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Abstract:
Predicting the initiation and propagation of fatigue cracks in structures is a major challenge
for the industry, aiming to move beyond the typically used conservative approaches to
reduce costs, optimize designs, and ensure structural integrity over longer durations.
Numerous numerical methods can be employed in this context, notably the phase-field
approach, which offers significant flexibility in dealing with complex crack scenarios and
addressing crack initiation and growth in a unified manner. However, the computational
cost associated with applying this model to real-world cases is currently too high, limiting
its application to academic scenarios. The objective of this thesis is to propose various
acceleration approaches to mitigate this prohibitive computational cost, while maintaining
the required precision and robustness. This is intended to make real-life application
of the phase-field model feasible.

To achieve this goal, a phase-field fatigue model was implemented within the finite element
code Cast3M. An approach based on toughness degradation was chosen and validated
across several sample usual of the phase-field literature. Additionally, a new energy decom-
position method was introduced to enhance efficiency and robustness of this critical step.
Subsequently, several modifications of the initial implementation were suggested to acceler-
ate computations. Firstly, the cycle calculation was optimized through the introduction of
a staged solution scheme tailored for fatigue scenarios. Then, multiple cycle jump schemes
were proposed to minimize the number of calculated cycles. Lastly, an adaptive mesh
refinement approach was adopted to optimize the number of degrees of freedom considered
during the simulation. These tools effectively address the various reasons behind the com-
putational cost issues in phase-field fatigue modelling, including the need for the resolution
of a non-linear coupled problem, on a large number of cycles, using a very fine mesh.

Subsequently, this accelerated phase-field framework was applied to several standard
academic cases to validate its implementation and demonstrate the potential timesaving
benefits. Furthermore, two numerical-experimental comparison cases were presented using
the accelerated approach. These trials showcased the abilities of the accelerated model while
also highlighting additional challenges associated with applying the model to real-life cases.
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Résumé :
La prédiction de l’initiation et de la propagation de fissure de fatigue dans les structures
constitue un enjeu majeur de l’industrie, qui cherche à limiter les approches habituellement
conservatives pour diminuer les coûts, optimiser les formes, et garantir l’intégrité des
structures sur des durées plus longues. Un nombre important de méthodes numériques
peuvent être exploités dans ce contexte, et notamment l’approche champ de phase, qui
bénéficie d’une grande flexibilité pour traiter des cas de fissuration complexe, et considérer
l’initiation et la propagation de fissure de façon unifiée. Cependant, le coût numérique
associé à l’application de ce modèle sur des cas réels est aujourd’hui trop important
et limite donc son application à des cas académiques. L’objectif de ce mémoire est de
proposer plusieurs approches d’accélération pour diminuer ce coût de calcul prohibitif,
tout en maintenant le niveau de précision et de robustesse, dans le but de rendre possible
l’application sur des cas réels du modèle champ de phase.

Pour ce faire, un modèle champ de phase étendu en fatigue est implémenté dans le code
éléments finis Cast3M. Une approche par dégradation de la ténacité est choisie et validée
sur plusieurs cas usuels de la littérature champ de phase. Par ailleurs, une nouvelle
méthode de décomposition de l’énergie est également mise en place, permettant d’en
améliorer l’efficacité et la robustesse. Nous proposons ensuite plusieurs modifications de
cette implémentation initiale qui permet d’accélérer les calculs. D’abord, le calcul de cycle
est optimisé à travers l’introduction d’un schéma de résolution étagée adapté au cadre
en fatigue. Ensuite, nous introduisons plusieurs schémas de saut de cycle permettant de
minimiser le nombre de cycles calculés. Enfin, une approche de raffinement adaptatif de
maillage est mise en place, afin de permettre d’optimiser le nombre de degrés de liberté
pris en compte pendant la simulation. Ces outils répondent en fait aux différentes raisons
pour lesquelles le coût de calcul du modèle champ de phase en fatigue est prohibitif: la
résolution d’un problème non-linéaire, sur un nombre très important de cycles, avec un
maillage extrêmement fin dans la zone endommagée.

Ce cadre champ de phase accéléré est ensuite exploité sur plusieurs cas académiques
usuels pour valider son implémentation, et montrer les gains en temps de calcul possibles.
Puis, deux cas de comparaisons numériques-expérimentales utilisant l’approche accélérée
sont proposés. Ces essais mettent en évidence les capacités du modèle accéléré tout en
soulignant d’autres difficultés liées à l’application du modèle sur des cas réels.
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General introduction

The precise prediction of crack initiation and growth in structures is of great interest
for several industries (nuclear, aeronautic, railway), that seek to guarantee high safety
standards, while optimizing their structure for cost and efficiency. In order to provide
more accurate and robust predictions of the fracture cases encountered in the industry, the
scientific community has developed several theoretical tools to model what experimental
observations have shown about the physical mechanisms at play in the degradation
of structures. The widespread development and use of these tools to study fracture
is quite recent, as the first theoretical framework for crack propagation was born just
after the first world war [93]. Five decades later came the rise of numerical simulations
in structural engineering, with the development of the finite element method and its
successful application to industrial cases. Understanding and predicting the fracture
phenomenon is now commonly based on three intertwining tools: experimentation, theory
and numerical simulation.

It is in this context that this work was mandated by the Laboratory for Integrity of
Structure and Normalisation (LISN), at the Alternative Energies and Atomic Energy
Commission (CEA). Using its expertise and high-end devices for fracture testing, the
laboratory is centered on the analysis and sizing of components to guarantee the integrity
of structures in normal and accidental conditions. In order to support these experimental
tools, several numerical methods are also developed and implemented in the research finite
element software of the CEA: Cast3M. Moreover, the design standards for pressurized
water reactor are developed in this laboratory. These objectives lead to the need for
the characterization of material integrity at the scale of the sample, all the way to the
scale of the structure, in complex loading situations, and sometimes very challenging
temperature and pressure environments.

To be more specific, this work is centered around the numerical modeling of high cycle
fatigue fracture, i.e., of the degradation caused by a repeated load characterized by a low
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amplitude (leading to stresses below the material’s yield stress) but a high number of
cycles before fracture (typically about 10 000 - 10 000 000 cycles). This type of degradation
of materials is found everywhere in the industry since the generalized introduction of
rotating machines in the XIXth century. In this regard, a considerable amount of structural
components today are subjected to fluctuating loadings, which led to the observation that
a large majority of failure cases in the industry are due to fatigue [61]. Consequently,
very high security margins are enforced on those structural components to avoid such
incidents. However, in recent years the development of numerical modelling has enabled
finer predictions of fatigue crack propagation, notably with the finite element method, which
has been used in the present work as well. These methods allow engineers to optimize the
design of new structural components, or to extend the service life of existing ones. Therefore,
a large community of scientists work on the improvement of these methods, by upgrading
their robustness, flexibility and accuracy to recover fracture cases in complex geometries, or
loading conditions, while modelling the non linear behaviour of some materials. Moreover,
a key aspect of the research led in this field is the search for gains in computing time,
which still cripples the real-life application of most fine modelling frameworks.

One recurring issue of the numerical modelling of fracture is that the crack is a discontinuity
in the considered domain. Most approaches used in the industry are based on a discrete
representation of the crack, where this discontinuity is treated as a free boundary of
the finite element mesh, which thus has to be explicitly modelled, and remeshed when
the crack advances [208]. In a FEM context, this means that the mesh must be rebuilt
at every propagation step, with a specific placement of nodes in the path of the crack.
Furthermore, the fields defined on the initial mesh have to be transferred. These treatments
can become very cumbersome in the case of complex crack geometries, and make the
application of such approaches on real-life cases untractable. Some recent works have put
forward ways to avoid these remeshing issues such as XFEM, which has successfully shown
its ability to predict efficiently several fracture cases [83, 84, 188]. On the other hand,
damage mechanics approaches brought another way to avoid remeshing issues [62, 120,
143] by describing the crack propagation as a material degradation. These approaches
are however often limited to small crack advances.

Another recent approach is attracting a considerable amount of attention from the scientific
community: the damage phase-field model. This approach originates from the variational
approach for fracture by Francfort & Marigo [76], which recasted Griffith’s criterion used
to evaluate crack propagation, in a minimization problem. Then Bourdin et al. [38], have
put forward the damage phase-field formulation as a regularization of this variational
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problem to enable its numerical treatment. Therefore, a fracture mechanics approach
resulted in a continuous damage model, bridging the gap between those communities. The
resulting smeared representation of the crack enabled to recover crack initiation, growth,
arrest, as well as several other complex fracture phenomena, such as branching, kinking,
coalescence, without the need for additional criteria [38]. Moreover it benefits from a
rigorously set thermodynamics framework [165]. Finally, since a smeared representation
of the crack is used, it avoids remeshing issues altogether. This kind of model can hence
be used to predict very complicated fracture scenarios with a relatively straightforward
implementation [44, 172]. Considering these numerous advantages, the damage phase-field
model could offer very interesting possibilities to model real life cases.

Nevertheless, the damage phase-field model is not yet used in the industry, because of
several factors. First, the method is computationally very expensive, due to the need for a
very fine spatial discretization in the zone where the crack propagates, in order to capture
the steep gradient of the diffuse field representative of the crack. This requirement has a
tendency to bound damage phase-field application to academic examples. The damage
phase-field literature has already tackled this issue with several phase-field adaptive mesh
refinement approaches, that have shown great abilities to accelerate computing time,
especially when the crack path is not known beforehand [103].

Furthermore, unlike the standard finite element method for fracture, the damage phase-
field model is characterized by two unknowns, which yields a coupled probel and can
lead to convergence issues. These issues are less critical in fatigue, but a relevant solving
strategy must still be chosen, such as a usual staggered strategy [44], or the use of BFGS
on the staggered framework [129].

Moreover, most fatigue phase-field models require the need for an explicit computation
of every single cycle [94], which means that the framework is untractable for very long
fatigue lives, where the number of cycles can reach more than 107. The combination
of those factors mean that real-life applications of the model are too expensive without
the use of acceleration techniques.

Another barrier of the use of the damage phase-field model is the calibration of the
numerical parameters to compare numerical and experimental results. A reflexion on the
interpretation of the numerical parameter of the damage phase-field model has already been
started [6, 171, 241], but would require further interrogations, especially in a fatigue context.

It is in this context that this work takes its roots: making the application of the fatigue
phase-field model possible for industrial use, by accelerating computations, without affecting
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the accuracy or the robustness of the method. With a relevant accelerated framework,
the goal was then to conduct numerical-experimental comparisons in order to assess the
predictive abilities and the robustness of the framework in front of experimental results.
In order to accelerate the framework in a fatigue context, we put forward the idea of using
adaptive mesh refinement (AMR), hence optimizing the number of degrees of freedom at
a given propagation step. Moreover, we propose using cycle jump schemes, to avoid the
explicit computation of every cycle, hence optimizing the number of cycle at which the
problem must be solved. Both adaptive mesh refinement techniques (in a brittle context)
[103, 244], and cycle jumps [130, 151], have been applied previously to accelerate damage
phase-field computation, but they had never been used together before in a fatigue context.
This constitutes the main original contribution of the present work. In the end, the
application of the proposed accelerated framework for real-life samples will act as a proof
of concept that this method enables a flexible, efficient, predictive and robust framework.

The structure of this work flows naturally from these objectives. First, a brief literature
overview of fatigue fracture was provided in Chapter 1 with some of the theoretical
and resulting numerical tools that were set for its characterization. Then, the choice
of the damage phase-field model for high cycle fatigue was detailed in Chapter 2, by
reviewing the different model’s components and their different versions in the literature,
thus offering an overview of the current issues in damage phase-field modelling. After
detailing these components, a new spectral decomposition approach was proposed to add
unilateral effects with the damage phase-field model. Finally, the proposed model was
applied on several numerical benchmarks, in order to validate the model and showcase
its ability to recover a fatigue phenomenology.

Then, the acceleration methods used to make the application of damage phase-field
tractable for a larger range of application, were introduced in Chapter 3. First, the
computation of a cycle was investigated by considering different approaches to solve the
phase-field coupled problem. Then the cycle jump framework was introduced, before
detailing the different steps of the AMR process. Then, a unified accelerated framework
was proposed, and applied on several numerical benchmarks, in order to illustrate the
possible computing gains, at a given level of accuracy.

Finally, this unified accelerating phase-field fatigue framework was used to create numerical-
experimental comparison and showcase the ability of the model to be used for such appli-
cations. Several issues related to parameter identification and modelling of experimental
setups have been treated in order to highlight the limitations of the application of the
phase-field model on real-life cases.
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1
Preliminaries

This chapter provides a concise literature review of the fatigue failure phenomenon, along with
an exploration of the theoretical and numerical methods utilized for modeling and prediction.
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CHAPTER 1. PRELIMINARIES

In this first chapter, we started with the introduction of the fatigue degradation phe-
nomenon, detailing the different stages, and different driving mechanisms identified at
each stage. Some of the empirical and theoretical tools that were set up to study fatigue
failure as a whole were then briefly introduced. Considering the design approach of the
nuclear industry context, the focus was then shifted to the last stages of fatigue failure:
fatigue crack propagation. To do so, the Linear Elastic Fracture Mechanics framework was
introduced, along with its most known fatigue application, the Paris Erdogan Law. Then,
we presented a literature review of the different numerical tools that were proposed to
model fatigue crack propagation in a finite element framework, differentiating between two
types of crack representations, discrete and diffuse models. In the end, special attention
was given to the phase-field model and its extension to fatigue crack propagation.

1.1 Review of fatigue failure

1.1.1 Phenomenology of fatigue

Fatigue is the main mode of failure in the industry, as it is responsible for as much as
80% of all recorded industry failure cases [61]. It is however a very complicated failure
mode as it results from a cyclic repeated load, that is usually very low compared to the
monotonous load critical threshold. Furthermore, the rate at which this degradation occurs
is very insidious as it starts progressively, with no obvious sign, before suddenly leading to
complete failure. Considering how hard this phenomenon is to detect before it is too late,
it is not surprising that it was discovered recently in the history of engineering and material
sciences: in the wake of the industrial revolution, when automated machinery and repeated
solicitations applications were developed and spread around the globe. The first concrete
observations of this phenomenon were led in the railway industry and notably August
Wöhler in Germany in the 1860’s. After numerous large-scale incidents on the European
railway system that the scientific community struggled to understand, this German
engineer has put forward the first experimental device and procedure to quantify fatigue.
By applying a cyclic repeated load on a train axle geometry, he showed that the amplitude
of loading for fracture with these loading conditions was much lower than for a static
monotonous load [254]. And so was born a new category of failure, so called fatigue failure.

The first experimental observations of fatigue have since led to an in depth characterization
of the phenomenon [75, 213, 239]. Fatigue is usually separated in three phases, where the
physical mechanisms driving degradation are different and material dependent.
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The first phase is nucleation. The material is degraded at the scale of the micro-structure:
the cyclic loading induces the irreversible movement of dislocations along favorable shearing
planes [239]. This creates so-called persistent slip bands i.e., localization of plastic
deformations in these shear planes, favouring the creation of micro-cracks. Nevertheless,
at this point, the macroscopic response of the material is unchanged.

In the second phase, these micro-cracks coalesce to form macro-cracks, reaching a size where
the crack is detectable. It is hence usually called the coalescence phase, or stage I of crack
propagation by Forsyth [75]. This phase is still highly dominated by micro-structural effects.

Then, the formed macro-cracks start aligning themselves to follow a given direction, and
propagate in a stable manner. This level of degradation starts to have a measurable
influence on the macro-structure.
The crack may propagate until it reaches a critical size at which point unstable crack
propagation possibly leads to complete failure [75]. Those stages are illustrated in Fig. 1.1.
Initiation of the fatigue crack occurs in the first two stages while stable crack propagation
and the possible complete failure occur in the last stage.

