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Abstract: In this study, the nature of the ball-milling mechanism in a ternary materials system
(Mg-6Sn-1Na) is investigated for proper mechanical alloying. An identical powder mixture for
this material system is exposed to different milling durations for a suitable mixture. First, the
platelet structure formation is observed on particles with increasing milling duration, mainly formed
in <200> direction of the hexagonal crystal structure of the Mg matrix. Then, the flake structure
with texture formation is broken into smaller spherical particles with further ball milling up to 12 h.
According to EDS analysis, the secondary phases in the Mg matrix are homogenously distributed with
a 12-h milling duration which advises a proper mixture in this material system. The solid solution
formation is triggered with an 8-h milling duration according to XRD analysis on 101 reflections.
Conventional sintering is performed at 350 ◦C in 2 h for each sample. In bulk samples, XRD data
reveal that secondary phases (Mg2Sn) with island-like structures are formed on the Mg matrix for
a milling duration of up to 8 h. These bigger secondary phases are mainly constituted as Mg2Sn
intermetallic forms, which have a negative effect on physical and mechanical properties due to a
mismatch in the grain boundary formation. However, the homogenous distribution of secondary
phases with a smaller particle size distribution, acquired with 12 h milling time, provides the highest
density, modulus of elasticity, and hardness values for this ternary materials system. The ternary
materials produced with the 12-h ball-milling process provide an improvement of about 117% in
hardness value compared with the cast form.

Keywords: Mg alloys; ball milling; mechanical alloying; ternary material system

1. Introduction

Magnesium and its alloys are the lowest mass density morphological materials with
well-shapeable and high-wear resistance, which makes them potential candidates for
several applications such as aircraft, biomaterials, and automobiles [1,2]. The primary
downside of Mg is its low formability at decreasing temperatures due to the limited
activation of shear systems [3]. In addition, another disadvantage is the very low corrosion
resistance of Mg [4]. Alloying process for pure Mg is a proper solution for strengthening,
raising formability, and improving the corrosion resistance of magnesium alloys [5–7]. The
alloying effect of such elements as Ti [8], Cu [9], Al [10], Ni [11], Sn [12], Zn [13], Ca [14],
Zr [15], and Mn [16], or such rare earth elements as Ce [17], Sm [18], Dy [19], Er [20], and
Y [21], have been commonly employed in Mg and alloys. Such alloying processes and
thermomechanical processing, such as high-energy ball milling, have provided a significant
enhancement in specific endurance, sinterability, and creep properties [22].

A high-energy ball-milling process, which provides mechanical alloying (MA), is used
as the most common method for alloying powders, in which different material systems
can mix homogeneously at the ppm level due to the involvement of the continuous cold-
welding and fracturing mechanisms [23]. The most common issue in the high-energy
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ball-milling procedure is a continuous collision between ball-powder jar, which leads to
severe plastic deformations on particles [24] and fracture of the platelet particles, causing
the variation of lattice strain, crystallite size, and attaining nano-sized structures and phase
transformations [25,26]. After mechanical alloying due to reiterative fracture, cold welding,
and refracture of powders, new effective surfaces improve chemically, and supersaturation
may occur beyond the equilibrium limit [27]. Furthermore, thermomechanical activation of
the particle morphology plays a significant role in the high-energy ball-milling process [28].
In the literature, there are publications reporting that the solubility of Titanium in Mg [29]
and Magnesium in Ti [30] in studies with mechanical alloying Ti-Mg powders increases.
High-energy ball milling is used in the production of composite materials with high
physical and mechanical properties, which are complex and expensive to manufacture with
traditional methods such as casting [31].

According to the literature survey [32–37], it is clearly seen that several composite
materials are manufactured by changing matrix and reinforcement species with different
particle size distribution in conjunction with altering milling conditions, such as milling
time and processing agent [38]. Wang et al. [39] investigated Mg-%25 wt. Sn composite
alloys manufactured by mechanical alloying. They reported that sintering parameters and
the number of secondary phases directly affect the mechanical properties by changing the
ball-milling duration.

Son et al. [40] studied the relationship between precipitation nature and mechanical
properties of multiphase of Mg-Sn-Al-Zn alloys. The intermetallic phases, such as Mg2Sn,
have a major effect on the development of mechanical properties. The creep endurances of
binary Mg-Sn and ternary Mg-Sn-Al material systems were studied by Poddar et al. [41],
which suggested that the creep behavior of the materials could be developed with the
help of intermetallic phases, including Mg2Sn, which has chemical stability at higher
temperatures [42]. Mendis et al. [43] surveyed the role of Na addition to Mg-Sn alloys
alloyed by the casting method. In their study, it was clearly seen that an abnormal increase
in hardness occurred because the distribution of Na led to an increment in the number of
intermetallic precipitates.

