UDC 539.4

Optimization of Photoelastic Properties and Stress Relief of Small-Sized
Polycarbonate Disks for Granular Material Photoelastic Tests
M. X. Hou,a,b,1 M. X. Tang,a and H. S. Hua
a

South China University of Technology, Guangzhou, China

b

Guangzhou Institute of Building Science, Guangzhou, China

1

worldwudiming@gmail.com

ÓÄÊ 539.4

Îïòèìèçàöèÿ ôîòîóïðóãèõ ñâîéñòâ è ðåëàêñàöèè îñòàòî÷íûõ íàïðÿæåíèé
â ìàëûõ ïîëèêàðáîíàòíûõ äèñêàõ äëÿ ôîòîóïðóãèõ èñïûòàíèé ãðàíóëèðîâàííûõ ìàòåðèàëîâ
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Ïîëèêàðáîíàò ÿâëÿåòñÿ îïòèìàëüíûì ôîòîóïðóãèì ìàòåðèàëîì äëÿ ïðîâåäåíèÿ ìåõàíè÷åñêèõ èñïûòàíèé ìåòîäîì ôîòîóïðóãîñòè. Äëÿ ïîëó÷åíèÿ íåáîëüøèõ ÷àñòèö ïîëèêàðáîíàòà,
ïðèìåíÿåìûõ ïðè ôîòîóïðóãèõ èñïûòàíèÿõ ãðàíóëèðîâàííîãî ìàòåðèàëà, èç ïîëèêàðáîíàòíîé ïëàñòèíû, ïðåäâàðèòåëüíî ïîäâåðãíóòîé îòæèãó äëÿ ðåëàêñàöèè îñòàòî÷íûõ íàïðÿæåíèé, âûðåçàþòñÿ ïðîçðà÷íûå öèëèíäðè÷åñêèå äèñêè ìàëîãî äèàìåòðà. Ðåæèìû ðåçêè è îòæèãà
îïòèìèçèðîâàíû â ðåçóëüòàòå àíàëèçà ìåõàíè÷åñêèõ è ôîòîóïðóãèõ ñâîéñòâ ïîëèêàðáîíàòíûõ äèñêîâ ðàçíîãî äèàìåòðà è ïîñòîÿííîé âûñîòû (5 ìì). Àíàëèç ôîòîóïðóãèõ õàðàêòåðèñòèê íàïðÿæåííî-äåôîðìèðîâàííîãî ñîñòîÿíèÿ äèñêîâ è èçîõðîì ïîäòâåðäèë âûñîêóþ
ýôôåêòèâíîñòü ïðåäëàãàåìûõ ðåæèìîâ îáðàáîòêè è îòæèãà äëÿ äàííîãî ìàòåðèàëà.

Êëþ÷åâûå ñëîâà: ïîëèêàðáîíàò, ãðàíóëèðîâàííûé ìàòåðèàë, ìåòîä ôîòîóïðóãîñòè,
îòæèã, ðåëàêñàöèÿ îñòàòî÷íûõ íàïðÿæåíèé.
Introduction. Polycarbonate material (PCM) is the general name for thermoplastic,
amorphous polymers. Being an amorphous and transparent engineering plastic, it has
favorable comprehensive properties because of its unique chemical molecular structure,
such as high tensile strength, good impact, heat, and creep resistances, nontoxic environmentfriendly performance, and dimensional stability. Hence, polycarbonate products have been
incorporated into a variety of domains: electronic devices, building materials, medicine,
mechanical engineering, household products, and many other applications. Furthermore,
they also find increasing demand in automobile, aircraft and spacecraft industries [1–6].
Insofar as polycarbonate has high optical sensitivity, time edge effect, high transparency,
low optical creep, and good mechanical processing properties, it has been applied to
photoelastic tests immediately after its appearance in 1962.
This photoelasticity method was advanced nearly two hundred years ago and has been
widely used for stressed state estimation of elastic materials with unique stress-strain
dependence. However, in contrast to elastic materials, the internal stresses and strains in
granular materials have no unique interrelation, which can be used to determine the stress
increment in a region with known deformation. The behavior of packed particles in the
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above materials strongly depends on the stress history and path, which requires their
knowledge and a special device, which can simulate this stress condition. At present, the
optical method of stress analysis known as photoelasticity is considered as the most
lucrative for investigating in detail the stressed state in a granular material. In 1957, Dantu
[7] first observed that transmission of force in a packed particle assembly (granular
material) can be visualized by photoelasticity. However, in contrast to elastic materials,
where stress distribution is directly visualized by sharp isoclines and isolines, a pattern of
clear stripes could be observed, which were assumed to represent the major principal stress
trajectories. In 1969, de Jong et al. [8] simulated a two-dimensional assembly of a granular
material by tests with cylindrical disks of photoelastic material and quantitatively assessed
the magnitude and direction of contact forces between the disks by isochromatics, i.e., and
equidistant fringe series. In 1972, Drescher and de Jong [9] also adopted this method for
investigating aspects of a mathematical model for the flow of a granular material and
proposed to transform the distribution of the discrete contact forces and displacements into
a second-rank tensor, which provided a satisfactory description of the observed photoelasic
phenomenon.
Excellent photoelasic properties of polycarbonate render its wide application to the
above research direction of granular mechanical properties. However, the residual stresses
generated during polycarbonate injecting and forming processes will strongly reduce the
accuracy of the photoelastic experimental results [10, 11]. The other hindrance to its wider
use in granular mechanics is the lack of technologies for producing small-size and high
transparent photoelastic particles, which are similar to the small-size granular materials.
In this study, a method of producing millimeter scale (³1 mm) photoelastic particles
and the corresponding annealing regimes relieving the residual stresses are proposed based
on numerous trial-and-error experimental tests on small-diameter photoelastic disks produced
from polycarbonate plate. The effect of mechanical processing and annealing treatments on
mechanical and optical properties, as well as internal pores in the PCM, was also analyzed,
which seems to be quite instrumental for further research efforts.
1. PCM Processing Procedure. The raw material and equipment used were
polycarbonate plate and an NC (numerical control) plastic engraving machine (Mitsubishi
Co., Japan), respectively.