Figure 1.1: Fracture surface on a wind turbine blade in Lemaignan [141]: Initiation zone is
marked by A, the striation zone of stable crack propagation is comprised between A and R.
Finally R corresponds to ductile unstable fracture.

A typical fatigue loading is defined by the cyclic variation of external quantities ∆û (e.g.,
prescribed displacement, volume or surfacic forces, or temperature). This variation is
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defined by its maximum and minimum values, leading to the load ratio: R = ûmin/ûmax.

LCF HCF

log(Δ�crit)

log(Cycles)

log(Δ� )

Fatigue endurance limit
log(Δ�endu)

Figure 1.2: Typical S-N curve for metallic materials.

In Wöhler’s initial work [254], the S-N curve was developed: it was illustrated in Fig. 1.2.
Considering a cyclic uniaxial loading of amplitude ∆σ with an average stress of 0 (R = −1),
the sample will break for a given number of cycles N , which is compiled in the S-N curve.
The curve starts at N = 1 equivalent to the static critical loading ∆σcrit, corresponding to
fracture in one cycle, and lower levels of stress are then applied to figure out how many
cycles are required for nucleation or fracture. Note that for some materials, these curves
seem to end asymptotically, as represented in Fig. 1.2 Consequently, it seems that we can
define an endurance limit of materials: a load ∆σendu below which no fatigue degradation
can occur, for an infinite number of cycles. However, S-N curves are usually limited to
107 cycles because of time and resource limitations linked to fatigue experiments. In this
regard, several authors argue for the need to improve fatigue endurance characterization, as
the behaviour at N > 107 can sometimes lead to sudden failure for ∆σ < ∆σendu [19, 243].

Furthermore, the literature usually differentiates between two types of fatigue: low cycle
fatigue (LCF), or olygocyclic fatigue, and high cycle fatigue (HCF), or polycyclic fatigue.
Low cycle fatigue occurs for high loadings and relatively few cycles (under 105 cycles),
whereas high-cycle fatigue takes place for low loadings and a high number of cycles (as
far as 107 cycles). In the case of the former, plastic deformation usually plays a key role.
Conversely, only marginal amounts of plastic dissipation appear for polycyclic fatigue.
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Figure 1.3: Visualization of some of the mechanisms driving, or preventing fatigue crack
propagation from Ritchie [213].

This relative contribution of plastic effects is the fundamental difference between LCF
and HCF. They are therefore usually studied separately because of the strong influence
of plastic effects on the fatigue response. LCF was considered out of the scope of this
work. Consequently, we direct the interested reader to Ref. [156], for a description of
the usually observed phenomenologies in LCF.

Nevertheless, note that if at the macroscopic scale, plastic effects are considered negligible
in HCF, degradation is still driven by irreversible dissipative mechanisms at the micro-scale.
In fact, several effects are responsible for fatigue degradation as highlighted by Ritchie [213],
and his illustration in Fig. 1.3, where fatigue fracture was described as the competition
between multiple mechanisms. Some drive crack propagation ahead of the crack tip, e.g.,
with micro-structural damage such as the formation of micro-voids and their coalescence or
cleavage fracture, while other prevent crack propagation. Those shielding mechanisms can
for example result from the formation of an inelastic zone in the wake of the crack or the
structural contact, or oxidation of the crack lips [213]. The multi-physics and multi-scale
nature of the phenomenon makes it particularly hard to model each of the components and
their respective coupling explicitly. Consequently, in this work we focus on the macroscopic
modelling of fatigue based on continuum mechanics. In this context, fatigue damage is
seen as a dissipative phenomenon that encompasses all of these driving mechanisms.
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1.1.2 Sizing for fatigue in the industry

There exist different approaches to size components for fatigue loadings in the industry.
We can divide these approaches in two distinct categories: total life approaches, and
defect tolerant approaches.

Total life approaches are all direct successors to Wöhler’s sizing method, which is to
search for a relationship between a critical stress criterion and the number of applied
cycles. Since a single critical value acts as a threshold, we see that these approaches do
not try to discriminate between the fatigue degradation phases: nucleation/coalescence
and propagation. The critical values can alternatively be chosen as the number of cycles
required to nucleate, start propagating or lead to complete failure [189]. We give a
brief review of some of these total life approaches, but redirect the interested reader
to Papadopoulos [189] and Weber [249].

The global idea is to construct an envelope, relating a critical load to a critical number
of cycles. In the seminal work of Wöhler [254], this envelope is created in simple loading
conditions: uniaxial load with a nil average stress. However, this created envelope is only
valid for applications using these very specific loading conditions. Consequently, extensions
have been proposed, to take into account the influence of the average stress [89, 232], or link
the total life to plastic deformations [55], and the extension of this envelope in all directions
of the stress space, hence considering multi-axial fatigue criteria [189, 249]. Developing
these threshold envelopes can be performed empirically like Wöhler and a large part of
the following literature [59, 91, 186], but also using specific theoretical frameworks. For
instance we can mention criteria based on a model of the maximum shear stress, considering
that the nucleation part of fatigue degradation takes place along favourable shear planes
[58]. Additionally, a deeper connection to the physical mechanisms of fatigue degradation
was set by Dang Van et al. [248], by considering a multi-scale model that takes into account
the plastic effects at the micro-scale, while keeping an elastic framework at the macro-scale.

The second approach used in the industry to size components for fatigue loadings is the
defect tolerant approach. where a defect is initially postulated in the studied component,
and the objective is to quantify whether or not the fatigue loading induces a propagation of
this defect, at which rate, in which direction and so on. It is therefore linked to the study
of crack propagation, and was hence born with the advances in Linear Elastic Fracture
Mechanics, driven by Griffith [93], Irwin [113], and their link to fatigue by Paris and
Erdogan [190]. The industrial context of this work relies on the damage tolerant approach,
as it is the norm in the nuclear industry, and the objective is the prediction of crack path in
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complex geometries or complex loadings. Consequently, for the remainder of this section we
focus on the second group of sizing approaches, using fracture mechanics theoretical tools.

1.2 Fatigue crack propagation

In order to study fatigue crack propagation, the fracture mechanics community relies on
theoretical tools such as the critical energy release rate, and the stress intensity factors,
which were therefore introduced in this section.

1.2.1 Linear elastic fracture mechanics

1.2.1.1 Energy-based approach

The first theoretical framework set to study crack propagation was put forward in 1921
by Griffith. In his seminal work [93], the author sets the problem as follows: given
an initial crack in a structure, what conditions must be met, in order for the crack to
propagate? In this context, an energetical criterion was set, following the idea that
crack propagation happens when it becomes more energetically favourable than keeping
the structure together. When a crack propagates by a given unit area dA, it "releases"
potential energy dΠ at the crack tip. For Griffith, the crack propagates if this released
energy is sufficient to create two new distinct surfaces: the crack lips. Therefore, the
author linked the energy release at the crack tip (over an advance of crack surface), to
a material dependent quantity, the surface energy usually named γ.

In this context, the author introduces the energy release rate G, defined as the energy
released for a given advance of the crack:

G = −dΠ
dA

(1.1)

Griffith’s criterion can then be formulated as:
• G < 2γ No crack propagation
• G = 2γ Stable crack propagation
• G > 2γ Unstable crack propagation

Note that 2γ is a material parameter, named the critical energy release rate, or tenacity
of the material: Gc, a parameter that quantifies the resilience of a material to crack
propagation.

27

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 1. PRELIMINARIES

1.2.1.2 Local fields approach

Following a local analysis of the mechanical fields around a crack tip (in linear elasticity)
by Westergaard [250], Irwin [113, 114] put forward an analytical expression for the first
terms of a Taylor expansion of asymptotic stress and strain fields at the crack tip. Since
these asymptotic stress fields are singular (approaching infinity at the crack tip), the
author introduced the so-called Stress Intensity Factors (SIF), that enable a quantification
of the singularity. Furthermore, the author decomposed these expressions through the
mode of fracture that describes the movement of the crack lips with respect to each other.
Three modes are defined, based on kinematic arguments, they are illustrated in Fig. 1.4.
Subsequently, we can write the expression of these asymptotic stress fields as a function
of polar coordinates centered at the crack tip (r,Θ). Using the generalized notation of
Ref.[202], we can write, for a specific stress component σij:

σij(r, θ) ≃
r→0

∑

m

Km√
2πr
· f ij

m(θ), with m = I, II, III. (1.2)

f ij
m being an angular function of Θ and the considered mode. Furthermore, Irwin puts

forward a link between Griffith’s energy based approach, and this asymptotic field analysis
approach by proving that the SIFs are related to G by the so-called, Irwin formula [114],
which was since extended for mixed mode propagation [70, 86].

Figure 1.4: The three modes of fracture (figure from [202]).
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Note that these singular fields are not representative of the reality of the stress state at
the crack tip: instead, a plastic zone arises in the vicinity of the crack tip [42]. LEFM
is valid when this plastic zone can be considered as "confined", in a very small radius
around the tip, and hence, not affecting the macroscopic response [42]. In this case, the
asymptotic fields are still dominant on a larger radius around the tip, the K-dominance
zone. Additional theoretical tools have been developed to model the fields when the plastic
zone cannot be neglected, such as the HRR fields [110, 212].

1.2.2 The Paris Erdogan Law

Following these developments in LEFM, Paris and Erdogan [190] very rapidly postulated
that in a fatigue framework, the crack growth rate might be driven by the SIF, representative
of the stress state at the crack tip. The authors plotted the crack growth rate (with respect
to the number of cycles) da

dN
, as a function of the SIF range ∆K during those elapsed

cycles. This results in a curve with three distinctive domains shown in Fig. 1.5.

Paris linear regime

I II III

Paris-Erdogan law :

��/�� = �(Δ� )�

log(Δ� )

log(��/�� )

log(��ℎ) log(�	 
 )

Figure 1.5: A typical plot of crack growth rate as a function of the stress intensity range. The
Paris-Erdogan equation displays a decent fit with the central linear section of regime II.

On a logarithmic scale, we distinguish three domains: (I) is nucleation, where cracks tend
to follow a rapid crack propagation rate above a specific ∆Kth, below which no crack
propagation happens. (II) is the stable crack propagation regime. As it is linear in the log-
arithmic domain, it can be used to describe simple cases of crack propagation very reliably.
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A so-called Paris-Erdogan law can be set as a power law model, driven by two coefficients,
usually denoted m and C used to fit the behaviour to some given experimental results:

da

dN
= C∆Km. (1.3)

(III) is the unstable failure regime where very rapid crack propagation is observed until
KIc, the critical toughness of the material is reached, leading to complete failure.

Note that the range of SIF ∆K is simply defined as:

∆K = Kmax −Kmin, (1.4)

with Kmax being the maximal value of the SIF during a cycle, and Kmin the minimal
value during a cycle.

This approach has been extended to take further effects into account such as the influence
of the average stress [74, 85, 252] or the effect of a non-negligible plasticity radius around
the crack tip, which induce closure effect, discovered by Elber [67], or retardation effects
[252]. All sorts of similarly ∆K driven crack growth rate curves have since been proposed,
with very complex formulations and a high number of coefficients, such as the NASGRO
curve, which is designed to recover the three steps of crack propagation [163]. Note
also the troublesome case of small cracks [193], whose growth rates seem to be severely
underestimated with usual Paris’ Law approaches.
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1.3 Numerical approaches for fatigue crack propagation

Following the description of theoretical tools for fatigue crack propagation analysis, we
present a brief overview of the numerical approaches that were set up in the literature
to model fatigue crack propagation in a finite element method (FEM) context.

For crack growth modeling in the FEM context, two modeling issues need to be considered:
the representation of the crack, and the evolution law of crack growth. We chose to split
this section in two, first considering models where the crack is a discrete object usually
represented through the finite element mesh, and then approaches where the crack is
a diffuse object, usually represented by a nodal field or internal variable. For each of
these crack representations, we provided an overview of the different evolution laws that
can be set up to drive crack growth. Finally, we reviewed existing phase-field fatigue
models, which is the diffuse model chosen in this work.

1.3.1 Discrete crack models

A brief overview of the pros and cons of discrete crack models in a fatigue context
is given here, but we direct the interested reader to a more complete analysis of the
topic in Refs. [135, 208].

Discrete models usually rely on the explicit representation of the crack as a part of the
finite element mesh. The load is then applied on the resulting cracked geometry to compute
a specific criterion that estimates whether the crack propagates or not. For instance we
can cite these references Ref. [57, 83, 84, 205], where J-integral based methods [63, 211]
are used to compute ∆K values which are then injected as input of a Paris Law to deduce
the crack growth rate. Alternatively, fatigue specific criteria can be used, developed by
modeling fatigue damage accumulation at the crack tip, based on physical arguments [118,
134]. Nevertheless, in both cases, each propagation step can be summarized as [208]:

1. Computation of ∆K or fatigue threshold.
2. Evaluation of direction of the crack.
3. Remeshing for crack propagation.

Consequently multiple numerical frameworks must be built, namely the numerical compu-
tation of ∆K [63, 90, 227], the numerical computation of directional criterion [37, 42, 70,
228], and the numerical framework to enable remeshing and the transfer of fields [37, 45,
52, 219]. Each of these steps might introduce numerical errors, add layers of complexity to
the implementation, and limit the domain of applicability of the model: indeed, ad-hoc

31

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 1. PRELIMINARIES

criteria are added to the formulation, which are usually deduced in very simple settings,
rendering application of the approach in complex geometries or with multiple interacting
cracks not tractable. However, these methods benefit from a large literature, years of
applications in the industry, and the fact that accurate results can be recovered with a
relatively coarse mesh [96, 208]. For instance, we can cite the nice improvements of FEM
with remeshing applied to 3D crack propagation by Chiaruttini et al. [53].

In order to avoid the mentioned remeshing issues, a popular approach was put forward
by Belytschko & Black [22], and supplemented by Moës et al. [170], the eXtended Finite
Element Method (XFEM). The initial idea put forward by Belytschko & Black, was to
use properties of partition of unity [231], to enrich the shape function basis with near
crack-tip functions (using Irwin asymptotic fields [113], or HRR fields for plastic effects
[69]). This way, a finer description of the field around the crack tip can be recovered for a
much coarser mesh. Then, Moës et al. [170] added a discontinuous generalized Heaviside
function in the basis of elements on the crack path, which enables discontinuity of the
fields inside elements, hence uncorrelating the mesh and the crack. All these advantages
come at the cost of the need for the selection of enriched elements (not all elements’ basis
functions are enriched to reduce the computing cost), and the consideration of this enriched
basis in all steps of the propagation process (computation of ∆K, transfer of fields [83]).
Nevertheless, interesting results have been recovered with this approach for fatigue crack
growth analysis, first by Moës et al. [170], for 2D mixed mode cases, and for 3D cases
[92, 168]. Then multiple comparisons with experimental results have shown the ability of
the framework [25, 68, 238, 263]. Recently, an XFEM framework able to recover crack
coalescence was put forward by Pali et al. [188]. In Fig. 1.6, we have illustrated the finite
element meshes that could be put forward to model a crack, using FEM and XFEM.

Finally, another widely used approach for numerical prediction of fatigue crack growth
is the Cohesive Zone Model (CZM), based on the work of Dugdale [66]. This framework
introduces a force between the nodes at the crack tip and states an evolution law between
crack opening displacement and stress at the crack tip. Fracture is hence limited to a local
region ahead of the crack tip, and a progressive decohesion of crack tip nodes is induced by
the external loading. Several fatigue extensions of this framework have been put forward,
with different approaches to induce decohesion from a cyclic loading: considering a linear
cyclic law [16], a plasticity driven degradation [180], or adding a damage parameter that
influences this cohezive force as fatigue degradation occurs [99, 155], or other additional
parameters to fit to Paris-like propagation laws [54]. Note that these approaches are
usually less empirically driven than the former FEM-XFEM, as they consider different
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Figure 1.6: Comparison of FEM and XFEM mesh from [208].

driving mechanisms at the crack tip to elaborate the cohesive force and its degradation
rather than explicitly using a Paris Law to drive crack propagation. However, it poses
the same remeshing issues as with standard FEM approaches, which would also make its
application untractable on complex 3D, interacting cracks, propagation cases.