Although different studies on Mg-Sn composite alloys fabricates via casting and
powder metallurgy are well tabulated in the literature, there is a limited experimental
investigation of the effect of the milling time and addition of trace amount Na element
on the powder morphology, precipitate formation, intermetallic transformation, and crys-
tallographic properties of high-energy ball-milled Mg-Sn-Na metal powders and their
relationship between density, hardness, elastic module of generated composite alloys [44].
For this reason, the main aim of the study is to do an elaborate characterization of powder
morphology, the variation of crystallite size, the distribution of reinforcement species (Sn
and Na), and the occurrence of Mg2Sn intermetallic formation with the addition of Na ele-
ment within the Mg matrix. Moreover, sintered Mg-Sn-Na composite alloys are employed
to examine densities, hardness, and elastic modulus.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials and Ball-Milling Process

In the present study, Sn (6 wt%) and Na (1 wt%) were used to reinforce elements
in the Mg matrix to produce alloys with metal matrix. Pure Mg (<53 µm; 99.99 wt%
purity) and Sn (<6 µm; 99.9 wt% purity) elemental powders were obtained by Nanografi
Company(Ankara, Turkey). Mg, Sn, and Na powders were high-energy ball-milled with
tungsten carbide (WC; 10 mm diameter) balls in a tungsten carbide jar (250 mL) using
RETSCH-PM 100 (Konya, Turkey) planetary ball-milling device at a rotation speed of
250 rpm.

The ball-to-powder (BPR) massive 5:1 rate was chosen, and the ball-milling time was
selected as 0.5, 2, 4, 8, and 12 h. To prevent clusters, cold working, and severe plastic
deformation of the powders’ duration milling, 4 wt% stearic acid was used as a process
control agent (PCA). To avoid excessive temperature rise throughout the ball-milling time,
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the device was milled for 5 min, then rested for 5 min. After ball milling, the powders were
compacted under 500 MPa pressure for 30 s by a cold-press device. To prevent oxidation,
all green compacts (cold-pressed specimens) were sintered for 2 h at 350 ◦C with a stable
heating rate of 5 ◦C/min under the high-purity argon atmosphere. The argon flow ratio
was constant at 3 L/min. In Figure 1, the preparation and production of Mg-Sn-Na alloy is
represented schematically.
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Figure 1. Schematic experimental setup for ball milling and Powder Metallurgy procedure.

2.2. Powder and Sintered Sample Characterization

The morphologies of milled and unmilled powders, along with microstructural
progress in sintered composite alloys, were investigated using scanning electron microscopy
(SEM, Zeiss EVO LS10, Konya, Turkey). Elemental analysis of the milled powders and
dispersion mechanism of sintered composite alloys were investigated with EDS-Mapping
and line scan mode. Moreover, all ball-milled powders’ particle size distribution (PSD) was
examined via a Mastersizer particle size analyzer device. X-ray diffractometer (XRD) was
utilized to calculate the crystallite size and define the peak profile parameters. XRD data
were gathered by Cu-radiation at wavelength of 1.5406 Å by utilizing a step-scan procedure
with 0.15 degrees 2-theta at every step and 4 s at every step dwelling time [45]. Peak profile
parameters of all ball-milled powders were detected by the MDI Jade XRD program. For
all ball-milled powders, the Debye Scherrer equation was utilized to calculate values of
lattice strain and crystallite size (Equation (1)) [46].

Dhkl =
K × λ

(βhkl × cosΦ)
(1)

where K (0.94) is the shape coefficient; λ is the wavelength of Cu radiation; β is the FWHM
value of the peak, and Φ is the XRD diffraction angle [47,48].

Dislocation density (δ) values were calculated according to Williamson–Smallman
formula given in Equation (2) [48,49].

δ = n/D2 (2)

Here, n is nearly 1, and D is the crystallite size. Theoretical density values of sintered
composite alloys were calculated utilizing the mixture rule formula, and their experi-
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mental density measurements were carried out according to the ASTM B962-17 standard
Archimedes’ principle [50]. The microhardness values of the sintered composite alloys were
surveyed via a micro-Vickers hardness measure procedure. The micro-Vickers hardness
test [51] was performed under an applying load of 10 gf and a dwelling time of 20 s. At
least five measurements were taken for the average hardness value.

