavior of
LZ50 are analyzed through true stress-strain curves under different deformation conditions. Initial grain
size has a slight effect on peak stress.

Keywords austenite grain, forging, grain growth kinetics, heating
temperature, holding time, steel

1. Introduction

Railway axles are one of the most important components in
railway systems (Ref 1). Its properties mainly depend on its
material and manufacturing process. Forging is widely used to
produce railway axles, with the mechanical properties of the
forged parts depending on their microstructure and grain size.
Heating is the first step of forging. Material behaviors during
the heating process should be carefully understood for design of
controlled forming schedules. One of the key aspects in
modeling microstructural change during heating is the austenite
grain growth. Numerous studies on modeling of austenite grain
size (AGS) evolution have been reported (Ref 2-6). Effect of
heating temperature and holding time on the austenite grain
growth of the 300 M steel was assessed and the grain growth
model was described (Ref 7). Taking the alloying elements into
account, an empirical equation for predicting the AGS of global
low alloy steels was proposed (Ref 8). Al additions can produce
aluminum nitride (AlN) precipitates in austenite, which will
contribute to the grain refiner through grain boundary pinning.
Based on these studies, the major factors affecting the AGS are
the heating temperature, heating rate, holding time, and
alloying elements (Ref 9, 10).

LZ50 is widely used for manufacturing railway axles and
transmission parts. Heating process modeling is the beginning
and an important component for the forging process modeling.

Isothermal or non-isothermal heating is the basic procedure for
LZ50 to get to the plastic deformation temperature. Generally,
the finer grain size is, the higher strengthen and hardness will
be. At the same time, plasticity and toughness improve. As the
grain size is small, it is difficult for crack to propagate which is
very important for railway axle. For railway axle, the grain size
grade of blank for forging is no less than 5 grade, and the grain
size grade after forging is no less than 6 grade. Precise
prediction of the grain size is of importance for the control of
the grain size evolution. However, the growth behavior of
austenite grain in the heating process of the LZ50 steel has not
been reported in the literature. In this paper, the effect of the
heating temperature and holding time on the morphology and
grain size of austenite in the LZ50 steel is investigated. When
the austenite grain evolution is modeled using a classical
relationship of isothermal grain growth, the initial grain size is
sometimes neglected (Ref 7, 11, 12), on the basis that it is
smaller than that after coarsening. This assumption is seldom
justified, and in any event, the initial grain size will be a
function of the heating temperature since the austenite is
generated by nucleation and growth during heating of a mixture
of ferrite and cementite (Ref 13). Taking the initial grain size
into account, based on the experimental results, the growth
model of the austenite grain under the isothermal and non-
isothermal heating conditions for the LZ50 steel is presented.
Effect of initial austenite grain size on the flow stress is studied
by the hot compression tests.

2. Experimental Procedure

The chemical compositions of the as-received LZ50 steel are
shown in Table 1. Additional alloying elements like vanadium
are added to improve mechanical properties through grain size
control. The AC1 and AC3 temperatures for this alloy are 725
and 760 �C, respectively. In experimental procedure, the
geometry of the as-received material is a square blank
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(230 mm9 230 mm9 2000 mm). The dimensions of experi-
mental specimens machined from the as-received LZ50 steel
are U8 mm9 12 mm. The hot compression tests were carried
on Gleeble-3500 thermomechanical simulator. The heating
treatment was carried out in HMF1400-30 electric furnace. The
specimens were isothermally heat-treated in a pre-heated
furnace at different temperatures (i.e., 950, 1000, 1050, 1100,
1150, and 1200 �C) and kept for various times (i.e., 10, 30,
60,120, and 180 min). After the heating treatment, the spec-
imens were quenched into water immediately. The quenched
specimens were cut from the middle, and upon grinding and
polishing were etched with a solution of saturated picric
acid + alcohol + detergent to reveal the prior austenite grain
boundaries. Subsequently, the austenite grains were observed
by a Zeiss optical microscope and grain size was measured and
evaluated using the average linear intercept method. When
measuring the grain size by the intercept method, software
MIAPS was used. Firstly, a suitable magnification was chosen.
Five views were taken on the sample. Under the view, by use of
MIAPS, 59 5 grid measuring lines were chosen. Average grain
size of the view was measured. At last, measuring results of
every view were averaged to get the total average grain size.
Image-Pro Plus software was used to observe the austenite
grains.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1 Effect of Heating Temperature on Austenite Grain
Growth