1.3.2 Diffuse damage models

Another approach used to model a crack in a fatigue context comes from the damage
mechanics community, where a scalar value is introduced to represent damage (a scalar or
a tensor of higher dimension [62]). This damage influences the mechanical response, and
propagates to neighboring elements following specific evolution laws. It is usually chosen
between 0 and 1, considering that 1 yields a complete loss of rigidity. Contrary to discrete
models, the crack is hence represented by a set of completely damaged elements. The first
approach relying on a damage internal variable in a continuum mechanics context was
proposed by Kachanov et al. [121], and since extended for several classes of materials, and
fatigue e.g., for ductile materials in Refs. [47, 144]. These approaches are very flexible to
model complex crack patterns such as crack branching, coalescence and avoids issues of
remeshing which leads to easy treatment of complex cases and 3D cracks. Furthermore
they enable the consideration of initiation and propagation in a unified manner [142].
This means that both total life analysis and defect tolerant approaches can be used at
once. However it induces a difficulty to identify the crack, and so can lead to issues,
e.g., for the consideration of friction of the crack lips or unilateral effects [160]. Most
importantly, this kind of approach suffers from a dependency to the size of the mesh,
as no spatial convergence can be reached [20, 36, 200].
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To avoid this mesh dependency issue, several approaches have been proposed such as
introducing gradient terms in the constitutive equations [35, 73, 194] or more directly non-
local terms [119, 201]. Localization of strain and damage fields are thus regularized with
the use of spatial derivatives in the case of the former, and the averaging of local driving
forces in a defined neighborhood, in the case of the latter: In both cases, these corrections
are based on the consideration of a local neighborhood and the definition of internal lengths.
Further information on these models can be found in Refs.[62, 143, 196]. More recently,
Moës et al. [169] have presented the Thick Level Set (TLS) model, which introduces a
definition of the damaged zone with levels sets which uses a non-local treatment of the
damage field. This enabled an easy to implement model with the robustness and flexibility
of non-local damage models [26]. Delay effect damage models have also shown their ability
to avoid localization issues, but are usually applied in a dynamic context [8, 237].

Finally, another diffuse approach is of increasing interest for the scientific community
in the context of fracture: damage phase-field models. The crack is also represented by
a scalar variable, yielding a diffuse representation of the crack. The damage evolution
law can then be obtained through different means: namely as a regularization of the
variational formulation of the Griffith criterion by the fracture mechanics community
[38, 165], or deduced from Ginzburg-Landau evolution law by the physics community
[132]. Alternatively it can be seen as a specific gradient enhanced model by the damage
mechanics community [34, 176, 259]. Several applications of phase-field model to simulate
fracture case have been developed in recent years. Since its initial use for brittle crack
propagation [38, 165, 172], it has been extended to add ductile effects [5, 9, 31, 65, 164, 173],
dynamic effects [39, 123, 173], anisotropic effects [146, 184, 242], or multiple damaging
sources [28, 184] and fatigue effects [7, 30, 44, 148].

This approach yields a thermodynamically robust framework [165], with no mesh depen-
dency issues, or the need for remeshing procedures. Furthermore it has shown its ability
to recover accurately well-known fracture cases [11, 29, 241] as well as more complex crack
patterns [172, 217] without the need to set additional criteria. However it suffers from
its considerable computing cost that is usually linked to the fine discretization required
for spatial convergence, and the numerical difficulties associated with the resolution of
the phase-field and mechanical coupled problem [60].

The damage phase-field model was chosen in this work and most particularly its fatigue
extension to consider high cycle fatigue crack propagation.
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1.3.3 Phase-field for fatigue

In this section, we briefly review different approaches used to extend the phase-field
formulation to induce fatigue effects. Note however that a more complete description of the
damage phase-field model and the fatigue effects components will be provided in Section 2.1.
In Refs. [38, 77], the damage phase-field model is viewed as the regularization of the
variational approach for fracture. In this regard, the fracture problem is recast into an
energy minimization problem. The modeling process then reduces to expressing a relevant
free energy potential of the fracturing structure. From this definition, the evolution laws
are derived by applying standard variational calculus arguments to the set energy: the
unknown quantities are the ones that minimize the energy of the structure. In this context,
the damage phase-field free energy potential can be written as:

Πint(u, d) = E(u, d) +W (d). (1.5)

where u is the displacement field, d the phase-field variable (which can be seen as a
damage variable). This expression is representative of the regularization of the variational
formulation of Griffith’s criterion. It models crack propagation as the competition between
elastic energy and a surface energy dependent upon the phase-field parameter.

This formulation can reproduce brittle unstable crack propagation, but does not see the
influence of a cyclic loading of sub-critical amplitude. In order to add these fatigue effects,
multiple proposals have been made in the literature, which can be summarized as the
two following possible modifications of the free energy potential:

Πint(u, d) = E(u, d) +W (d) +

∫ t

0

Ḣ(d, ᾱ(τ)) dτ (e.g., [13, 149]). (1.6)

Πint(u, d) = E(u, d) +

∫ t

0

f(ᾱ(τ)) · Ẇ (d) dτ (e.g., [7, 44]). (1.7)

Here we introduced a history dependent internal variable ᾱ(τ), representative of fatigue
degradation. Consequently, we differentiate approaches where an additional term H is
added to the brittle potential (1.6), and approaches where the dissipation potential W (d)

is modified (1.7). In both cases ᾱ is cumulated through the fatigue loading, supplementing
the crack driving force in the case of the latter and degrading the fracture threshold in
the case of the former. Consequently, they lead to similar models where a cyclic load
will yield fatigue-like degradation.

The first approach relies on the idea of adding a term to the free energy potential which
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acts as additional driving forces of damage, as a function of accumulated fatigue variables,
as written in eq. (1.6). This additional term is always representative of the work spent
on microstructural effects [149, 150, 220]. Boldrini et al. [30] proposed the introduction
of an additional phase-field variable to model the micro cracks that are representative
of fatigue degradation. A well posed thermodynamic framework was set by deriving the
expression of this fatigue phase-field internal variable from the pseudo-dissipation potential.
Similarly, Amendola & Fabrizio [13] have put forward a thermodynamically consistent
model, however using a single phase-field formulation. We can cite multiple approaches
relying on added driving terms, such as Loew et al. [150] applied to the fatigue of rubber,
where the fatigue law is built from micro-cracks growth arguments. Furthermore Schreiber
et al. [220, 222] added an additional term built from Miner’s rule [167]. Haveroth et al.
[101] proposed a similar idea to Boldrini et al. [30] for elasto-plastic materials, by adding
an additional phase-field variable, and fatigue potential, before deriving the evolution
laws from thermodynamical consistency arguments.

The other types of approaches, materialized by eq. (1.6), can be labeled as toughness
degradation methods. They are inspired by Alessi et al. [7] which have put forward a 1D
formulation for the fatigue extension of the damage phase-field model. With these models,
the toughness of the material, can be viewed as a new internal variable of the problem:
it is degraded through the accumulation of the fatigue variable, also representative of
micro-structural effects. By lowering toughness in a localized zone around the crack tip
(or zones of stress concentration), the threshold for fracture is lowered, enabling crack
propagation for sub-critical loads. This approach is purely phenomenological as there is
no experimental evidence that fatigue fracture is the result of such an embrittlement of
the material. Nevertheless, some authors argue for the physical validity of considering
fracture toughness as a variable [6]. Additionally it provides a very straightforward model,
that has shown interesting abilities to model fracture, such as the recovery of Wöhler like
curve and a Paris linear regime [44] and also usual features of low cycle fatigue [100, 125,
224, 225, 247]. Note that all of these fatigue behaviors are reproduced without the need
for an explicit introduction of empirical criteria such as the Paris Law.

Both approaches requires a definition of a fatigue internal variable, representative of
cumulated microstructural effects that lead to fatigue fracture. In the initial formulation of
Alessi et al. [7], the authors defined the fatigue variable as accumulated strains, but further
investigations led to the adoption of an energy accumulation, using the non-compressive part
of elastic energy density in order to avoid observed mesh dependency issues [44]. Most other
implementations relied on this idea [87, 100, 125, 225, 247, 262], except for Seiler et al. [224]
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CHAPTER 1. PRELIMINARIES

where the local strain approach is considered. Note that the positive part of elastic energy
was sometimes supplemented with plastic terms for elasto-plastic formulations [125, 247],
and with phase transformation terms for a shape-memory extension by Simoes et al. [229].

Additionally, the work of Mesgarnejad et al. [162] proposed a similar approach, where some
parts of the damage dissipation potential are degraded in a local zone around the crack tip.
In fact, recent literature tends to rely more and more on crack tip dependent formulation
as in Alessi et al 2023, [6] where an additional "fatigue threshold function" is introduced,
to magnify fatigue degradation in a defined zone around the crack tip, and prevent (or slow
down) degradation out of this so-called Fatigue Process Zone. Alternatively, Grossman-
Ponemon et al. [94] put forward a formulation based on Mesgarnejad et al., with local
toughness degradation around the crack tip. These crack-tip limited approach are rooted
in the physical reality of fatigue degradation, as we know that dissipative phenomenon are
mainly acting in such a zone, but it also limits the flexibility of the approach as it requires a
localization of the crack tip, which is not always trivial. Furthermore, enabling degradation
far away from the crack tip, i.e., anywhere in the structure, may be key to recover crack
nucleation cases and bridge the gap between fatigue crack growth and nucleation [6].

Finally, we can also mention other original approaches that were put forward in a damage
phase-field context and don’t correspond to either presented formulations (1.6) and
(1.7). For instance, one of the first contribution for fatigue in a damage phase-field
model was set by Amor et al. [14], by regularizing a variational fatigue model set
in Ref. [116]. The free energy potential was written as a function of the variation of
"crack length" - crack energy density with a damage phase-field model. This enabled to
directly retrieve a Paris’ like expression for crack growth, but was hence limited to crack
growth. Alternatively, Lo et al.[148] have proposed to add fatigue effects by introducing
a viscous term in the formulation.

In this work, we used a toughness degradation formulation, identical to the first approach
of Carrara et al. [44]. As mentioned before, this model has proven its predictive abilities
as well as being able to reproduce a fatigue-like behavior. Furthermore, these methods
will benefit from recent literature which provides new constitutive choices to model more
and more fatigue effects, and roots the model in sound theoretical foundations [6, 88].
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Conclusion of the chapter

In this chapter, we have introduced the concept of fatigue degradation, i.e., the degradation
of materials under a cyclic loading. After detailing the stages of fatigue failure, we recalled
that multiple conceptualization of sizing to cyclic loadings exist in the industry: total
life approaches and defect tolerant approaches. With the former, all phase of fatigue
degradation are considered as one, and the objective is to quantify critical loadings for
which no fatigue degradation happens. For the latter, a defect is initially considered in
the studied structure, and the objective is to ensure that the fatigue loading does not
propagate this defect to complete failure.

In the present nuclear industry context, the defect tolerant approach is the most widely
considered. Therefore, we followed with the description of the theoretical tools used to
study fatigue crack propagation, which are based on Linear Elastic Fracture Mechanics
(LEFM), and the Paris-Erdogan law, linking fatigue crack growth rate with the usual
quantities defined in LEFM.

From these theoretical tools, multiple numerical approaches were proposed in the literature
to model the fatigue crack propagation phenomenon in a finite element context. First
discrete crack models were presented, where the crack is represented as a discrete disconti-
nuity in the finite element space. We have explained that these approaches rely on the
setup of multiple ad-hoc criteria to determine the modalities of crack propagation, e.g., the
crack growth rate or the direction of propagation, which were set up empirically, or with
very simple analytical setup. This renders the applications of such models in the context of
networks of cracks very tedious. Therefore, other models were presented, based on a diffuse
representation of the crack, and the setup of specific evolution laws to drive crack propa-
gation. Those approaches are usually more flexible to model complex crack patterns, with
crack kinking, coalescing or branching. Multiple methods were introduced, with a special
attention to the phase-field model, which was ultimately chosen in this work, considering
its ability to recover very complex crack patterns without the need for additional criteria.

We finally introduced some of the different phase-field extensions to model fatigue crack
propagation and we have shown the ability of the framework to recover cases of either
relying on discrete representation of the crack, or diffuse representation through the
introduction of damage variables. We have furthermore shown how these approaches could
be seen as very promising frameworks to predict real life fatigue crack growth scenarios.

Nevertheless, we have mentioned some of the limitation of this phase-field framework,
namely the high computational cost due to the need for a very fine mesh to capture the
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steep gradient of the damage field, and the cycle-by-cycle formulation associated with these
models that lead to the individual computations of millions of cycle for real life applications.
We will discuss these issues further after detailing the setup of the model in the next chapter.
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2
Phase-field model for fatigue fracture

In this section, the different ingredients of the phase-field model are detailed and a specific
phase-field fatigue formulation is proposed and applied on typical fracture mechanics bench-
marks.
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Following the introduction of the fatigue degradation phenomenon, we have introduced
several modeling framework setups to predict fatigue crack propagation in a finite element
context. We have chosen the popular phase-field framework for its ability to handle
complex crack patterns, and introduced the different extensions of the brittle formulation
to model fatigue. In this section, we continued the description of the fatigue phase-field
model with a more in-depth literature review of its components. Each of these components
were described with a brief review of the different existing variants, and the justification
of the constitutive choice made in the present work.

Special attention was then given to the energy split used in this work to model unilateral
effects. A new method relying on a change of basis was presented to accelerate the decom-
position scheme and avoid the rise of singular values during the decomposition operations.

Then, considering the previously set constitutive choices, we detailed the equations linked
to the resolution of the resulting coupled phase-field problem, and the associated finite
element implementation. The set model was then applied on several numerical samples to
showcase the ability of the framework to reproduce typical fatigue phase-field benchmarks.

2.1 Phase-field model for fracture

2.1.1 Variational approach for fracture to phase-field regular-

ization

Francfort and Marigo put forward a novel variational framework [77] to model brittle
fracture, inspired by Griffith’s energetic approach. In their seminal work, they underline
the fact that even though several approaches relying on the energy release rate and
Griffith’s criterion have emerged through the years to predict fracture, a variational
approach derived from this energetic analysis was still lacking. Such a formulation was
furthermore pursued considering the deficiencies of the Griffith approach to model fracture,
namely the inability to model crack initiation, unstable crack propagation and to give
directional information about crack propagation.

Let us consider a domain Ω, and its boundary ∂Ω = ∂Ωu ∩ ∂Ωt. The domain is loaded
by volume forces b̄ on Ω and surface tractions t̄, on ∂Ωt. Additionally, a displacement
ū is prescribed on ∂Ωu. In this context, the authors study two types of unknown, the
displacement u, and the set of cracks Γ. From these definitions, the authors reframe
Griffith’s criterion in a variational form, by writing the internal energy functional as:
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Π0
int(u,Γ) = E0(u,Γ) +W0(Γ) =

∫

Ω

ψ0 dV +

∫

Γ

Gc dS. (2.1)

This functional is the internal energy of a cracked structure. For instance E0(u,Γ) is
the mechanical component with ψ0 the elastic energy density, while W0(Γ) is a crack
component, expressed as Gc, the fracture toughness of the material, integrated over the
crack area Γ to represent energy dissipation in fracture. This formulation stems from
Griffith’s idea that crack propagation is a competition between elastic energy released at the
crack tip, and the surface energy required to create two new crack surfaces. Consequently,
the free energy of the cracked body is set as the sum of elastic energy and surface energy
over the crack. Next, the external potential energy is set as:

Π0
ext(u,Γ) =

∫

Ω

b̄ · u dV +

∫

∂Ωt

t̄ · u dS. (2.2)

We can write the total potential energy of the system as:

Π0(u,Γ) = Π0
int(u,Γ)− Π0

ext(u,Γ). (2.3)

In a quasi-static framework, at each instant the solution is the one which induces equilibrium
of the system, hence finding the admissible couple (u,Γ) that minimizes the energy
functional Π0 (2.3). The fracture problem is thus recasted as a minimization problem.
Note that considering that crack propagation is a purely dissipative phenomenon, an
irreversibility constraint is set such that at t1, t2, two successive time steps:

Γ(s) ⊆ Γ(t) for t1 < t2. (2.4)

This model is able to counteract the mentioned limitations of Griffith’s approach [48, 76].
However, the application of the described framework is complicated, as it requires to identify
precisely the crack position and to take into account the jumps of the displacement field.
Given the complexity of its implementation in a general numerical framework, a regularized
version of this functional, originally introduced by Bourdin et al. [38], is used in this work.