Young’s Modulus of sintered composite alloys was used to calculate the ultrasonic
wave velocity (UWC) measurement method [48]. UWC measurements were performed in
tangency mode to strengthen ASTM E494-20, utilizing the ultrasonic pulse-echo-overlap
method (PEOM) [52]. The UWC measurements were carried out utilizing one flaw detector,
one-number longitudinal wave tangency transducer (20 MHz), and one-number shear-
wave tangency transducer (5 MHz) [53].

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Powder Morphology

At first glance, the particle morphology of the ternary material system of (Mg-Sn-Na)
is preserved after the 0.5 h milling process. In Figure 2, the particles show a spherical
form as the initial powder mixture. So, 0.5 h milling duration has almost no effect on the
change in both particle morphologies and in the mixing nature of the ternary system, which
arouses the need for further milling for proper mixing. Then, the said material system
is exposed to a 2-h ball-milling treatment. The flake shape of particles is a sign that the
ball-milling procedure in this material system works efficiently, along with extreme plastic
deformation. The particles turn into flake structures due to continuous collision between
ball–ball and ball–wall with increasing surface area and particle size of up to 70 microns.
Furthermore, few cold-welding mechanisms are observed between the small particles
and bigger particles. However, the 4-h milling procedure triggers a huge cold-welding
mechanism that involves flake particles due to excessive plastic deformation on particles.
Eventually, all welded particles create platelet structure formation with an increasing
particle size of up to 120 microns, which tripled the initial powder particle size distribution.
After this point, the particles start to break into much smaller forms, which is attributed to
severe work hardening with further ball milling of up to 8 h in duration. Bigger platelet
particles with small broken pieces create a bimodal particle size distribution, as seen in
Figure 2. During high-energy ball milling, cold working and fracture mechanism work
concomitantly for proper mechanical alloying. However, after a certain milling duration,
the fracture mechanism becomes the dominant instrument for the particles, which is due
to either extreme work hardening or loss of function of the processing agent. With an 8-h
milling process, all particles are exposed to severe plastic deformation and accumulate
excessive stress concentration, which eventually affects the sinterability of this material
system. Further high-energy ball-milling process of up to 12 h turns the flake morphology
into smaller fragmented particle formations. Monomodal particle size distribution is also
revealed with 12-h milling time, and particle size distribution of milled powder of less than
10 microns is received, which is well below the initial particle size. The final microstructure
formation suggests that a 12-h milling duration is enough to provide sufficient mixing and
mechanical alloying for this ternary material system.

The EDS analysis represented in Figure 3 also verifies the homogenous mixture of
the ternary system. All elements (Mg-Sn-Na) in this system are uniformly dispersed
throughout the sample. However, our previous study revealed that monomodal particle
size distribution was acquired via an 8-h milling duration in a binary system of (Mg-
9Sn) [48]. So, the presence of Na elements in this ternary system prevents or retards the
fracture mechanism, and an extra 4-h milling process is needed to achieve homogenous
mixing formation with smaller particle size distribution.