The morphology of austenite grains of the as-received LZ50
steel is shown in Fig. 1, which indicates that the initial AGS is
about 12.5 lm. Figure 2 shows the austenite grain structures of
the samples after holding for 2 h at different temperatures.
Inhomogeneity of grains in Fig. 2 implies that the austenite
grain growth is via big grains swallowing small ones.
Subsequently, the grain grows gradually with the increase of
the heating temperature and abnormal grain growth appears at
around 1150-1200 �C. Table 2 summarizes the average austen-
ite grain size after holding for 2 h at different temperatures.
When the heating temperature is lower than 1100 �C, the grain
size is small, and the grains grow slowly; when the temperature
exceeds 1100 �C, coarse and asymmetric grain appears. The
austenite grain is small at the lower temperatures because there
are a great number of second-phase particles in the steel below
1100 �C (Ref 14, 15). Additions of Al can produce AlN
precipitates in austenite. It has been well documented that Al
dissolved into austenite can effectively inhibit the austenite
recrystallization through the solute drag effect or Zener pinning
effect resulting from strain-induced precipitation of AlN.
Vanadium additions contribute significant strengthening
through the formation of vanadium carbo-nitrides (V(C,N)).
Austenite grain size is small at lower temperature because there
are a great number of second-phase particles (AlN, V(C,N)) in
the steel below 1100 �C. These second-phase particles pin

austenite grain boundary and effectively prevent austenite grain
growing in heating process (Ref 16). When soaking temper-
ature is above 1100 �C, most of the precipitates (AlN, V(C,N))
are dissolved. Abnormal grain growth is also taking place for
these temperatures due to reduction of pinning function of these
second-phase particles.

The migration resistance of the second-phase particles for
austenite grain boundary, Gm, can be expressed as (Ref 17):

Gm ¼ 3f r0

2r
; ðEq 1Þ

where f is the volume percentage of second-phase particles; r
is the radius of second-phase particles; and r¢ is the grain
boundary energy. With the increase of f or r¢, the migration
resistance of the second-phase particle increases. As the heat-
ing temperature increases, the volume percentage of second-
phase particles decreases and the radius of the particles de-
creases as well, which leads to overall reduction in the effec-
tiveness of the second phase in pinning the grain boundary.
When the heating temperature is above 1100 �C, the second-
phase particles are dissolved. As a result, the pinning effect
of these second-phase particles significantly decreases and the
grains grow rapidly.

Austenite grains grow through the migration of grain
boundaries and the migration of grain boundaries is strongly
temperature-dependent. As shown in Fig. 2, the boundaries of
the fine austenite grains are bent at first with high-grain
boundary energy. With the increase of the heating temperature,
the grain boundary energy decreases and the grain boundaries
become flat, with the angle between the boundaries being close
to 120�. Figure 3 shows the size distribution of the austenite
grains in the steel after heating for 2 h at 1000 and 1150 �C. As
can be seen from Fig. 3, the grain size distribution of the
austenite is close to the lognormal distribution, which is
consistent with the results reported by Han et al. (Ref 18), Kurtz
et al. (Ref 19), and Banerjee (Ref 20).

The austenite grain growth rate, v, can be expressed as
(Ref 21):

Table 1 Chemical compositions of the LZ50 steel (in wt.%)

Fe C Mn Si P S Cr Ni Cu Al V N

Balance 0.51 0.74 0.29 0.008 0.002 0.013 0.008 0.006 0.02 0.02 0.0034

Fig. 1 Microstructure of the as-received LZ50 steel
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v ¼ k exp �Qm

RT

� �
� r

0

d
; ðEq 2Þ

where k is a constant, Qm the activation energy (J/mol) for
grain growth, R the gas constant (8.314 J/mol/K), T the
austenitization (heating) temperature in K, r¢ the grain
boundary energy, and d the average austenite grain size.
Austenite grain growth rate is proportional to grain boundary
energy and has an exponential relationship with the (T�1).
With the increase of the heating temperature, the austenite

grain growth rate will increase exponentially. The finer the
grain size is, the greater the grain boundary energy is, and
the larger the austenite grain growth rate will be.