A phase-field paradigm is applied to the functional (2.3) by Bourdin et al. [38], and
then Miehe et al. [166] inspired by Ambrosio and Tortorelli [12], themselves inspired
by Mumford and Shah [178], that considered a similar functional applied in an image
segmentation context. This phase-field paradigm is defined as the regularization of the
discontinuity, (i.e., the crack), across a given width, in order to ease its numerical treatment.
Indeed, as illustrated in Fig. 2.1, the initially considered sharp crack is smeared around
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Figure 2.1: Sharp and diffuse crack topologies.

its sharp geometry by considering the crack as a scalar field d, ranging from 0 to 1. For
d = 0 the material is intact, whereas for d = 1 it is fully broken. Furthermore, we
can interpret the physical meaning of 0 < d < 1 considering that here, the phase-field
is representative of a crack, and that physically a crack is not a sharp object, but is
emerging from micro-cracks in a diffuse damage zone. In this context, we can draw links
between this phase-field approach and damage mechanics, where a scalar (or tensor) field,
is introduced to be representative of a damage field. Henceforth, d will alternatively be
referred to as a damage field or a phase-field. From the introduction of the phase-field,
and its application in a fracture mechanics context, a regularized approximation of the
free energy functional (2.1) is set in Refs.[38, 166]:

Πint(u, d) = E(u, d) +W (d) =

∫

Ω

ψ(u, g(d)) dV +

∫

Ω

Gc.γ (d,∇d) dV. (2.5)

E(u, d) is the total damaged mechanical energy, and ψ(u, d), the damaged elastic energy
density. Both are affected by the damage field through a degradation function g(d). Then,
W (d) is the energy dissipated in fracture. It is still defined as Gc integrated over the crack
surface, meaning that γ(d,∇d) represents a regularized crack surface density. This term is
the diffuse description of the crack surface: it is linked to the approximation of the sharp
crack surface. Note that it is influenced both by d and ∇d, drawing another link with
damage mechanics, where a gradient term is often introduced in the damage behavior
law in order to avoid mesh dependencies. Finally note that the regularized setting is set
on the same domain, as d is defined everywhere on Ω.

This approximation of the free energy functional is usually justified through Γ convergence
[40], according to which the minima and minimizers of functional (2.5) converge to those
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of functional (2.1) as lc approaches 0. As such, this regularized expression is proven
to converge to the sharp brittle formulation: when lc approaches 0, the domain Ω for
which d = 1 approaches Γ [38, 49, 50]. This vision of the phase-field model means
that lc is a regularizing parameter, which should be chosen as close to 0 as possible to
collapse back to a brittle formulation.

Similarly to the sharp variational formulation (2.3), in a quasi-static framework, the
solution is the minimization of the regularized functional Π:

Π(u, d) = Πint(u, d)− Πext(u). (2.6)

It follows that, the minimizing fields (u∗, d∗) can be solved by using standard argu-
ments of variational calculus:

(u∗, d∗) = argmin
u∈Au
d∈Ad

Π(u, d). (2.7)

For Au, the set of all kinematically admissible displacement fields, and Ad, the set of all
irreversible phase-fields. For instance, u ∈ Au = {u ∈ H1(Ω) | u∂Ωu = ū}.

2.1.2 Model components

The expression of the regularized free energy functional (2.5) can be seen as the sum of a
damaged mechanical term E(u, d) and the energy dissipated in fracture W (d): we now
expand the expression of these terms, using the generalized notations of Ref. [259]:

E(u, d) =

∫

Ω

g(d) · ψ+
0 (u) + ψ−

0 (u) dV, (2.8a)

W (d) =
Gc

cw
·
∫

Ω

w(d)

lc
+ lc · |∇d|2 dV. (2.8b)

Here all the components of the brittle phase-field model are listed:
• The degradation function g(d)
• The energy split as ψ+

0 and ψ−
0

• The dissipation function w(d) and cw

The following section is a literature review of those components along with the im-
portant treatment of the irreversibility constraint, and the constitutive choices related
to fatigue effects.
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Figure 2.2: Normalized stress as a function of normalized displacement for several degradation
function by Kuhn et al [133]. Dashed line indicate normalized stress and strain at which the
elastic domain ends, while dotted lines show the critical values of these normalized parameter.

2.1.2.1 g(d), degradation function

The degradation function is the term that enables the energy restitution as cracks propagate
in the solid: as the phase-field increases, the mechanical response is softened. It is assumed
to be a strictly decreasing continuous function, with values ranging between 0 and 1,
for damage values ranging from 1 to 0. g(d) is usually chosen as a polynom of d (e.g.,
g(d) = 1−d). See Refs. [226] for a first order degradation function, Refs. [9, 38, 166, 172] for
second order degradation functions, Refs. [31, 106] for third order, or Refs. [98, 105, 122, 124,
133] for fourth order degradation function. See [31, 133] for a comparison of the degradation
functions and their respective influence on the phase-field model and see Fig. 2.2.

First order degradation functions are not very popular in the phase-field community
because g′(d) is then independent of d. Consequently, the force driving damage evolution
is not reduced as damage increases. On the contrary, a second order degradation function
offers a decreasing linear relation between d and its driving force. However, because
of the fact that g′(0) ̸= 0, any amount of loading induces an increase of the damage
field, and hence a softening of the response: no elastic domain exists (note that with
the AT1 formulation, an elastic threshold can still be reproduced, see Section 2.1.2.2).
This observation is the main reason that has motivated authors to consider higher order
degradation functions. Indeed, as reported in Kuhn et al. [133], higher order degradation
functions can be tuned in order to satisfy g′(0) = 0, and hence offer an elastic threshold
below which the response is perfectly linear. Note however, that such a choice for the
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degradation function induces an abrupt softening of the mechanical response, and have
been reported to pose a challenge to numerical solvers. Interestingly, Kuhn et al. [133]
report that even though the computed mechanical response before crack initiation varies
widely between those formulation, the mechanical response after initiation is the same.

The second main reasoning that led to the introduction of new degradation functions is
the observation that the critical stress σc computed with a phase-field model is dependent
on lc. Hence, a parameter viewed as a regularization term has an influence on the material
behaviour. While a part of the literature chooses to embrace this dependency and argue
that it adds richness to the phase-field formulation [171], others have been designing
phase-field models that are independent of lc, in order to consider the term strictly as a
regularization term, closer to Bourdin et al.’s [38] original vision. For instance we can
cite Ref.[218] which puts forward a complex expression for the degradation function that
allows very precise fine-tuning and that dissociates σc and lc. Additionally Wu et al. [255]
put forward a power based degradation function, inspired by the work of Lorentz et al.
[152], tackling identical issues in the similar field of gradient damage modeling.

Considering ease of implementation, adaptivity of this work’s implementations to the
existing literature, a classic quadratic degradation function is chosen henceforth. It
is expressed as:

g(d) = (1− d)2 + k. (2.9)

Note that following Miehe et al. [166], a small parameter k is introduced in order to
avoid an ill-conditioned stiffness matrix by keeping a very small residual stiffness in
damaged elements.

2.1.2.2 w(d), geometric crack function

In the generalized expression (2.8b), we have adopted the formalism of Ref. [259], that
considers that the crack surface density γ(d,∇d) expressed in eq. (2.5) is described by
a gradient term, and w(d), a so-called geometric crack function, associated with the
coefficient cw. This function drives the crack topology, i.e., the distribution of the damage
field in the domain, as a diffused sharp crack geometry. A wide variety of geometric
crack functions have been put forward in the literature, each associated with a specific
cw, chosen to recover results of Γ convergence.

In a phase-field framework, two main geometric crack functions have been widely used, so-
called AT1 and AT2 (for Ambrosio and Tortorelli). Those denominations are representative
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of a linear function, AT1: w(d) = d, and a quadratic function, AT2: w(d) = d2, associated

respectively with cw =
8

3
, and cw = 2. See Refs. [28, 117, 176, 199, 241] for application

of the AT1 formulation, and Refs. [38, 166, 172] for application of the AT2 formulation.
Furthermore, a comparison of several aspects of these density functions was led in Refs. [176,
259]. We can briefly describe the difference between those functions by saying that, on the
one hand, AT2 offers a very convenient numerical framework, at the cost of a significant
influence of damage in the "elastic" domain, while AT1 enables an elastic threshold at the
cost of numerical efficiency. Indeed, AT2 is more efficient than AT1 because the phase-field
is intrinsically bounded by 0 and 1, and that in a staggered framework (described in
Section 3.1), the phase-field problem is linear. On the contrary, with an AT1 formulation,
an additional constraint must be set-up in order to bound the phase-field. Considering
these numerical efficiency advantages, an AT2 formulation was considered in this work.
Note however that such a choice has several consequences on the topology of the damage
field and the mechanical response. First as already mentioned, no elastic threshold exists:
any prescribed displacement induces damage. Furthermore, d ≥ 0 everywhere in the
considered domain. Nevertheless, d remains very small in the domains of small solicitation.

We can also cite other propositions of geometric crack functions, such as Refs. [255, 256],
where a linear combination of AT1 and AT2 is put forward, and the higher order approach
for the phase-field model by Borden et al. [32], where a quadratic geometric crack function
is chosen along higher order gradient terms, enabling a greater regularity of the crack
topology solution and hence better convergence rates.

Remark 2.1: Damage topologies for AT1 and AT2
In this remark, we used Miehe’s illustrating example of applying the variational arguments
to a damage problem: a so-called "variational problem of regularized crack topology" [165].
In this example, the authors considered a 2D plate with an initial sharp crack as shown
in Fig. 2.3. The phase-field was initialized at d̂ = 1 on the sharp crack’s initial nodes,
and the crack topology problem was solved to find the damage field on this domain. This
way, we have illustrated the influence of the crack geometric function on damage diffusion.
Additionally, we developed the equations linked to the energy minimization principle to
show a part of the process used to deduce the phase-field model equations. This approach
applied to the total Lagrangian in eq. (2.3) can be performed to deduce the coupled system
strong form equations. Moreover, considering the straightforward implementation of this
numerical experiment in Cast3M, we provided the code in Appendix B.2: indeed, we
considered it would be relevant to the interested reader as it illustrates how the phase-field
equations were solved by analogy using the thermal operators of Cast3M.

47

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 2. PHASE-FIELD MODEL FOR FATIGUE FRACTURE

û
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Figure 2.3: 2D cracked square, dimensions are in mm.

Following Ref. [165], we have solved a damage problem, with no influence of mechanics,
by minimizing the Lagrangian with respect to d. Applying Dirichlet’s condition of d̂ = 1

on the central node, and solving for this damage problem, we could then visualize the
arrangement of damage depending on the used geometric crack function. First we write
the crack surface density as:

γ(d,∇d) = 1

cw

(
w(d)

lc
+ lc · |∇d|2

)
. (2.10)

Applying standard arguments of variational calculus we find the minimizing damage
field by solving for a vanishing variational derivative of the damage functional W (d) =

Gc ·
∫
Ω
γ(d,∇d)dV :

δW (d) = 0 =

∫

Ω

Gc

(
∂γ

∂d
δd+

∂γ

∂∇dδ∇d
)

dV. (2.11)

Then, integration by parts and Ostrogradsky’s theorem are used to get rid of the δ∇d
terms, and we inject the generalized expression of the crack surface density (2.10):

δW (d) =

∫

Ω

Gc

cw

(
1

lc

∂w(d)

∂d
− 2lc ·∆d

)
δd dV +

∫

∂Ω

(∇d · n) δd dS, (2.12)

where n is the outward normal at the boundary. Therefore, we set the following strong form
equation for this damage minimization problem, while enforcing∇d·n = 0 on the boundary:

Gc

cw

(
1

lc

∂w(d)

∂d
− 2lc ·∆d

)
= 0. (2.13)

We develop for AT1 and AT2 respectively, w(d) = d, w(d) = d2:
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AT1 model:
3Gc

8lc
− 3Gc

4
lc ·∆d = 0, (2.14)

AT2 model:
Gc

lc
d−Gclc ·∆d = 0, (2.15)

which can readily be solved in the described context for a 1D, and a 2D geometry (while
enforcing 0 < d < 1 for the AT1 model), yielding the topology illustrated in Fig. 2.5. Addi-
tionally, analytical solutions for these geometric function in 1D were provided in Fig. 2.4:

Figure 2.4: 1D crack topologies from Molnár et al. [176].

For the AT2 formulation, we see that the phase-field is strictly larger than 0: the struc-
ture started to damage everywhere. The AT1 geometric function induces a narrower
localization band, for the same value of lc, with undamaged zones d = 0, far from
the prescribed d̂ = 1 nodes.

Note that these illustrations use a relatively large value of lc, in order to differentiate
clearly both geometric functions. Using the AT2 model, we then illustrated the influence
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(a) 2D crack topology using the AT1 model. (b) 2D crack topology using the AT2 model.

Figure 2.5: Influence of geometric crack function w(d).

of lc on damage topology. In Fig. 2.6, lower values of lc are applied on the geometry to
show the converging behavior of the model toward a sharp crack representation.

Figure 2.6: Topological influence of lc: from left to right, with lc = 0.02 mm, lc = 0.05 mm,
lc = 0.1 mm, lc = 0.2 mm.

2.1.2.3 Mechanical energy decomposition

In Bourdin et al.’s seminal work [38], the damaged mechanical energy density ψ(u, d)

listed in eq. (2.5) was expressed as:

ψ(u, g(d)) = g(d) · ψ0(u), (2.16)

with ψ0, the usual elastic energy density. With this expression, the response is symmetric
with respect to the prescribed displacement, meaning that the damage will increase similarly
in tension and compression. However, this symmetric behavior is not representative of
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experimental observations for most brittle and quasi-brittle materials.

This symmetric formulation could be employed if we limited ourselves to opened crack.
However, considering that usual fatigue loadings can be defined by alternating compressive
and tensile phases, we considered that the implementation of an asymmetric formulation
was mandatory in order to model real-life fatigue specimens. In a cyclic loading context,
Mazars et al. [160] have described and modeled the effect of those so-called unilateral
effects: first, the restoration of the elastic stiffness in the zones where the crack lips are
closed (hence avoiding crack interpenetration). Then, the setup of a damage evolution
law, which is dependent upon the state of deformation.

The issue here, for most authors considering a damage mechanics or phase-field framework,
has been to introduce an asymmetric behavior (often referred to as "anisotropic" in the
literature, which should not be confused with material anisotropy: here it refers exclusively
to a damage evolution anisotropy), while restricting the damage variable to a scalar. In
this context, the most popular approach is the energy decomposition as introduced in
eq. (2.8a). The elastic energy density is split in two distinct terms, the active term ψ+

0

and the passive term ψ−
0 . In contrast to eq. (2.16), we write:

ψ(u, g(d)) = g(d) · ψ+
0 (u) + ψ−

0 (u). (2.17)

The stored mechanical energy is split in an active contribution ψ+, degraded by d, hence a
part of the crack driving force, whilst ψ− is not degraded and does not influence damage.
The specific choice of these active and passive terms vary in the literature. We mention
some of these approaches in the following section, but an extensive comparison of the
existing approaches is made in Refs. [153, 259].