Fig. 1. Schematic drawing of polycarbonate plate NC processing.

The proposed plate-processing procedure is sketched in Fig. 1, where PCM plate (1)
is mounted on the processing platform of NC plastic engraving machine, and multiple
small-diameter disks (2) are cut from it with a rotating knife. In this study, the PCM plate
thickness was 5 mm (other options were also tested, but omitted for brevity); a particle
processing layout was drawn on the computer according to the diameter of the particle and
the PCM plate. A rotating knife was placed on the PCM plate, and the spindle speed was
adjusted to 24,000 rpm and a travel speed of 100 mm/min; then, the machine was turned on
to cut the plate according to the layout drawing design. Since in photoelastic tests the light
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direction coincides with the PCM plate normal direction (which runs parallel to cutting
plane), the rough and opaque cylindrical surfaces produced by cutting do not affect the
light transmission. Thus, small-sized and high-transparent photoelastic disks simulating
granular particles can be obtained with no polishing required.
2. PCM Annealing Procedure. During the injection molding process of polycarbonate
products, thermal residual stresses are generated, due heterogeneous material flow,
consolidation stresess, and temperature fluctuations. Furthermore, mechanical processing of
the material induces the residual stresses [11], which affect the PCM optical properties.
Those, in turn, strongly affect the final product internal stresses and, accordingly, the
accuracy of strain measurements via photoelasticity is deteriorated. The above problem of
polycarbonate applicability to photoelastic experiments can be resolved by proper evaluation,
reduction or relief of the product residual stresses [12–15], the simplest and the most
effective stress-relieving method being the annealing treatment [16, 17].
As a mature post-treatment process, annealing is widely applied to improvement of
polymer product mechanical properties, including stable tensile strength, high-accuracy
dimensions, and good corrosion resistance [18]. The annealing process can be reduced to
placing the product into a heating medium and then heating it slowly from room
temperature to a certain temperature, which is maintained for a given holding period;
finally, the temperature is gradually decreased to room temperature. During the holding
periods at thermosol temperature, irregular molecular polymer chains become re-aligned.
As the material is viscoelastic, relaxation of the internal stresses allows one to reduce or
fully eliminate the residual stresses [15]. The heating process can be realized in different
media, such as air, water, oil, etc. By the results of trial-and-error annealing tests in air and
oil, air was selected as the optimal annealing medium for this study.
In general, there is no universal annealing procedure, and the “tailor-made” solution
has to be experimentally determined according to the shape and size of the product. During
the annealing process, the temperature is slowly increased by 10°C-increments C with
further holding of this temperature for 1h, in order to provide its homogenous distribution
in each part of the product.
3. Annealing Test Results and Discussion. The optimal annealing curves for the
cylindrical disks of the same height (5 mm) and different diameters in the ranges from 1 to
3 mm and from 4 to 8 mm are shown in Fig. 2a and 2b, respectively.
In the above annealing tests, heat treatment temperature and time were considered to
be the key parameters controlling the annealing effect, which was proven by the respective
annealing curves. However, beyond heat treatment and time, it has been found that the
distance between the product and the heat source is also of prime importance. The distance
was set as 10, 20, and 30 cm, and the product was put into a resistance furnace to anneal
according to the same annealing curve. The experimental results indicate that as the
distance decreases, the annealing effect becomes more obvious. Finally, it was found that
when the distance is too small, the heat treatment temperature and time need to be properly
decreased; otherwise, possible deformation and tiny bubbles could be produced in the
product. Vice versa, when the distance is too large, the heat treatment temperature and time
need to be properly increased; otherwise, high residual stress will be generated in the
product.
The comparative analysis of the above annealing conditions implies that the above
phenomena can be attributed to the thermal radiation effect, which is frequently neglected
in the annealing process planning. There are three heat transfer routes: thermal conduction,
thermal convection, and thermal radiation. In order to relieve residual stress by increasing
the polycarbonates temperature to the thermal deformation one, heat is usually considered
to transfer to the polycarbonate surface by thermal conduction and thermal convection in
the heat treatment medium and then to the bulk material by thermal conduction until the
product internal and external temperatures are homogenous. However, heat can also be
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a