The particle size analyses also show the same tendency regarding particle evolution
as a function of milling time. First, the nature of the single peak at higher numbers advises
that the particle size is increased with monomodal distribution in this material system
up to 4 h of the milling procedure (Figure 4). Then, the bimodal distribution observed
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within 8 h leads to two separated peaks, according to the particle analyzer. Finally, a single
intense peak profile is acquired around the 10-micron range, with 12 milling durations.
Overall, the particle size analysis is consistent with SEM micrograph examination, as
explained previously.
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XRD analysis also helps to understand both phase formation and peak profile evolu-
tion for each phase, as represented in Figure 5. Peaks for Mg and Sn phases are detected in
up to 2 h of milling conditions. However, the 4-h milling duration makes Sn peaks fade out,
and the intermetallic phase of Mg2Sn starts to appear in the XRD spectrum. This behavior is
attributed to the high-energy ball-milling work. So, at least 4-h ball milling needs to trigger
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intermetallic formation in this system. However, in the Mg-Sn binary system, such behavior
was achieved in the 2-h milling procedure, which means that the presence of Na also delays
the formation of the intermetallic phase [54,55]. Further ball-milling process maps the Sn
out from the XRD spectra, as observed in the 8-h and 12-h conditions. Such observation
suggests that the Sn phase goes into both solid solutions in the Mg matrix and chemical
reaction for intermetallic phase formation [56]. A closer approach to the major peak (101)
of the Mg phase is represented in Figure 5c. The peak position of (101) reflection first has
a tendency to shift to higher degrees, which intimates the decrement in the interatomic
distance because of the compression stress [57]. A repetitive collision during the milling
process creates such compression stress formation on particles as a natural high-energy ball
milling. This issue is the case for the milling condition for up to 4-h duration. After that,
the 101 peaks start to shift to lower degrees, which means that the interatomic distance
for this reflection starts to increase [58]. This singularity is only due to the solid solution
formation in the Mg matrix in this case [59]. It is important to state that Na and Sn elements
are initiated to dissolve into the Mg matrix due to the high-energy ball milling in the 8-h
conditions. Therefore, at least an 8-h milling procedure is needed to trigger solid solution
formation in the ternary (Mg-Sn-Na) material system. Nonetheless, in the binary material
system of (Mg-9Sn), solid solution formation was observed with a 4-h ball milling [48].
So, the existence of the Na element also postpones the solid solution formation. The peak
intensity of (101) reflection is monolithically reduced with increasing milling duration,
which advises the reduction in crystallite size or coherent diffraction in domain size. The
continuous collision mechanism during ball milling leads crystals to break apart in the
(101) direction. Regarding the (002) reflection of the Mg matrix, the (002) reflection shows
singularity in terms of peak intensity changes. Peak intensity first starts to increase with
the increase in milling duration of up to 4 h and also shows higher relative peak intensity
than the major peak (101) reflection of the Mg matrix. Such a result is attributed to the
texture formation in a hexagonal crystal structure of Mg. Therefore, we conclude that
severe plastic deformation observed in the SEM micrograph is mainly elongated through
the (002) direction. Because the interatomic bonding governed in this direction is weak,
atoms prefer to be oriented accordingly [60–62]. A further ball-milling process results in
a decrease in the peak intensity of (002) reflection, which refers to breaking the coherent
diffraction domains for the (002) reflection.
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The crystallite size is also decreased as the particles break apart, as observed in SEM
analysis. So, SEM micrograph analysis supports the XRD data analysis. The changes in
crystallite size for the (002) reflection are inconsistent with the particle size variation as
a function of the milling time. As represented in Figure 6, the crystallite size improved
from 43 nm to 63 nm with the increasing milling duration of up to 4 h, according to
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the calculation with the (002) peak reflection parameters. On the contrary, the disloca-
tion density and localized lattice strain are reduced as expected. However, a prolonged
milling procedure of up to 12 h has a negative effect on crystallite size variation, and
the crystallite size of the final powder is measured at 40 nm, which is lower than at the
initial stage. Lattice strain and dislocation density values are increased up to %0.29 and
0.62 × 1015 line/m2, respectively.
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3.2. Bulk Material Characterization

The SEM micrograph examination, along with the elemental line scan analysis, is
illustrated in Figure 7 with different milling durations. Secondary phases in the Mg
matrix appear in a lighter color in SEM illustration due to the higher atomic number of
Sn element. Agglomerated secondary phase existence on the Mg matrix is observed for
all conditions except 12 milling durations. Secondary phases also precipitate vicinity of
grain boundaries. Individual secondary phases create their island structure on the Mg
matrix with a range of 40–60 microns. This behavior of the secondary phase suggests that
the ball-milling process of up to 8 h does not provide a proper mixture in the Mg-Sn-Na
material system. However, the microstructure of the 12-h milled conditions conveys a
homogenously dispersed secondary phase with a smaller size in the Mg matrix. It is
important to have homogenously distributed secondary phases to have improved physical
and mechanical properties for multiphase material systems. According to our previous
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study, the homogenous distribution of the secondary phase in a binary Mg-Sn composition
reached an 8-h milling condition, which advised that the existence of the Na phase also
delayed the homogenous mixing. Line scan for each condition is collected via both the
Mg matrix and the secondary phase. The lighter area in the SEM illustration has a higher
concentration of the Sn phase with the Mg phase’s existence, which suggests that the
island structure secondary phases are mainly the Mg2Sn intermetallic phases, as detected
via the XRD analysis as well. The line scan also reveals surprising results regarding the
existence of Na in this material system. Na elements mainly precipitate on grain boundary
instead of dissolving into an Mg matrix to create the solid solution. This situation of
Na elements could have an important role in this ternary material system to improve
mechanical properties by providing a precipitation hardening mechanism. EDS mapping
analysis for the 12-h condition shows the homogenous distribution of each phase with no
impurities, as represented in Figure 8.
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study, the homogenous distribution of the secondary phase in a binary Mg-Sn composi-
tion reached an 8-h milling condition, which advised that the existence of the Na phase 
also delayed the homogenous mixing. Line scan for each condition is collected via both 
the Mg matrix and the secondary phase. The lighter area in the SEM illustration has a 
higher concentration of the Sn phase with the Mg phase’s existence, which suggests that 
the island structure secondary phases are mainly the Mg2Sn intermetallic phases, as de-
tected via the XRD analysis as well. The line scan also reveals surprising results regarding 
the existence of Na in this material system. Na elements mainly precipitate on grain 
boundary instead of dissolving into an Mg matrix to create the solid solution. This situa-
tion of Na elements could have an important role in this ternary material system to im-
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mapping analysis for the 12-h condition shows the homogenous distribution of each phase 
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Figure 6. Illustration of changes for crystallite size, lattice strain, and dislocation density at different
milling times.