Considering this formulation we can reframe the initial symmetric energy density as:

ψ+
0 (u) =

λ

2
[tr(ε)]2 + µ.tr(ε2) and ψ−

0 (u) = 0. (2.18)

Such a formulation allows crack interpenetration and consequently yields unphysical
responses when it is applied on cases where the crack lips are closed. The most popular
example of such unphysical response is the simulation of the single-edge notched shearing
sample, that was put in light by, e.g., Refs.[10, 165]. The sample is illustrated in Section 2.4.
The isotropic formulation predicts that two symmetric cracks propagate from the initial
notch, implying crack interpenetration, while most decomposition approaches predict a
single propagating crack, going toward the lower-right corner.
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In order to take into account the unilateral effects, most authors put forward a specific split
of the strain tensor, and choose which components of the tensor constitute the active and
passive terms. Amor et al. [15], introduced a decomposition based on a volumic-deviatoric
split of the strain tensor: damage is driven by positive volumetric component ⟨tr(ϵ)⟩+,
and the deviatoric part of the tensor, representative of the shear state. Here, ⟨X⟩+ = 0
if X > 0, and 0 otherwise. The passive term is constituted by the negative volumetric
components ⟨tr(ϵ)⟩−. With this split, the sign of the volumetric term is driving the
separation of tension and compression. However, note that in compression, the active
term is still driven by the deviatoric part, hence enabling degradation. We can also cite
Lancioni & Royer-Carfagni [139] for another version of a volumetric/deviatoric split, or
the related "no-spectral" split, introduced for quasi-brittle material in Ref. [79].

ψ+
0 (u) =

(
λ

2
+
µ

3

)
.
(
⟨tr(ε)⟩+

)2
+ µ.tr(εdev : εdev)

2, (2.19a)

ψ−
0 (u) =

(
λ

2
+
µ

3

)
.
(
⟨tr(ε)⟩−

)2
. (2.19b)

Another very popular split is the spectral split introduced in Refs. [166]. This decomposition
considers that crack propagation is driven by the positive part of the principal strains,
hence using a spectral split of the strain tensor and using the sign of these principal
components to discriminate between tension and compression.

ψ+
0 (u) =

λ

2

(
⟨tr(ε)⟩+

)2
+ µ.tr

(
(ε+)2

)
, (2.20a)

ψ−
0 (u) =

λ

2

(
⟨tr(ε)⟩−

)2
+ µ.tr

(
(ε−)2

)
. (2.20b)

Other approaches have been put forward in the literature such as a spectral split on the
stress tensor in Wu et al. [257, 260]. Recently the deficiencies of these widely used energy
splits are underlined in the literature. For instance, we observe unphysical stiffening on
the shear case with Miehe’s spectral split. Conversely, Amor’s deviatoric split seems
to carry its own issues when applied to compressive loadings [218]. One issue of these
approaches is that the split is not an orthogonal decomposition of the strain tensor [102].
Notably Li et al. [147] have shown that this orthogonality principle was not satisfied with
the spectral split. These issues also arise with all other splits when material anisotropic
effects are added in the model [102]. Following from the orthogonal split of the strain
tensor devised in He & Shao [102], multiple phase-field applications of these ideas have
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Figure 2.7: Numerical experiments by Strobl et al. [236]. (a) is the problem setting (b) is
a deformed mesh with spectral decomposition (c) is a deformed mesh with a crack orientation
dependent approach.

already been put forward in Refs. [185, 266].

Other authors view these discrepancies from another angle: usual energy splits induce
unphysical energetical contributions in completely damaged material. Indeed, if d = 1, the
formulation (2.17) induces ψ(u, d) ̸= 0 because it is equal to ψ(u)− ̸= 0. This is illustrated
in [234–236] using a fully cracked square and applying a shear load on the upper corner as is
illustrated in Fig. 2.7. With a perfect split, we should expect that the top side of the square
would be displaced with no strain visible on either side of the crack. On the contrary, what
we observe is the presence of unphysical stresses at the crack that induce a residual rigidity
in shear. Hence Strobl et al. [235, 236] and later Steinke & Kaliske [234] have introduced
formulations explicitly based on the direction of the crack and its normal. This enables to
recover unilateral effects, and avoid these observed unphysical contributions at the cost of
variational consistency and applicability on any given case, because of the difficulty to
specify a crack orientation, for instance in cases of crack nucleation or at the crack tip.

Alternatively, a very popular approach was put forward in Ambati et al. [10], coined
the hybrid approach. In a staggered context, (meaning that the minimization problem is
split into two staggered minimization problems to solve for (u, d) separately, see Section
3.1) the resolution of the mechanical problem influenced by constant damage is trivial
with the isotropic formulation. However, when a split of energy is adopted, it induces
strong non-linearity, lengthening the search for a converged solution. Consequently, the
authors keep the isotropic formulation during the mechanical resolution step to keep a
linear elastic mechanical sub-problem. Then they apply the split before the damage step,
meaning that the damage sub-problem is then only driven by the active contributions
of mechanical energy. Additionally, the authors add a constraint on the damage field,
d = 0 if ψ− > ψ+. This formulation enables to recover the unilateral effect and to recover
results of other decomposition approaches with a more robust and efficient solver, at the
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cost of losing variational consistency of the standard regularized formulation. In the end,
it is a similar approach to Strobl et al. [235], or the following Refs.[258, 264], where
the crack driving force is built to reproduce a specific phenomenology instead of being
deduced from the phase-field minimization problem.

In this work, we used a spectral split inspired by Miehe et al. [165], Bernard et al. [26]
and Molnár et al. [173]. This way we consider unilateral effects using a split of energy
and induce non-linearity of the mechanical sub-problem. These issues of non-linearity
were somewhat treated in Section 3.1.2, while the specific implementation of the spectral
split was detailed in Section 2.2.

2.1.2.4 Damage irreversibility

Finally, the last component of the phase-field model is the irreversibility constraint that
must be respected throughout computations: the crack cannot heal. In this work, the
issue of irreversibility is scarcely investigated. We hence put forward this brief review of
the numerical approach to solve the issue of irreversibility that was used in the literature.
However, we direct the interested reader to De Lorenzis & Gerasimov [60], in which
a rigorous mathematical setting is exposed to compare the most often implemented
approaches. Furthermore, the authors use various numerical benchmarks to illustrate the
influence of these approaches on the computed response.

The irreversibility condition can be seen as an additional constraint on the phase-field,
such that ḋ ≥ 0. It is hence often added in the form of usual constraint enforcing methods,
trading this inequality condition for a larger system restricted to equality conditions. For
instance, approaches relying on an augmented Lagrangian method [251], or the introduction
of penalty terms [17, 81], or Lagrange multiplier’s [103, 154, 176]. These methods allow for
a rigorous enforcement of the irreversibility condition everywhere on Ω, at every time-step,
while keeping variational consistency of the formulation. However, these approaches usually
imply a substantial computing cost. In this context, several authors put forward solutions
to reduce the computing cost, by limiting the constraint to specific sub-sets of the domain,
as in the seminal work of Bourdin [38], or Gerasimov & De Lorenzis using a penalty term
[82], or as was done in Lu et al. [154], with an accelerated Lagrange multiplier approach.
In those works, a specific phase-field threshold (or variation of the phase-field) is chosen
to define the constrained sub-set. Note that these approaches enable damage healing in
all the zones not recognized as being part of the crack sub-set, or the varying sub-set.

Another approach was introduced by Miehe et al. [166] in a staggered resolution context
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(see Section 3.1): the history field method. The authors put forward the substitution of
the mechanical fields driving crack propagation by a so-called history field. This field
is set to only increase during propagation meaning that the source terms seen in the
damage problem should not decrease. Note that the history field is not just a source
term/crack driving force term. In most formulations it is also coupled to damage in the
minimizing system of equation as detailed in [60], and clearly expressed in Section 2.3.
This newly introduced field is defined as the maximum value of ψ+

0 over the computed
time interval whose continuous and discretized expressions are:

H(t) = max
τ∈[0:t]

(
ψ+
0 (τ)

)
, (2.21a)

Hn+1 =




ψ+
0 (ε) if ψ+

0 (ε) > Hn ,

Hn otherwise,
(2.21b)

where Hn is the history field computed at the previous step. This formulation enables
H to satisfy the Karush-Kuhn-Tucker condition:

ψ0 −H ≤ 0, Ḣ ≥ 0, Ḣ(ψ0 −H) = 0 , (2.22)

in loading and unloading, meaning that the driving force of fracture cannot decrease: a
damaged zone will not recover even in unloading scenarios. This yields a very robust,
efficient, and easy to implement approach to enforce irreversibility at the cost of complete
loss of variational consistency, because not every argument of the formulation is derived
from the energy minimization principle.

Considering the efficiency of this approach, and its widespread application in the phase-
field literature, we decided to use the history field approach to enforce irreversibility
in the fatigue phase-field approach.

2.1.2.5 Fatigue effects

Considering all the previously mentioned modeling choices for the degradation function,
the geometric crack function, the energy split and the damage irreversibility condition, we
can write the final free energy functional of the cracked body in a brittle framework as:

Πint(u, d) =

∫

Ω

g(d) · ψ+
0 (u) + ψ−

0 (u) dV +

∫

Ω

Gc ·
(
d2

2lc
+
lc|∇d|2

2

)
dV. (2.23)

These specific choices enable a very standard and flexible formulation, which corresponds to
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the practical consideration of the phase-field model in this work. Indeed, the goal is to put
forward accelerating tools that can be used on real-life cases, and be readily adapted to other
phase-field contexts. In this regard the accelerating tools presented in Chapter 3 are here
investigated with this standard formulation, widely documented in the literature, and easily
transferable. Moreover, the quadratic degradation function and crack density function
enable a very efficient numerical treatment as the phase-field is intrinsically bounded, and
a smoother jump of the unknowns is recorded at the onset of fracture. Additionally the
history field approach is also very efficient, and widely adopted in the literature.

Now, as mentioned in the previous section, this brittle formulation was transformed by
applying a fatigue driven degradation of the fracture toughness, inducing crack propagation
for sub-critical loadings in the zones where toughness has been degraded [44]:

Πint(u, d) =

∫

Ω

g(d) · ψ+
0 (u) + ψ−

0 (u) dV +

∫

Ω

∫ t

0

f (ᾱ(τ))Gc · γ̇ (d,∇d) dτ dV, (2.24)

where the newly introduced fatigue degradation function f(ᾱ) is driven by the fatigue
history dependent internal variable ᾱ(τ).

In this work, we used straightforward expressions of f(ᾱ) and ᾱ, in order to propose easily
extendable accelerating tools. However, note that these terms can be built to induce very
complex experimentally observed fatigue effects, such as the influence on crack growth
rate of the average stress, or the effect of crack closure [6]. Furthermore, their construction
can be performed with numerical-experimental comparisons in mind, hence considering
that their driving parameters can be fit to recover Wöhler’s curve/Paris’ Law slopes,
endurance limits, values of ∆Kthresh [88], and even multiple domains of the Paris curve,
like a NASGRO equation [6]. In this next subsection, we gave a brief overview of these
chosen degradation function and fatigue history variable.

ᾱ, fatigue history variable

Following the original formulation of Alessi et al. [7] and Carrara et al. [44], fatigue
degradation in this model is driven by a fatigue history variable, which is a macroscopic
representation of the internal microscopic dissipative phenomenon, responsible for fatigue
failure. This fatigue history variable is defined by the accumulation of a mechanical
quantity during the cyclic loading characteristic of the fatigue phenomenon. Subsequently,
in all fatigue extensions of the phase-field model, several constitutive choices must be made
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regarding this quantity: which quantity accumulates, how does it accumulate and how
can this accumulation model phenomenologies specific to fatigue, such as the influence
of average stress or ductile effects [88].

We can write the fatigue history variable as the accumulation of a fatigue internal variable,
thus, in a time discretized setting, at a given time-step n we use quantities computed
at n − 1 such that:

ᾱn = ᾱn−1 +

∫ n

n−1

χ(α) dt , (2.25a)

≃ ᾱn−1 +∆ᾱ . (2.25b)

Indeed, in this work, as already introduced earlier, we kept notations of Carrara et al’s
seminal work [44]. Namely we define α, the fatigue internal variable, which can be set as
any non decreasing mechanical quantity that should be linked to fatigue degradation. In
the first work on toughness degradation models [7], the authors put forward the use of an
accumulated strain quantity (which would be analagous to damage mechanics approaches
such as Kachanov’s initial formulation [121]). However, (as in damage mechanics), this
formulation induces mesh dependency issues that were corrected by Carrara et al.[44] using
a fatigue variable of energetic nature. Furthermore, the authors put forward the coupling of
this variable with the phase-field, so as to disable fatigue degradation in fully damaged zone.
This, in turn, avoids issues of singularity at the crack tip, since no energy is accumulated
on the singular points [88]. As stated previously, most approaches rely on this energetic
approach, as was highlighted in Ref.[6], where an enlightening comparison of existing
approaches is proposed. Since no plastic effects are considered, we can write the expression
of α as it was chosen in this work, and the following references: [6, 87, 88, 100, 262]:

α = g(d) · ψ+
0 . (2.26)

Consequently, fatigue degradation is driven by the same quantity as the phase-field
variable is: ψ+

0 , the non-compressive part of mechanical energy. Furthermore, note that the
degradation function g(d) is also reused, namely, the parabolic degradation function (2.9).

The next step is the setup of an accumulation scheme of the fatigue internal variable:
hence the shape of χ, or ∆ᾱ introduced in eq. (2.25b). This function can be tweaked to
add the influence of fatigue specific effects. First, we can cite the initial formulation of
Carrara et. al, where no fatigue specific effects were taken into account, except for the

57

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 2. PHASE-FIELD MODEL FOR FATIGUE FRACTURE

fact that no accumulation happens in unloading. In a time-discretized setting, considering
the quantities between tn−1 and tn:

∆ᾱ1 = |αn − αn−1| · H
(
αn − αn−1

∆t

)
, (2.27)

where, H is the Heaviside function, which yields 0 for negative values of energy incre-
ment. Additionally the authors put forward a formulation to take the influence of the
average stress into account:

∆ᾱ2 =

(
αn − αn−1

αN

)
·
(
αn + αn−1

2

)
· H
(
αn − αn−1

∆t

)
. (2.28)

With a normalization parameter αN . Here, average stress effects are taken into account
by the introduction of the average fatigue internal variable (αn + αn−1)/2.

In Seleš et al. [225], the authors highlighted the fact that this formulation should not induce
fatigue accumulation for a static load. However, nothing prevents energy from cumulating
with a static load, which means that a poor choice of fatigue parameters can lead to "fatigue"
degradation for monotonous load [44]. Consequently, the authors put forward the idea of
restricting accumulation to the unloading phases. This way, an alternated cyclic loading
will induce accumulation, while a static load will not. In discretized form, this yields:

∆ᾱ3 = |αn − αn−1| · H
[
−
(
αn − αn−1

∆t

)]
. (2.29)

Note that these authors used a slightly different formulation for the fatigue internal
variable (also used in Ref.[130]): choosing an undamaged energetic term instead of the
term explicited in eq. (2.26). Furthermore, the authors report that for a given strain
amplitude, the energetic response is highly dependent on the average strain value. Con-
sequently, they showed how this formulation automatically recovers an average stress
dependent method [225].