b
Fig. 2. Annealing curves for disks of different diameters: 1 to 3 mm (a) and 4 to 8 mm (b).

transferred to the bulk material by thermal radiation. Moreover, polycarbonate is not a good
heat conductor, resulting in a more pronounced thermal radiation effect, which explains
different annealing effect at different distances. Consequently, it is important to account for
thermal radiation in the construction of annealing treatment curves.
4. Experimental Assessment of PCM Photoelastic Properties. Polycarbonate is a
good photoelastic plastic material due to its temporary birefringence property [19]. This
means that there is no birefringence phenomenon when it is stress-free, but as soon as
stresses appear, they give rise to the birefringence effect; however when the stress is
relieved, the birefringence phenomenon also disappears. The birefringence property of
polycarbonates can be attributed to group or chain orientations of polymers, as well as to
the molecular orientation and structure. The intrinsic and stress-induced birefringence
occurs due to molecular chain orientation, which is induced by inhomogeneous stresses
generated during the injection molding and cooling processes.
As the annealing process has a certain effect on the molecular structure of
polycarbonate and residual stresses, it is necessary to study the birefringence effect before
and after annealing. In our experiment, the material fringe value f s is used as main
criterion of PCM photoelastic properties.
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As seen from the formula for the material fringe value f s = l c, the parameter f s
depends on the stress, constant of light c, and light source wavelength l; however, it is not
related to the model shape, size, and loading conditions. Additionally, f s can also be
experimentally assessed from the radial compression test of PCM disk (Fig. 3) and its
visualization via the photoelasticity technique (Fig. 4).

Fig. 3

Fig. 4

Fig. 3. Scheme of PCM disk radial compression in photoelastic test.
Fig. 4. The obtained fringes (isochromes and isolines) describing equistress lines in the radially
compressed PCM disk.

The theoretical solutions for the major stresses at the center point of the radially
compressed disk are:
2P
6P
,
,
s1 =
s 2 =(1)
pdD
pdD
s1 - s 2 =

n fs
8P
Þ fs =
,
d
npd

(2)

where P is the load, D is the disk diameter, and d is its thickness.
A monochromatic light source was used in this test with a red light of 631 nm
wavelength. Different fringe grades were produced at the center of the disk by adjusting the
load P, where the fringe grades n at the disk center point were measured by the Tardy
compensation method after 15 min of static load P holding.
5. Photoelastic Test Results and Discussion. As seen from the material fringe value
vs. fringe order curves constructed before and after annealing and depicted in Figs. 5 and 6,
the fringe values are variable. The literature survey implies that the fringe value varies with
temperature, and it was also determined that the fringe value increases slowly as its grade
increases.
By comparing the variation curves obtained before and after annealing in Figs. 5 and
6, it was also established that: (i) after annealing, the variation range of fringe values
decreases, and its trend exhibits a saturation; (ii) the fringe value increases as the disk
diameter decreases when the fringe grade is the same before annealing, whereas the fringe
variation curves of the three different disk diameters almost coincide, indicating that they
are invariable of the disk diameter.
The above findings can be substantiated by the following considerations; Irregular
molecular chains tangling together in a polycarbonate are re-aligned by annealing, which
implies a change in the molecular orientation resulting from the molecular structure (that is,
intrinsic birefringence) variation. Meantime, the original stress is relaxed, which in turn
decreases the stress birefringence effect induced by the molecular chain orientation
resulting from inhomogeneous stresses.
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a
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Fig. 5. Experimental fringe value vs. fringe order dependences for PCM disks of 8, 10 and 20 mm in
diameter before (a) and after (b) annealing.

a

b

c
Fig. 6. Experimental fringe value vs. fringe order dependences before and after annealing for PCM
disks of 8 (a), 10 (b) and 20 mm (c) in diameter.