3.2 Effect of the Holding Time on the Morphology and Grain
Size of Austenite

Figure 4 shows the morphology of the austenite grains in
LZ50 after heating at 1050 �C for different holding times. As
can be seen from Fig. 4, as the holding time increases, the
carbides dissolve into the austenite gradually, the grain growth

Table 2 Average austenite grain size of LZ50 after holding for 2 h at different heating temperatures

Temperature, �C 950 1000 1050 1100 1150 1200
Grain size, lm 31.5 46.4 67.7 90.9 142.6 210.8

Fig. 2 Effect of the heating temperature on the morphology of the austenite grains with a holding time of 2 h: (a) 950 �C; (b) 1000 �C;
(c) 1050 �C; (d) 1100 �C; (e) 1150 �C; and (f) 1200 �C
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occurs, the number of grain boundaries decreases, and they
become flat with an angle of �120� in between. According to
Fig. 5, the average austenite grain size increases exponentially
as the heating temperature increases, as predicted by Eq 2. For
each heating temperature, the relationship between the austenite
grain size and the holding time is close to a parabolic curve,
Fig. 6. It can be seen from Fig. 5 and 6 that the effect of the
heating temperature on the austenite grain growth is more
profound than that of the holding time. At each heating
temperature, as the holding time increases, the austenite grain
growth rate decreases and eventually the grain reaches a certain
critical size.

According to the physical metallurgy, Beck�s equation can
be used for depicting the relationship between the austenite
grain size and holding time under isothermal heating, as shown
below (Ref 22, 23):

d ¼ ktn; ðEq 3Þ

where d is the final average grain diameter, n the time
exponent for grain growth, and k the rate constant. Both n
and k which depend on the material and holding tempera-
ture can be determined experimentally. Taking logarithm of
both sides, it can be seen that the ln d is proportional to
ln t. From the plot of ln d-versus-ln t, the time exponent
for grain growth n for each temperature can be determined
from the slope of the line. Figure 7 shows the relationship
between ln d and ln t for different heating temperatures. It
can be seen that they are indeed proportional to each other.
The corresponding time exponent n values are summarized
in Table 3. According to the earlier studies (Ref 24, 25), n
varies with the material and the heating temperature. It is
generally less than 0.5 for most materials and is around
0.3 generally (Ref 7). Furthermore, it increases as the tem-
perature increases. According to Table 3, for LZ50, n in-
creases from 0.21 to 0.39 as the heating temperature
increases from 950 to 1200 �C. For similar steel which car-
bon content is 0.55%, n is from 0.2 to 0.3 (Ref 26).
According to Ref 27, for C-Mn steel type, we can calcu-
late n(0.24). For medium steel which carbon content is
0.26%, n is from 0.36 to 0.38 (Ref 28).

3.3 Austenite Grain Growth Model

It is mentioned above that the austenite grain growth
depends on the heating temperature and holding time. At the
same time, initial grain size should be taken into account. The
grain growth model which is often used is of the Sellars-
Whiteman (Ref 23) type:

dm ¼ dm0 þ At expð�Q=RTÞ; ðEq 4Þ

where do and d are the initial and final grain sizes, respec-
tively, T the austenitizing (i.e., heating) temperature, t the
time at T (i.e., the holding time), m the grain size exponent,
Q the activation energy for grain growth, R the gas constant,
and A is a material-dependent constant.

The relationship between the austenite grain growth and
austenitizing condition has also been explained by a thermally
activated atomic jump process, which is typically expressed by
the following Anelli equation (Ref 29):

d ¼ Btn expð�Q=RTÞ; ðEq 5Þ

where B a material-dependent constant, n is the time expo-
nent for grain growth, and the others are the same as defined
in Eq 4.

In Eq 4, the initial grain size is considered, but the holding
time exponent is ignored. In Eq 5, the time exponent is taking
into account, but the initial grain size is neglected. Taking the
heating temperature, holding time and initial grain size into
account, a new model to predict the austenite grain growth,
which combines Eq 4 and 5, is proposed as follows:

dm ¼ dm0 þ Atn expð�Q=RTÞ: ðEq 6Þ

In order to determine the constants in Eq 6, taking logarithm
of both sides, we can get

lnðdm � dm0 Þ ¼ ln Aþ n ln t � Q=ðRTÞ: ðEq 7Þ

In Eq 7, m, A, Q, and n can not be determined by linear
regression. To quantitatively express the growth model of
austenite grain in the LZ50 steel, which can be derived
considering the effect of heating temperature, initial grain size,
and holding time, the unknown variables are analyzed by fitting

Fig. 3 Effect of heating temperature on the size distribution of the austenite grains with a holding time of 2 h: (a) 1000 �C and (b) 1150 �C
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the experimental data. By setting m at different levels, such as
0.5, 1.0, 1.5, 2.0, 2.5, 3.0, 3.5, 4.0, 4.5, and 5.0, experimental
data are fitted to obtain the unknown variables.