Finally we can mention the work of Golahmar et al. [88], which has recently proposed a
more complex formulation of this accumulation, in order to add a significant amount of
fatigue specific effects. Namely the authors state the need to model: (a) the average stress
effect, (b) the endurance limit of the materials (asymptotic response for a large amount of
cycle on the Wöhler curve), and (c) the dependency of the approach to specific parameters
that enable the fit with a specific slope of S-N curve. This yields the following formulation:
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∆ᾱ4 =

(
αmax

αN

)n

·
(
1−R
2

)2κn

H

(
αmax

(
1− R

2

)2κ

− αe

)
, (2.30)

with R defined as the load ratio, here defined as σI,min/σI,max the ratio of maximum and
minimum principal stresses, αN a normalization parameter as in eq. (2.28), and n, κ, αe,
as experimentally fitted coefficients for S-N slopes and endurance limit. Note also the
definition of αmax which is representative of the maximum amplitude of α during the
considered cycle. This term comes from a very interesting aspect of this formulation,
inspired by Seleš et al. [225]. Indeed, the authors highlight the fact that accumulating
fatigue only in the unloading phases has a tendency to yield accumulation behind the
crack tip (because of local unloading in the wake of the crack [88].) Consequently, the
authors put forward the idea of driving accumulation only with one maximal variation of
α, hence considering one peak to valley load, for each loading cycle. As well as correcting
the cited issue with a static load, this approach yields accelerated computations because
only one time-step per cycle is computed, where this maximum load is applied.

Note also the work of Alessi et al [6], where a generalized expression of this accumula-
tion is proposed, as the combination of four state functions all responsible for different
fatigue specific phenomenologies:

χ(α) = χ4(χ1(α)) · χ3(χ
p
1(α)) · χ2(χ1(α)). (2.31)

Such that χ1 is used to induce a fatigue process zone (FPZ): it magnifies α in the zone
and reduce its influence outside of it. It can be seen that this FPZ was imposed in every
term. χ2 is used to discriminate between tensile and compressive terms (hence analog
to the choice of ψ+

0 , instead of ψ). χ3 is chosen so as to induce the effect of the average
stress with the exponent p. Finally, χ4 is a function that decides how much each loading
and unloading phase plays a part in fatigue accumulation. The author hence gives the
opportunity of devising a method where in unloading, a part of the fatigue internal variable
is accumulated. This accumulation can, for example, be linearly decreasing during the
unloading phase. With such a framework, the author shows that it is possible to model
crack closure effects, as it is possible to control the relative contribution of the fatigue
internal variable during loading and unloading phases.

Note that as the influence of these fatigue specific phenomenologies was not studied in
this work, we used the very basic formulation stated in eq. (2.27).
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f(ᾱ), fatigue degradation function

The second main ingredient of this fatigue extension is the fatigue degradation function,
i.e., the function linking the fatigue history variable with the local degradation of the
critical toughness of the material. This function should follow a specific set of rules
to be applicable in this context [44]: It should be strictly decreasing, continuous and
(at-least) piece-wise differentiable. Furthermore, it should be bounded by 1 and 0, ideally
approaching 0 for ᾱ → ∞, and mandatorily approaching 1 for ᾱ → 0, as it should
coincide with a brittle behavior in this case, i.e., Gc is unaffected when the fatigue history
variable is 0. Several degradation functions have been proposed in the literature that
induce different fatigue behaviors.

These functions are built differently in the literature, to account for different crack
phenomenologies [6, 7, 44, 88, 225, 262]. The authors grant different characteristics to
the fatigue degradation functions.

The first characteristic is the presence of a threshold before which no fatigue degradation
can happen, usually driven by a specific parameter, here called αT , which acts as a threshold
of the fatigue internal variable. In a fatigue framework, this parameter could be linked
to the endurance limit of a material or ∆Kthresh. In Carrara et al. [44] every proposed
function has such a threshold, while in Seleš et al., some functions induce toughness
degradation, even for an infinitesimal amount of fatigue history accumulation.

In a similar fashion, one can induce a lower threshold of degradation, meaning that
there exists a constant C such that f(ᾱ) > C for any ᾱ. This lower threshold could
also be linked to an endurance limit of the material, and enables a residual toughness
of the material, even as ᾱ → ∞.

Finally, the last characteristic is the number of degrees of freedom driving this degradation
function, which enables to control the decreasing slope of the function, and the described
thresholds. In most formulations, only one degree of freedom is used, namely αT [7, 44, 88,
225]. Then, some logarithmic formulations have been proposed where the threshold value
and the slope of the function are degrees of freedom [7, 44, 225]. Finally a more recent
formulation for elastomers materials has proposed three degrees of freedom [262].

Following Refs. [7, 44] we used two fatigue degradation functions, starting with a one
parameter asymptotic degradation function, only driven by its threshold αT :
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Figure 2.8: Visualization of the fatigue degradation functions used in this work.

f(ᾱ) =




1 if ᾱ < αT ,(

2αT

ᾱ+αT

)2
if ᾱ > αT .

(2.32)

Then, a second degradation function, also introduced in Ref. [7, 44], was investigated as it
is driven by two parameters, αT and κ (enabling a practical fit in a Paris Law framework,
see Chapter 4), a logarithmic degradation function.

f(ᾱ) =





1 if ᾱ < αT ,(
1− κ log( ᾱ

αT
)
)2

if αT < ᾱ < αT10
1/κ ,

0 if ᾱ > αT10
1/κ.

(2.33)

They are illustrated in Fig. 2.8. Note that the asymptotic degradation function never
reaches 0, while the logarithmic degradation functions reaches zero for ᾱ > αT10

1/κ.
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2.1.3 Other questions

2.1.3.1 Pre-existing cracks

In the phase-field model, the definition of the crack is very ambiguous. The phase-field
parameter is representative of a regularization of the sharp crack geometry, as well as being
interpreted as a scalar damage indicator, with a damage mechanics vision. However, in the
fracture mechanic community, it is used to initialize cracks as free boundaries in the finite
element mesh, which can lead to multiple crack representations in the same domain. This
issue usually arises because of the need to initialize cracks in the simulated geometries.
Indeed, most studied fracture benchmark in the literature are pre-cracked (considering the
need for an initial crack in LEFM), which means that this initial defect must be modeled.

This topic is scarcely discussed in the phase-field literature, even though most authors
need to set initial cracks in their model. However, in Klinsmann et al. [128], this issue
was discussed further, and a novel initialization strategy was proposed. Previously, this
issue was also mentioned by Borden et al. [33].

The author first recalls the different usual initialization approaches, which were illustrated
in Fig. 2.9. First, he mentioned the mesh-induced initialization, which is largely based
on discrete representation of cracks, where the object is modeled by following the crack
lips with the used mesh, and defining those lips as free-boundaries of the mesh. For
instance, this can be done by representing the crack by a line of node, which are then
doubled to enable the movement of those nodes with respect to each other: effectively
allowing an opening of the crack when the structure is loaded. This approach hence takes
a strict discrete representation of the crack as considered in LEFM, or with the phase-field
model for lc → 0. However, it can be difficult to setup for complex initial crack patterns.
Furthermore, it leads to multiple crack representations in the same model.

An alternative approach could be labeled as a phase-field induced initialization, where the
initial crack is described with the damage field. The idea is usually to enforce d̂ = 1 on
nodes following the crack geometry, and solve the damage problem to find the resulting
damage topology which approximates the discrete crack geometry. Note that the specific
application of this approach depends on the treatment of irreversibility that one chooses.
Indeed, if a straightforward bound constrained optimization method is used, then an initial
definition d̂ = 1 on the crack nodes can be used. However using the history field approach,
one can expect that the phase-field would decrease to 0 at each new step computation
considering that initially H = 0 everywhere. In this case, the enforcement d̂ = 1 on the
initial crack nodes must be kept at each step of the simulation (which increases computing
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Figure 2.9: Crack initialization with the phase-field model, from Ref. [128].

time). Note that, as for the mesh-induced strategy, this kind of approach can be complex
to setup for complicated crack geometry, as the mesh must also be constructed around
these nodes which define the geometry of the crack.

With a history field approach for irreversibility, it is in fact strange to think about the
initialization of H. It is representative of the "history" of the sample. However for
pre-cracked samples, this history was not simulated, and so it is usually initialized at
H = 0, even if it is not representative of the real "history" of the sample. It is in this
context that the authors in Refs. [33, 128] have proposed another approach to consider
an initial crack: the history field induced formulation (also considered as a phase-field
induced in the cited work, since it corresponds to a diffuse description of the initial crack).
The idea is to set an initial H that leads to the creation of a crack in the first steps of the
simulation. Since irreversibility is driven by this field, the resulting crack will never vanish.
This yields a very flexible method since there is no need to build the mesh around the
crack geometry, or to enforce some boundary conditions during propagation.

The only remaining issue is to find an expression of H0 that is relevant to recover a
specific damage topology, for instance, the one recovered after the application of Dirichlet
conditions on the crack nodes. Or, seeking an expression of H0 that resembles the
expression that would have resulted from the initiation of this crack, hence effectively
modeling the pre-cracking of the sample with this field. In order to model the localization
of the history field that would have happened if the initial crack was simulated rather
than created, Klinsmann et al. [128] put forward an exponential function, similar to the
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analytical expression of the 1D crack by Miehe et al. [165]. Contrary to this qualitative
assessment of the initial history field, Borden et al. [33] put forward an expression derived
from the 1D homogeneous examples. Both of these history field initiation methods have
led to a very accurate recovery of the phase-field induced results, validating this approach.

Note that a similar issue of unknown history of the pre-cracked samples exists in fatigue.
Indeed, ᾱ, representative of the fatigue history of the sample, is also usually initialized at
ᾱ = 0, even with the presence of initial cracks. In a similar manner, we could imagine
considering an initial value of ᾱ to represent the energy accumulation of the pre-cracking
process, and hence degrade Gc in the domain of the initial crack.

In this work, most pre-existing cracks were initialized using the mesh-induced method. For
one numerical sample (see Section. 3.4.3), we instead enforced Dirichlet conditions d̂ = 1

on the relevant nodes, at each computed propagation steps. Using a mesh or phase-field
induced initial crack has a significant influence on the computed mechanical response,
depending on the value of lc. These effects were considered out of the scope of this work,
but note that initial testing seemed to show that a phase-field induced formulation usually
displayed a lower critical strength compared to mesh induced initialization. Furthermore,
we registered a less abrupt transition between the softening regime and the unstable regime
for brittle crack propagation cases, with the phase-field induced formulation.

2.1.3.2 Discussions on lc

As mentioned in Section 1.3, a purely local formulation of damage models leads to mesh
dependent results. These issues led to the introduction of non-local terms, through a
gradient term, or the influence of the neighborhood of each point [196], which always
requires the introduction of an internal length. Another example is the Thick Level Set
approach [26, 169], where the level sets act as markers of the damaged zone, within which
the evolution of damage is defined on a specific width based on an internal length. In this
sense, the internal length acts as a regularization parameter of purely local damage models.

In phase-field modeling, the characteristic length lc fulfills a similar role: it was introduced
to regularize the sharp crack free-energy potential formulation. This regularization is
furthermore justified by the fact that for lc → 0, the regularized formulation approaches
the sharp-crack formulation: Γ convergence. Therefore, the phase-field formulation can
be seen as a regularized Griffith criterion, which means that lc should always be chosen
as small as possible in order to recover sharp crack results.
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However, other authors argue for a different interpretation of this length: it can be seen as
a material parameter. With this vision authors argue for the fact that it is representative
of the internal length of the material [199]. Several works have established a relationship
between the critical stress and the characteristic length, e.g., [33, 241], and used these
relationships to fit lc and reproduce experimental observations, e.g., [181, 183, 241].

Furthermore, these applications have permitted to show that the introduction of the
internal length enabled a better reproduction of some experimental effects. For instance,
consider the size effect highlighted by Bažant [21], where the critical load is dependent
on the crack length. The Griffith criterion predicts an infinite critical load when the
crack length approaches 0, not consistent with experimental observations. The phase-field
model on the other hand, regularizes this infinite prediction, with the stabilization around
a given σcrit when the initial length of the crack approaches 0, which is in line with
experimental observations [171, 241]. In this sense, the introduction of the characteristic
length enriches the Griffith criterion which means that lc is not only a regularization
parameter, and the phase-field model is not only a regularized formulation which has to
recover LEFM results: the model is a richer formulation to take fracture into account,
where lc is a material parameter. In the end, we could argue for the fact that a diffuse
representation of the crack is more realistic than a discrete one, considering that damage
operates in a process zone around the crack.

Finally, note that the choice of lc also drives the computational cost of the simulation,
considering the need for a very fine h/lc in order to guarantee the spatial convergence
of the solution, in the zone were the phase-field undergoes steep variations (h being the
characteristic size of an element of the finite element mesh).

2.1.3.3 Solver for the non linear coupled problem

In order to solve the phase-field coupled problem, multiple solver types have been explored
in the literature for the case of brittle phase-field fracture and its extensions. Two main
approaches are considered: monolithic or staggered. A monolithic approach considers a
strong coupling between damage and displacement, thus solving for u and d simultaneously.
A staggered approach, on the other hand, uncouples both unknown fields and solves
separately for each component while keeping the other constant.

In the case of brittle phase-field models, a monolithic approach was rarely adopted in the
literature. This preference for a staggered resolution scheme stems from the non convexity
of the brittle energy functional (2.6) with respect to (u,d). This non-convexity means that
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iterative solvers may have difficulty converging toward a single coupled solution. Specifically
the usually adopted Newton-Raphson process can diverge, as noted by Gerasimov and
De Lorenzis [60, 82]. Nevertheless, multiple authors have put forward solutions to this
monolithic limitation, such as arc length method [159, 230], or line search processes [82].

Conversely to the strongly coupled formulation, the energy functional is convex with
respect to u and d separately. Consequently, staggered approaches are more robust, but
yield a slower convergence rate. Those solvers are usually variations of the alternate
minimization scheme of Bourdin’s work [38], where a mechanical, and damage problem
are solved successively. Such a process can be seen as the sequential minimization of two
sub-problems: first the minimization of Πint with respect to u at a constant d, then the
minimization of Πint with respect to d at a constant u.

At each time-step, the sub-problems are solved until a global convergence criterion is
reached. This fixed point iterative search can be very slow, especially in the case of
unstable crack propagation because the solution changes drastically across the domain.
Hence, even though staggered approach are considered robust and efficient, they can also
become untractable because of convergence issues.

Other authors [166, 172] employ a different staggered strategy: only one iteration of
the staggered search is computed at each time step. Hence, global convergence is not
verified for each computed step. This yields a very robust and efficient method, whose
results are however very dependent upon the prescribed time-step. Note that adaptive
time-step approaches have been put forward based on the enforcement of a maximum
energy increment per computed time-step, as is for example implemented in Ref. [171], or
a maximum damage increment in Ref. [129]. In this work, this variant of the staggered
alternate minimization scheme is called the explicit staggered scheme, or one-pass scheme.
Conversely, the strategy where global convergence is checked at each computed step is
called the implicit staggered scheme. Depending on the fracture case that is being modeled,
it is very hard to know whether the implicit scheme or the explicit scheme is best suited
in terms of efficiency. Indeed, the former yields precise results for a small number of
time steps but a large number of iterations, while the latter yields precise results for a
large number of single iteration time-steps.

The specific implementation of a staggered scheme can be very flexible and allows modifi-
cations to accelerate convergence rates and reduce computing time. For instance, we can
cite Kristensen et al. [129], where a BFGS approach was used to approximate a staggered
tangent operator. In Lu et al. [154] multiple implicit staggered schemes were compared,
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along with ideas for modified Newton schemes and convergence acceleration tools. In
Wu [256], a path following method was put forward to accelerate convergence rate. In
Farrell and Maurini [71], the standard alternate minimization approach is accelerated by
adding an over-relaxation step in the minimizing process. Furthermore, the authors put
forward a composite formulation, using an over-relaxed alternate minimization process
that guides the solution robustly "within the basin of convergence of a Newton-type
method", where applying a monolithic approach is efficient.