Comparing the fringe value variations in disks of different diameters (8, 10, and 20 mm)
before and after annealing (Fig. 6), when the fringe order n is equal to 3, the fringe value
of the 8 mm-diameter disk increases from 7 to 7.7 N/cm×n (i.e., is increased by 10%),
while those of 10 and 20 mm-diameter disks exhibit an increase by 16.7 and 20.6%,
respectively. This implies that the material fringe value variation and after annealing
exhibits higher variation with disk diameter. Therefore, an increase in the disk diameter
results in a more pronounced residual stress effect on the material fringe value.
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When the fringe order is equal to 7, the fringe value of the 8 mm-diameter disk
particle decreases from 10.2 to 10.1 N/cm×n (and, thus, is reduced by 1%), whereas those
of the 10 and 20 mm-diameter disks exhibit an increase from 9.6 to 10.0 N/cm×n (an
increase by 4.2%) and from 9.5 to 10.2 N/cm×n (an increase by 7.4%), respectively. Thus,
an increase in fringe order results in smaller variations of the material fringe values after
annealing. This means that when the material is subjected to higher loads, resulting in higher
fringe orders, the residual stress effect on the material fringe values is less pronounced.
Conclusions
1. Photoelastic PCM material disks of a small diameter and precise dimensions were
successfully produced by a NC plastic engraving machine. Moreover, as the cut plane is
parallel to the light, it does not affect the light propagation, thereby ensuring the disk
transparency and the accuracy of the photoelastic test.
2. In the PCM annealing treatment, recommended for the residual stress relief, it is
necessary to consider thermal radiation factor. Consequently, the distance between the heat
source and the material has to be taken into account together with the heat treatment
temperature and the holding time determination of annealing regimes. Hence, for the
annealing treatment of PCM plates, multiple preliminary tests are needed to determine
proper annealing curve and distance.
3. As the disk particle size increases, the effect of residual stress on the material fringe
value becomes more pronounced, and as the fringe grade increases, the material fringe values
before and after annealing vary only slightly. Moreover, the variation range of the material
fringe value is narrowed by the annealing, and its trend attains a saturated pattern. The variation
range of the PCM fringe values of a polycarbonate decreases with the fringe order after
annealing, which may strongly reduce the fringe value error resulting from the size effect.
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Ðåçþìå
Ïîë³êàðáîíàò º îïòèìàëüíèì ôîòîïðóæíèì ìàòåð³àëîì äëÿ ïðîâåäåííÿ ìåõàí³÷íèõ
âèïðîáóâàíü ìåòîäîì ôîòîïðóæíîñò³. Äëÿ îòðèìàííÿ íåâåëèêèõ ÷àñòèíîê ïîë³êàðáîíàòó, ùî âèêîðèñòîâóþòüñÿ ïðè ôîòîïðóæíèõ âèïðîáóâàííÿõ ãðàíóëüîâàíîãî ìàòåð³àëó, ç ïîë³êàðáîíàòíî¿ ïëàñòèíè, ÿêó ïîïåðåäíüþ ï³ääàâàëè â³äïàëó äëÿ ðåëàêñàö³¿
çàëèøêîâèõ íàïðóæåíü, âèð³çàëè ïðîçîð³ öèë³íäðè÷í³ äèñêè ìàëîãî ä³àìåòðà. Ðåæèìè ð³çàííÿ ³ â³äïàëó îïòèì³çîâàíî â ðåçóëüòàò³ àíàë³çó ìåõàí³÷íèõ ³ ôîòîïðóæíèõ
âëàñòèâîñòåé ïîë³êàðáîíàòíèõ äèñê³â ð³çíîãî ä³àìåòðà ³ ïîñò³éíî¿ âèñîòè (5 ìì).
Àíàë³ç ôîòîïðóæíèõ õàðàêòåðèñòèê íàïðóæåíî-äåôîðìîâàíîãî ñòàíó äèñê³â ³ ³çîõðîì ï³äòâåðäèâ âèñîêó åôåêòèâí³ñòü çàïðîïîíîâàíèõ ðåæèì³â îáðîáêè ³ â³äïàëó äëÿ
äàíîãî ìàòåð³àëó.
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