Figure 9 represents the hardness value variation of sintered milled powders at different
milling durations. The hardness values at first tend to increase with increasing milling
process. However, an 8-h ball-milling duration has a negative effect on this trend, and the
hardness value decreases in an 8-h milling duration. Then, the hardness value reaches
the highest value of 90 HV for the 12-h milling condition. The increment in hardness
value has a correlation with the milling duration because the higher milling duration
generally provides homogenous mixing and dispersion of the additive elements in the
Mg matrix. As explained before, the SEM micrograph examination on bulk samples
suggests that the island-like precipitation of the secondary phase is observed instead of the
homogenous dispersion in the matrix [63]. So, the incompatibility at the interface between
the bigger secondary phase and matrix is the weak point, which reduces the mechanical
properties [63–65]. The bigger size of the secondary phase creates a transition between small
angles to high-angle interface formation [25,66] through the grain boundaries. Another
explanation for variation in the mechanical properties is the Orowan mechanism, which is
also involved and eventually affects the mechanical properties of the end product [67]. The
slight reduction in the 8-h milling conditions can be explained by both the initial powder
structure and the microstructure formation of bulk or sintered samples. The powder form
of the 8-h condition suggests the bimodal particle size distribution. Repetitive collision in
the ball-milling process results in a high-stress concentration in particles, which eventually
hinders the diffusion or mass transport during the sintering procedure [68]. So, the density,
elastic modulus, and hardness values for the 8-h condition are decreased. The second
reason causing this disparity is the generation of a secondary phase in the Mg matrix
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after the sintering process. As explained, the island-like formation of a secondary phase
instead of homogenous distribution causes the diminishment in physical and mechanical
properties. According to the previous study, the hardness value for the binary system
of Mg-Sn was found to be 71.2 HV [48], but in this ternary system, the hardness value
is improved to the 90 HV range (Figure 9). So, the presence of Na element in grain
boundaries causes such an impact on hardness by triggering a precipitation hardening
mechanism [69,70]. The elasticity modulus and density values for this material system
show the same behavior as the hardness values. The density value for each sample is
the sign of the sinterability of the milled powder, which is determined by the ball-milling
duration in this study. So, the particle morphology and the nature of mixing of secondary
phases in the matrix are the parameters determining the sinterability of the powder. Overall,
the highest density and modulus of elasticity are acquired as 96% and 36 GPa for the 12-h
milling condition (Figure 10). In this material system, the Na element has a huge effect on
powder morphology, which eventually determines the physical and mechanical properties
of bulk samples.
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4. Conclusions

In this study, we aim to have a proper solid solution and mechanical alloying in
the ternary system of (Mg-Sn-Na) by changing high-energy ball-milling duration. The
following outcomes are acquired according to our experimental results:

• The milling process first causes the formation of platelet structure in this material’s
composition. Then, a further milling process of up to 12 h leads to breaking the flake
form of powders into small spherical particles with monomodal distribution;
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• XRD data reveal that the Sn phase starts to both dissolve and involve a chemical
reaction for intermetallic phase (Mg2Sn) formation with an 8-h milling condition;

• X-ray diffractometry study on (002) reflection of the Mg phase conveys the texture
formation in the Mg matrix, which helps us to understand the nature of the platelet
structure, as observed in SEM micrograph examination;

• The island structure of the secondary phase affects the physical and mechanical
properties of bulk or sintered samples for samples milled up to 8 h;

• In 12 milling conditions, the homogenous secondary phase distribution is achieved,
which eventually supplies the highest relative density (95%), modulus of elasticity
(34.5 GPa), and hardness (89 HV) values in this ternary material system.
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