Considering the plurality of resolution schemes available in the literature, a special attention
was given to the choice of a relevant solver in a fatigue framework in Section 3.1.
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2.2 Energy spectral decomposition: A change of ba-

sis approach

After setting a fatigue phase-field model, we investigated the implementation of the spectral
energy decomposition described in 2.1.2.3. We specifically worked on the robustness and
efficiency of the approach implemented in Ref. [173], inspired by Ref. [26]. Considering
the fact that singular values can appear in the computation of the terms linked with
usual spectral decomposition methods, a novel framework was put forward and published
in the work of Molnár et al. [176].
As introduced previously, unilateral effects are added by separating the mechanical energy
term. Following Ref. [173], inspired by Bernard et al. [26], we write the elastic energy
density ψ(u, d) as the sum of the following active and passive component:

ψ+
0 (u) =

λ

2

(
⟨tr(ε)⟩+

)2
+ µ

3∑

k=1

(
⟨εk⟩+

)2
, (2.34)

ψ−
0 (u) =

λ

2

(
⟨tr(ε)⟩−

)2
+ µ

3∑

k=1

(
⟨εk⟩−

)2
, (2.35)

with λ and µ being Lamé constants and the components εk being the principal terms of
the strain tensor. In this section we write ε̂ for the strain tensor and σ̂ for the stress
tensor expressed in their principal basis. To select the positive and negative parts of the
strain tensor components, expressed respectively as ⟨·⟩+ and ⟨·⟩−, we follow Bernard et
al. [26] by introducing the following switch variables:




βk = 1 if εk > 0,

βk = 0 otherwise.
(2.36)




β = 1 if tr(ε) > 0,

β = 0 otherwise.
(2.37)

The expression of the energy density in a general 3D form becomes:

ψ(u, d) =
λ

2
· g(d · β).tr(ε)2 +

3∑

k=1

(
µ · g(d · βk).ε2k

)
. (2.38)

From this expression we can deduce the associated stress tensor σ, and damaged stiffness

68

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 2. PHASE-FIELD MODEL FOR FATIGUE FRACTURE

tensor C by differentiating ψ(u, d) with respect to the components of the strain tensor:

σ =
∂ψ

∂ε
and C =

∂σ

∂ε
=
∂2ψ

∂ε2
. (2.39)

Considering that the active and passive terms (2.34), (2.35) are only expressed with respect
to the principal terms εk, Bernard et al. [26] applied the chain rule to the derivatives
(2.39) such that for the stress tensor we write:

σ =
∂ψ

∂ε
=
∂ψ

∂ε̂

∂ε̂

∂ε
. (2.40)

Additionally they introduced a principal stiffness term, L̂ which links principal stresses
and principal strains as σ̂ = L̂ε̂. It is expressed as:

L̂ =
∂2ψ

∂ε̂2
, (2.41)

which, following eq. (2.38), can be written in a 3D context in matrix form using Voigt’s
notation as:

L̂ =



λ · g(d · β) + 2µ · g(d · β1) λ · g(d · β) λ · g(d · β)

λ · g(d · β) λ · g(d · β) + 2µ · g(d · β2) λ · g(d · β)
λ · g(d · β) λ · g(d · β) λ · g(d · β) + 2µ · g(d · β3)


 .

(2.42)
Expression (2.40) can then be rewritten as:

σ = ε̂T L̂
∂ε̂

∂ε
, (2.43)

and the stiffness tensor C can be written as:

C =

(
∂ε̂

∂ε

)T

L̂
∂ε̂

∂ε
+ ϵ̂L̂

∂2ε̂

∂ε2
. (2.44)

In Refs. [26, 173], the first and second derivative of the principal terms are derived through
the invariants of the strain tensor and the analytical expression of the eigenvalues. As
reported by the mentioned authors, the expression of those derivative terms can become
singular in a wide variety of cases (such as uni-axial or equibiaxial loadings). This comes
from the fact that, in 3D, if two eigenvalues out of three are equal, the denominator of some
derivative term’s expression becomes 0. In Molnár et al. [173], small perturbation terms
are added to the denominators to guarantee the robustness of the method. Additionally
in Ref. [175], the same author computed the terms numerically with a finite difference
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approach to avoid these issues.

Inspired by those works we put forward a novel approach to compute C that relies on
the terms introduced in the formulation. The interesting idea is that since the energy
density is only expressed in terms of the eigenvalues of the strain tensor, we can write
a principal stiffness term L̂ that links the principal basis terms. From this tensor we
can find the complete principal stiffness term Ĉ, that is representative of the stiffness
tensor written in the principal basis, and rotate it into the working basis, using standard
change of basis operators.

In the principal basis we trivially express the stiffness tensor components related to the
three principal terms: it is the second derivative of ψ(u, d) with respect to those terms, i.e.,
L̂. However, it is harder to interpret the meaning of the shear components of the principal
stiffness tensor, since there are no shear strains in the principal basis. Consequently, these
terms were deduced from numerical experiments in Ref. [176] yielding a diagonal shear
matrix that is expressed in a 3D Voigt’s notation as:

Ŝ =




µ · |ε1|·g(d·β1)+|ε2|·g(d·β2)
|ε1|+|ε2| 0 0

0 µ · |ε1|·g(d·β1)+|ε3|·g(d·β3)
|ε1|+|ε3| 0

0 0 µ · |ε2|·g(d·β2)+|ε3|·g(d·β3)
|ε2|+|ε3|


 . (2.45)

The authors showed that using these shear terms yield results that are identical to the
previously introduced formulation. The principal stiffness tensor in 3D Voigt’s nota-
tion can be written as:

Ĉ =

[
L̂ 0
0 Ŝ

]
. (2.46)

After obtaining this principal stiffness matrix, the last step is to find its components
in the working basis using change of basis operators. Considering the strain and stress
tensor represented as a 3 by 3 matrix, in the working basis εM , σM , and in the principal
basis, ε̂M , σ̂M , we can write:

εM = Qε̂MQT and σM = Qσ̂MQT . (2.47)

with Q, a rotation matrix defined by the eigenvectors of the strain tensor. However, in
this numerical implementation, strain and stress tensor are not represented by 3 by 3
matrices but by a vector of 6 components: Voigt’s notation. For instance, in Cast3M,

70

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 2. PHASE-FIELD MODEL FOR FATIGUE FRACTURE

in two dimensions, the strain tensor in Voigt’s notation is written as: ε = (ε11, ε22, 2ε12)

Consequently, two new rotation matrices T ε, and T σ are introduced to enable such basis
transformation with Voigt’s notation so that for ε̂, ε, and σ̂, σ in Voigt’s notation we
write the equivalent of eq. (2.47):

ε̂ = T ε ε and σ̂ = T σ σ. (2.48)

This formulation induces the following expression for Tε, from the components of the
3 by 3 rotation matrix Q:

T ε =




Q2
11 Q2

21 Q2
31 Q21Q11 Q31Q11 Q21Q31

Q2
12 Q2

22 Q2
32 Q22Q12 Q32Q12 Q22Q32

Q2
13 Q2

23 Q2
33 Q23Q13 Q33Q13 Q23Q33

2Q12Q11 2Q22Q21 2Q32Q31 Q22Q11 +Q12Q21 Q31Q12 +Q11Q32 Q22Q31 +Q32Q21

2Q13Q11 2Q23Q21 2Q33Q31 Q11Q23 +Q21Q13 Q31Q13 +Q11Q33 Q23Q31 +Q33Q21

2Q13Q12 2Q23Q22 2Q33Q32 Q22Q13 +Q23Q12 Q13Q32 +Q12Q33 Q23Q32 +Q33Q22



, (2.49)

and the following expression for T σ:

T σ =




Q2
11 Q2

21 Q2
31 2Q21Q11 2Q31Q11 2Q21Q31

Q2
12 Q2

22 Q2
32 2Q22Q12 2Q32Q12 2Q22Q32

Q2
13 Q2

23 Q2
33 2Q23Q13 2Q33Q13 2Q23Q33

Q12Q11 Q22Q21 Q32Q31 Q22Q11 +Q12Q21 Q31Q12 +Q11Q32 Q22Q31 +Q32Q21

Q13Q11 Q23Q21 Q33Q31 Q11Q23 +Q21Q13 Q31Q13 +Q11Q33 Q23Q31 +Q33Q21

Q13Q12 Q23Q22 Q33Q32 Q22Q13 +Q23Q12 Q13Q32 +Q12Q33 Q23Q32 +Q33Q22



. (2.50)

Note that the transformation matrices associated respectively with the strain and
stress tensors are not equal because of the coefficients associated with shear strains
in Voigt’s notation.

From eq. (2.48), we can find the expression of the stiffness tensor in the working ba-
sis, as a function of the stiffness tensor expressed in the principal basis Ĉ and the
introduced transformation matrices:

σ̂ = Ĉε̂,

→ T σ σ = ĈT ε ε,

→ σ = T−1
σ ĈT ε ε, (2.51)

yielding a straightforward expression for the change of basis of the principal stiffness matrix:

C = T−1
σ ĈT ε. (2.52)

This results in a straightforward implementation of the method, where the introduced
change of basis operators are used after computing the eigenvalues/eigenvectors associated
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with the strain tensor. As mentioned in Ref. [176], the method is robust, accurate, and
it yields faster computations than the original approach.

(a) (b)

Figure 2.10: (a) Maximum relative error between the decomposed and theoretical stiffness
matrices (d= 0). The error is shown as a function of the discriminant of the third-order polynomial
equation to calculate principal strains [173]. (b) Normalized shear component of the stiffness
matrix determined using the differential and the rotational techniques". Figure and caption by
Molnár et al. [176].

As was illustrated in Miehe et al. [166] and Ambati et al. [10], we showed the effect
of the decomposition by applying a specific alternate loading (Fig. 2.11a) on the ho-
mogeneous sample (see Ref. [172] and Fig. 2.12). The sample was successively loaded
in traction and compression. We showed the resulting stress-strain response of the ho-
mogeneous sample in Fig. 2.11b.

With an isotropic formulation, we observe that the response is degraded in traction. Then
after the unloading phase, a damaged stiffness is maintained in compression (the slope in
unloading is identical as the slope in compression) until the response is degraded further.

Conversely, with the spectral decomposition, the behavior is very different. After the
initial traction and unloading phase, the undamaged stiffness is recovered in compression.
Indeed, we can see that the slope in compression is the same as the initially elastic slope.
This is representative of clack closure effects, and non-interpenetration of the crack lips.
Then, we notice that in compression, the response is never degraded, regardless of the
used loading, as crack propagation is driven only by positive principal strains. This
is representative of the experimental observation that degradation is not identical for
traction or compression in most studied materials. Moreover, this degradation evolution
is usually much slower in compression.
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Figure 2.11: Influence of the decomposition on the homogeneous response.

û

Figure 2.12: Geometry and boundary conditions of the homogeneous case.

2.3 Equations and implementation

Following the expression of all the components of the chosen fatigue phase-field model,
we detail the formulation of the resulting model’s governing equations. Furthermore,
those formulations are rewritten in the framework of the finite element method, and the
staggered phase-field fatigue solver is thus explicited.

2.3.1 Governing equations

The phase-field fatigue free energy functional (2.24), can be rewritten by considering that:
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γ̇(d,∇d) = ∂γ

∂d
ḋ+

∂γ

∇d∇ḋ, (2.53)

yielding the following expression:

Πint(u, d) =

∫

Ω

(1− d)2 · ψ+
0 (u) + ψ−

0 (u) dV

+

∫

Ω

∫ t

0

f (ᾱ(τ))Gc ·
(
1

lc
dḋ+ lc∇d · ∇ḋ

)
dτ dV. (2.54)

Following Carrara et al.’s work [44], we switch to a power formulation to avoid the time
dependency of this formulation. Using similar chain rule arguments as in eq. (2.53),
the internal power reads as:

Π̇int(u, d) =

∫

Ω

(
(1− d)2 · ∂ψ

+
0 (u)

∂ε
+
∂ψ−

0 (u)

∂ε

)
ε̇+

∂(1− d)2
∂d

· ψ+
0 (u) · ḋ (2.55)

+ f (ᾱ)Gc ·
(
1

lc
dḋ+ lc∇d · ∇ḋ

)
dV.

Here, we introduced the strain tensor ε. Note that small perturbations are assumed, such

that displacements are small and the strain tensor is linear: ε =
1

2

(
∇u+∇uT

)
. We

can further introduce the damaged Cauchy stress tensor as:

σ(u, d) = (1− d)2 · ∂ψ
+
0 (u)

∂ε
+
∂ψ−

0 (u)

∂ε
. (2.56)

Furthermore, the external power can be written as:

Πext(u) =

∫

Ω

b · u̇ dV +

∫

∂Ωt

t · u̇ dS . (2.57)

As stated in Section 2.1.1, in a quasi-static context, the solution of the fracture problem
is finding the admissible couple (u, d) that minimizes the Lagrangian constituted by
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the internal and external energy functionals. Using a power formulation, it is equiva-
lent to the principle of virtual power, that for any admissible couple (u̇, ḋ), we have
the following balance:

Π̇int(u, d) = Π̇ext(u). (2.58)

We perform integral by parts in order to eliminate the highest derivative order terms.
Note a particular expression of a triple term integral by part due to the product with
space varying f(ᾱ):

∫

Ω

σ : ε̇ dV =

∫

Ω

div(σ · u̇) dV −
∫

Ω

div(σ) · u̇ dV, (2.59)
∫

Ω

f(ᾱ) · ∇d · ∇ḋ dV =

∫

Ω

div(f(ᾱ) · ∇d · ḋ) dV −
∫

Ω

f(ᾱ) ·∆d · ḋ dV (2.60)

−
∫

Ω

∇f(ᾱ) · ∇d · ḋ dV.

And from Ostrogradsky’s theorem, we have:

∫

Ω

div(σ · u̇) dV =

∫

∂Ω

σ · n · u̇ dS, (2.61)
∫

Ω

div(f(ᾱ) · ∇d · ḋ) dV =

∫

∂Ω

f(ᾱ) · ∇d · n · ḋ dS. (2.62)

with n is the outward normal vector on the boundaries. We can rewrite the balance
of power (2.58) as:

0 = −
∫

Ω

(div(σ) + b) · u̇+

∫

∂Ωt

(σ.n− t)u̇ dS +

∫

∂Ω

(∇d.n) · ḋ dS (2.63)

+

∫

Ω

[
2 · (d− 1) · ψ+

0 + f (ᾱ) ·Gc

(
1

lc
d− lc∆d

)
−Gclc∇f(ᾱ) · ∇d

]
· ḋ dV.
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This balance yields the following strong form equation system for the phase-field fa-
tigue coupled problem:

div(σ) + b = 0 on Ω, (2.64a)

σ.n = t on ∂Ωf , (2.64b)

u = û on δΩu, (2.64c)

2.(d− 1) · ψ+
0 + f(ᾱ)

[
Gc

lc
· d−Gclc ·∆d

]
−Gclc∇f(ᾱ) · ∇d = 0 on Ω, (2.64d)

∇d.n = 0 on ∂Ω. (2.64e)

Considering the chosen treatment of irreversibility (see Section 2.1.2.4), we can switch
the expression of the damage problem (2.64d) as:

2.(d− 1) ·H + f(ᾱ)

[
Gc

lc
· d−Gclc ·∆d

]
−Gclc∇f(ᾱ) · ∇d = 0 on Ω. (2.65)

2.3.2 Finite element framework

We first set the finite element discretization framework, in order to detail the equations
linked to this staggered implementation. First, the unknown fields are approximated as
vectors of discrete nodal value, using the shape functions N and gradient B, associated
with u and d respectively. In Voigt notation, we write:

u = Nu · u , ∇u = Bu · u , (2.66)

d = Nd · d , ∇d = Bd · d. (2.67)

From the set balance of power (2.63) and the history field irreversibility treatment, we
can write, in a discretized framework:

∫

Ω

BT .σ(u) dV −
∫

Ω

NTb dV −
∫

∂Ωt

NT t dS = Ru, (2.68a)
∫

Ω

[
NT

d

(
2H + f(ᾱ) · Gc

lc

)
Nd + BT

d (f(ᾱ) ·Gclc)Bd

]
· d−NT

d 2H(ε) dV = Rd, (2.68b)

with Ru defined as the mechanical residual and Rd defined as a damage problem residual.