Setting the holding time constant and taking the derivative
with respect to 1/T for Eq 7, we can get

Q ¼ �R@½lnðdm � dm0 Þ�=@ð1=TÞjt ¼ �Rl; ðEq 8Þ

where l is equal to ¶[ln (dm� d0
m)]/¶(1/T)|t. The relationship

between ln (dm� d0
m) and 1/T can be determined by the least-

square regression. The average slope of the line will be l. Set-
ting the heating temperature constant and taking the deriva-
tive with respect to ln t for Eq 7, we can get

n ¼ @½lnðdm � dm0 Þ�=@ðln tÞjT ; ðEq 9Þ

where n is the average slope of the ln (dm� d0
m)-versus-ln t

line. After n and l are determined, A can be calculated
by Eq 7. If the lines in the above two linear relationship

figures are approximately parallel, the activation energy for
grain growth is unique, which means that the grain growth
mechanism is the same.

In order to improve the calculation accuracy, the square sumof
error is taken as objective function. The error for l and n are
computed for differentm values. The square sum of error y(m) as
a function ofm is shown in Fig. 8. The relationship between y(m)
and m can be obtained through polynomial fitting as follows:

yðmÞ ¼ 9:491� 108 � 3:958� 108m� 1:373

� 108m2 þ 8:300� 107m3 � 1:178� 107m4

þ 8:754� 105m5 � 2:536� 104m6:

ðEq 10Þ

Through mathematical analysis, the grain size exponent m
for the minimum y(m) is determined to be 2.82. Putting this m

Fig. 4 Effect of holding time on the morphology of the austenite grains at the heating temperature of 1050 �C: (a) 10 min; (b) 30 min;
(c) 60 min; (d) 120 min; and (e) 180 min
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value into Eq 7, n, A and Q can be calculated by Eq 8 and 9.
The following values are obtained: n = 0.6821, l = �40,472,
Q = 336484 J/mol, and A = 2.199 1017. According to Ref 27,
28, we can calculate that Q is 378.197 and 397.679 kJ/mol,
respectively, which is similar to our results. Putting these values
into Eq 6, the isothermal grain growth model for LZ50 is
obtained:

d2:82 ¼ d2:820 þ 2:19� 1017t0:682 exp
�336484

RT

� �
: ðEq 11Þ

Because the grain growth mechanism is the same, the
activation energy for grain growth is unique. The relationship
between ln (dm� d0

m) and 1/T must be linear. As shown Fig. 9,
with m equals to 2.82, ln (d2.82� d0

2.82) has a linear relationship
with 1/T. The linearly dependent coefficient varies from 95.64
to 99.69%. Figure 10 shows the relationship between ln
(d2.82� d0

2.82) and ln t by linear regression. The linearly
dependent coefficient is from 98.93 to 99.90%. These results
indicate that the grain growth model as given in Eq 11 is
accurate and can be utilized for predicting the austenite grain
size of the LZ50 steel after the heating treatment at different
heating temperatures for various holding times.

It should be noted that the isothermal grain growth model
given in Eq 11 has been deduced using the data of the LZ50
steel with an initial grain size of 12.5 lm. In practice, for a
forging blank, its initial grain size can vary from a dozen to
several dozens of lm. Equation 11 is universally applicable to
LZ50, as long as the actual initial grain size is used in the
equation.

In practice, the heating of the blank is often a non-isothermal
process. Grain growth model can be established for the non-
isothermal process using the isothermal data. For a non-
isothermal heating process, the function of heating is given as
follows:

T ¼ f ðtÞ; ðEq 12Þ

where t is the heating time (min), T is the heating temperature
(K). Dt is time interval which equals to ti+1� ti. When Dt is
small enough, the heating process during Dt can be consid-
ered as isothermal. For T< 1123 K, grain size can be as-
sumed as having no change. For T ‡ 1123 K, according to
Eq 11, based on the grain size di and the temperature Ti at ti,
the holding time �ti during the isothermal heating from d0 to
di can be obtained:

�t0:682i ¼ 1

2:19� 1017
ðd2:82i � d2:820 Þ � exp 336484

RTi

� �
: ðEq 13Þ

The grain growth model under the non-isothermal process,
i.e., the grain size di+1 at ti+1, is as follows:

d2:82iþ1 ¼ d2:820 þ 2:19� 1017ð�ti þ DtÞ0:682 � exp � 336484

RTi

� �
:

ðEq 14Þ

4. Effect of Initial Austenitic Grain Size
on the Flow Stress

In order to investigate the effect of initial austenitic grain
size on flow stress of LZ50, different tests were performed

Fig. 5 Relationship between the average grain size and heating
temperature for different holding times

Fig. 6 Relationship between the average grain size and holding
time at different heating temperatures

Fig. 7 Relationship between ln d and ln t at different heating tem-
peratures
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under different heated temperatures, four different deformation
temperatures. The specimens were heated to 1100, 1150, 1200,
and 1250 �C, held for 10 min to obtain different initial
austenitic grain sizes, cooled to the specified deformation
temperatures at a rate of 10 �C/s, and then subjected to a
compressive deformation at specified strain rates. The four
deformation temperatures were 950, 1000, 1050, and 1100 �C.
The strain rates used was 0.5 s�1 and the deformation value
was 60%. Initial austenitic grain size was obtained through
water quenching after the materials were heated to 1100, 1150,
1200, and 1250 �C, respectively, and held for 10 min. The
resulting initial austenitic grain sizes of the specimens mea-
sured using transversal method are 40, 65, 92, and 120 lm,
respectively.

Figure 11 shows the true stress-strain curves at different
deformation temperatures (heated temperature is 1200 �C). As
shown in Fig. 11, when the deformation temperature is 950 �C,
the peak stress is 110 MPa, and when the deformation
temperature increases to 1100 �C, the peak stress decreases to
55 MPa. Peak stress decreases with the increase of the
deformation temperature. Figure 12 shows the effect of initial
austenitic grain size on peak stress. It can be seen from it that
under the deformation conditions of T = 950 �C, the peak
stresses corresponding to the initial austenitic grain size of 40
and 120 lm differ by 12%. Under the deformation condition of
T = 1000 �C, the peak stresses corresponding to the initial
austenitic grain size of 40 and 120 lm differ by 12.5%. Under
another two deformation conditions of T = 1050 �C and

Fig. 9 Variation of the grain size with heating temperatures for dif-
ferent holding times

Fig. 10 Variation of the grain size with holding time at different
heating temperatures

Fig. 11 True stress-strain curves at different deformation tempera-
tures (heated temperature is 1200 �C)

Table 3 Values of the time exponent n at different heating temperatures for the LZ50 steel

Heating temperature, �C 950 1000 1050 1100 1150 1200
Time exponent, n 0.21 0.32 0.34 0.35 0.38 0.39

Fig. 8 Variation of the error square sum y(m) with m
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T = 1100 �C, similarly, the peak stresses corresponding to 40
and 120 lm differ by 8 and 16%, respectively. Effect of grain
size on the peak stresses is less than the deformation
temperatures.

5. Conclusions

The grain growth kinetics in the axle steel LZ50 have been
studied for different heating temperatures (950-1200 �C) and
various holding times (10-180 min). The main results are
briefly summarized as follows:

(1) The effect of the heating temperature on the austenite
grain growth is more profound than that of the holding
time. The holding time exponent ranges from 0.21 to
0.39 and increases as the heating temperature increases.
At the temperatures above 1100 �C, grain growth
showed a sharp increase because most of precipitates
(AlN, V(C,N)) is dissolved.

(2) The growth model of the austenite grain in LZ50 for
isothermal heating is described as follows:

d2:82 ¼ d2:820 þ 2:19� 1017t0:6821 exp
�336484

RT

� �

For non-isothermal heating of LZ50, the growth model
of the austenite grain is

�t0:682i ¼ 1

2:19� 1017
ðd2:82i � d2:820 Þ � exp 336484

RTi

� �

d2:82iþ1 ¼ d2:820 þ 2:19� 1017ð�ti þ DtÞ0:682 � exp � 336484

RTi

� �

(3) In the range of experimental deformation parameters of
LZ50, for the certain initial austenitic grain size, the
higher the deformation temperature is, the smaller the
peak stress of flow stress is. For the certain deformation

parameters, effect of the initial austenitic grain size on
peak stress is low.
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