Considering a staggered resolution scheme, we solve this coupled system of equation
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sequentially. First a mechanical sub-problem at constant damage, then a damage sub-
problem for constant mechanical fields. In order to solve the mechanical sub-problem,
we used a Newton-Raphson formalism because of the non-linearity introduced by the
spectral decomposition of Section 2.1.2.3. Conversely, considering the modeling choices of
the phase-field model that were set in this chapter, the phase-field sub problem remains
linear with respect to d. Let us describe these sub-problem resolution schemes, and
their respective finite element formulation:

Mechanical problem

At every step n+ 1, the iterative Newton-Raphson scheme searches for the increment of
displacement ∆u such that un+1 minimizes the mechanical residual.

un+1 = un +∆u. (2.69)

Numerically, we break down this increment estimation into multiple iterations i:

ui+1
n+1 = u0

n+1 +
∑

δui = ui
n+1 + δui+1. (2.70)

The residual is linearized around the solution at iteration i + 1. To approach mechan-
ical equilibrium we want:

Ri+1
u ≃ Ri

u +
∂Ri

u

∂u
.δui+1 = 0. (2.71)

Injecting the expression of the residual (2.68a), this linearization can be expressed as:

(

∫

Ω

BT .
∂σ

∂ϵ
.B dV ).δui+1 = −

∫

Ω

BT .σ(u) dV +

∫

Ω

NTb dV +

∫

∂Ωt

NT t dS. (2.72)

In order to simplify notations, let us rename the terms of this equation as internal forces
Fint, external forces Fext, and the mechanical tangent operator Ku:

Fint =

∫

Ω

BTσ dV, (2.73)

Fext =

∫

Ω

NTb dV +

∫

∂Ωt

NT t dS, (2.74)

Ku =

∫

Ω

BT .
∂σ

∂ϵ
.B dV =

∫

Ω

BT
uCBu dV, (2.75)

where C corresponds to a damaged material’s stiffness matrix whose computation was
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detailed in Section 2.2. We can then rewrite the mechanical residual (2.68a) as the
usual static formulation:

Ru = Fint − Fext, (2.76a)

=

∫

Ω

BT
uσ dV −

∫

Ω

NT
ub dV +

∫

∂Ωt

NT
u t dS, (2.76b)

And the mechanical sub-problem (2.72) solved at iteration i can be rewritten as:

Ki
uδu

i+1 = Fext − Fi
int. (2.77)

Remark 2.2 - Prescribing displacement in Cast3M
As mentioned before, this work is implemented in Cast3M. In this finite element software,
prescribed displacements are enforced using the Lagrange’s multiplier. Accordingly, we
introduce the linear relations matrix A that links displacement u and the imposed
displacement uimp, such that A · u = uimp. Moreover, we write the Lagrange multiplier
vector as λ. Considering this approach, we can rewrite the mechanical residue as:

Ru =





Fint − Fext −AT .λ,

A.u− uimp.
(2.78)

Similarly, taking into account the described Newton-Raphson formalism, we write the
full mechanical sub-problem:

Kuδui+1 −AT .δλi+1 = Fext − Fi
int + AT .λi, (2.79a)

A.δui+1 = uimp −A.ui. (2.79b)

or, in matrix form:

[
Ku −AT

−A 0

][
δui+1

δλi+1

]
=

[
Fext − Fi

int + AT .λi

A.ui − uimp

]
. (2.80)
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Phase-field damage problem

In this weakly coupled finite element setting, the damage problem stays linear, with
respect to d, such that we can recast the damage residual (2.68b) as a linear problem.
At each time step n we solve:

Kd · dn =

∫

Ω

NT
d 2H dV, (2.81)

with a phase-field stiffness matrix at the time step n defined as:

Kd =

∫

Ω

NT
d

(
2H +

GF

lc

)
Nd + BT

d (GF · lc)Bd dV. (2.82)

Here, we introduced the degraded toughness, defined as:

GF = f(ᾱ) ·Gc. (2.83)

2.3.3 Staggered algorithm for fatigue

Considering the previously described finite element framework, we can set a first approach
for a phase-field fatigue solver. For each computed time-step, the mechanical sub-problem
is solved at constant d. Then the obtained mechanical fields are used to compute the
history field H, accumulated fatigue variable ᾱ, and thus determine the associated fatigue
degradation function f(ᾱ) and degraded toughness GF. Next follows the resolution of
the damage sub-problem influenced by (H,GF).

With an explicit staggered approach, one pass of this procedure is applied at each com-
puted time-steps. However, with the implicit approach, a global convergence criterion
is checked. The choice of this criterion remains open in the literature with approaches
usually relying on the convergence of damage as in Bourdin et al. [38], or convergence
of the mechanical residual or phase-field residual with respect to the updated values of
damage and displacement in Helfer et al. [104].

In this work, a damage dissipation convergence criterion was used. Internal iterations
are stopped when the amount of brittle dissipated energy converges i.e., when the area
of the crack area stabilizes in the internal loop. Indeed, in a brittle phase-field context
we saw that damage energy is directly linked to the crack area in Section. 2.1. Here, in
spite of the fatigue context, we use this brittle energy indicator, as it makes for a very
reliable damage global quantifier. We chose to normalize the criterion by the current
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value of dissipated energy W j(d), taking j for staggered internal iteration index. The
convergence criterion can be written as:

|W (d)j+1 −W (d)j| < W (d)0 · 10−6. (2.84)

Note that the "global" mechanical residual, meaning Rj+1
u (uj+1,dj+1), is computed along

with this convergence criterion to initialize the next step’s residual. It could be used
as an indicator of global convergence as well.

A visual representation of this first approach for an implicit staggered scheme was given in
Algorithm. 1. Once again, we clarify that the explicit version of this algorithm, mentionned
thereafter, is just a one-pass version, where the global convergence check is considered
to be true at each computed time-steps. This yields a robust but time-step dependent
staggered scheme. Furthermore note that there are two imbricated internal loops: one of
them for the minimization of the mechanical problem with indicator i, and one of them
for the minimization of the global problem with indicator j.

It is also interesting to note that in this staggered framework, the mechanical sub-problem
considers damage as a constant defined at the integration point of the finite element
mesh. This is because in this setting, it is only linked to the damaged stress σ. As
such, the finite elements’ stiffness is only influenced by the value of d at integration
points, which means that a damage topology with a nodal peak at d = 1 will not
fully degrade the neighboring elements. This in turn has implication on the spatial
discretization required to ensure an accurate localization of the phase-field, and will be
more specifically discussed in Section. 3.3.
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Algorithm 1: Staggered alternate minimization scheme
Input: un,dn, Hn, ᾱn, ψn

+

Output: un+1,dn+1, Hn+1, ᾱn+1, ψn+1
+

1 Initialization: (u,d, H, ᾱ, ψ+)
j=0 = (u,d, h, ᾱ, ψ+)

n

2 while No global convergence do
3 Minimization of mechanical problem (2.77,2.80):

• uj+1 ← uj +
∑
δui (influenced by dj)

4 Internal irreversibility check: H int(uj+1) > Hn as eq. (2.21b)
5 Update of fatigue degradation state ᾱint, f(ᾱint)

6 Solve the phase-field sub-problem (2.81)
• dj+1 (influenced by f(ᾱint), H int)

7 Global convergence check eq. (2.84)
• Computation of mechanical residual Rj+1

u (uj+1,dj+1)

• Update of Kj+1
u with eq. (2.46) and rotation (2.52)

8 if Global convergence then
9 un+1 ← uj+1

10 dn+1 ← dj+1

11 Hn+1 ← H int

12 ψn+1
+ ← ψint

+

13 ᾱn+1 ← ᾱint

14 Next time step

15 else
16 Next internal iteration: j ← j + 1

17 uj ← uj+1, dj ← dj+1

18 Ki
u ← Ki+1

u ,Ri
u ← Ri+1

u

19 No update of H or ᾱ

81

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés
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2.4 Numerical validation

In the following section, Algorithm 1 was used to compute several usual phase-field bench-
mark tests in order to validate our proposed model and implementation and demonstrate
its ability to recover brittle and fatigue crack propagation cases.

2.4.1 Single-edge notched tensile sample

û

0.5

0.5

0.5 0.5

(a) Geometry (in mm).

0.5

0.5 0.5

û/2

(b) Simulated geometry and boundary conditions.

Figure 2.13: Geometry and boundary conditions of the SEN tensile sample.

The single-edge notched tensile sample is widely used in the literature notably for brittle
fracture in Refs. [166, 172], and for fatigue fracture in Refs. [44, 129]. The complete
geometry and its reduced model were illustrated in Fig. 2.13. We first investigated this
sample with a monotonous load that induces unstable crack propagation. The following
material parameters were used: E = 210 GPa, ν = 0.3, Gc = 2.7 N/m, lc = 0.015 mm.
Note that the isotropic energy decomposition was applied here, and the fatigue effects
were omitted. The crack propagated in a straight line so we enforced a fine mesh on
the expected crack path, such that the characteristic length h of the finer elements was
h < lc/8. In Fig. 2.14, we plotted the computed reaction force as a function of prescribed
displacement, with the proposed implementation. Results were in line with the cited
literature. The slight difference between those results is due to the different staggered
solver that were used. Indeed, Miehe et al. [166] and Molnár & Gravouil [172] used an
explicit staggered scheme (see Section 2.1.3.3), while we used an implicit staggered scheme,
with a global convergence check at the end of each computed time-step. Furthermore, in
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Molnár & Gravouil [172], limited by Abaqus UEL tools, the authors required a smaller
prescribed displacement step, in order to converge to a finer unstable regime solution.
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Implicit staggered
Miehe et al. 2010 [166]
Molnár & Gravouil 2017 [172]

Figure 2.14: Comparison with phase-field brittle literature.

Then, we used the same geometry with a different load, following Ambati et al. [10],
that have highlighted the deficiencies of the isotropic model with the SEN sample in pure
shear: û was prescribed on the same boundary but in the x direction. Consequently, we
successively applied the isotropic degradation scheme and the spectral decomposition model
on this sample and observed the resulting crack pattern in Figs. 2.15a and 2.15b. In order to
obtain those crack patterns, we applied the following material properties: Gc = 2.7 N/mm,
lc = 0.0075 mm, E = 210 GPa, ν = 0.3, and no fatigue effects. The fact that there is
two symmetric cracks when unilateral effects are not added, means that the crack lips
inter-penetrate, and that the decomposition must be included to represent realistic physics.

In Ref. [44], the authors introduced a fatigue version of the SEN sample. The prescribed
displacement is cycling, alternating and has a much lower maximum amplitude. The
load ratio is -1, and the prescribed peak to peak amplitude is ∆û = 0.002 mm. Used
material properties are almost identical to the previous case with lc = 0.004 mm, and
αT = 56.25 N/mm2 with the fatigue degradation function (2.32). This fatigue loading
results in a crack propagating for 200 cycles until complete failure of the sample. We
provided a comparison between the described implementation and the cited literature in
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(a) Isotropic model computed damage field. (b) Spectral decomposition model.

Figure 2.15: Influence of the decomposition on the pure shear SEN sample.

Fig. 2.16. It can be seen that all these results deviate only slightly from each other. In
this case, the solver types used by each group were very close. For instance Carrara et al.
[44] and our work, used an implicit staggered scheme, while Kristensen et al. [129] used a
BFGS staggered approach, which is still very similar the used implicit staggered algorithm.
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Figure 2.16: Comparison with phase-field fatigue literature.

Finally, as in Carrara et al. [44], we plotted the normalized accumulated fatigue variable
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αT as a function of computed cycles in Fig. 2.17. We compared results for the isotropic
model, and the spectral decomposition formulation, using the material properties cited
in Ref. [44]. As mentioned in Section 2.1.2.5, the fatigue degradation law is driven by
the active part of the energy density in order to induce this decomposition effects in the
fatigue framework. On this mode I fracture crack propagation case where the load ratio is
-1, it yields a rate that is halvened by the fact that in compression, no energy is cumulated.
Since the decomposition approach is not perfect, and since some zones of the sample see
traction, we observe that a small amount of energy is cumulated in the compression phases.
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Cycles
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No decomposition

Figure 2.17: Influence of spectral decomposition on the cumulated fatigue variable.

2.4.2 Paris-like behaviour

An interesting feature of this model is that it is able to reproduce a phenomenology
described by Paris Law, without the need to enforce the behavior explicitly. Indeed, as
shown in Carrara et al. [44], if we apply the model on a given geometry, for multiple
prescribed loads, a material dependent linear crack growth rate regime can be identified.
We reproduced this observation on a generic fatigue fracture case: mode I crack propagation
in an infinite domain, whose geometry was illustrated in Fig. 2.18. This crack case was
chosen because of the very simple expression of the SIF. The material parameters chosen for
this sample were E = 210 GPa, ν = 0.3, lc = 0.1 mm, Gc = 2.7 N/mm, αT = Gc

12·lc , with no
energy split. As was the case previously, since the crack path is known beforehand, we set
a pre-refined mesh on the crack path that with smaller elements having a characteristic size
h such that h < lc/8. The size of simulated domain was taken as width = 20 · a0 = 500 · lc,
which was considered large enough to treat the plane as infinite with respect to the crack
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dimensions. A cyclic alternating load was enforced, with four different peak to peak
amplitudes, and a -1 load ratio. Those different amplitudes induced four different fatigue
lives illustrated in Fig. 2.19a. These data can be plotted in terms of the crack growth
rate da

dN
(where a is the length of the crack) and the variation of SIF ∆K, here defined as

Kmax
I −Kmin

I , with KI = σ
√
a · π. A material dependent linear regime can be observed in

Fig. 2.19b, which is in line with a Paris-Erdogan phenomenology. On this specific example
we have identified the following Paris law coefficients C =, and m =.

σ̂

σ̂

2 a0

Figure 2.18: Geometry of the considered model.

Fatigue crack propagation literature usually approximates that this linear regime is
independent of the considered geometry and load. It follows that we can use this linear
characterization to fit numerical parameters to a specific experimentally observed crack
growth rate. This will be extensively used in Chapter 4 in order to conduct numerical-
experimental comparisons.

2.4.3 Crack branching

As one of the goal of the present implementation is to be able to recover complex crack
propagation patterns, such as mixed mode propagation and networks of interacting cracks,
we investigated the ability of the present framework to recover crack branching. Therefore,
we introduced a case study inspired by Molnár & Gravouil [172], where a notched bi-
material sample was used to display crack branching. Here, the bi-material illustrated
in Fig. 2.20a consisted of two fictive materials differentiated by their fatigue threshold
αT . During cyclic loading, we anticipated crack propagation to occur perpendicular to
the load direction until the interface between the upper and lower materials was reached.
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(b) Same result in the Paris domain.

Figure 2.19: Recovery of Paris Law behaviour.

Once this point was attained, crack branching was observed due to the inability of damage
to occur in the much tougher upper material.

Other than αT , both materials had the same properties: E = 210 GPa, ν = 0.3,
lc = 0.3 mm, Gc = 1 N/mm. A cyclic loading of maximum amplitude 4 · 10−3 mm
and load ratio 0 was applied.

The mesh was refined on the expected crack path and the bi-material interface with
h < lc/2 in the refined zone. An illustration of this 2D mesh was provided in Fig. 2.20b.

(a) Geometry (in mm).
(b) Simulated geometry and boundary conditions.

Figure 2.20: Geometry and boundary conditions of the SEN tensile sample.

In order to give an idea the crack growth rate, we plotted the evolution of W (d), the
brittle crack dissipation term, in Fig. 2.21b. We can see that a stable crack propagation
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regime turned into unstable crack propagation at a given critical length, around cycle
9000. In Fig. 2.21a, we have given the final crack pattern. The crack initiated at the
notch and proceeded in mode I until the critical length. At this point, it propagated
to the interface in one cycle. Then a stable fatigue crack propagation regime followed
with two branching crack tips. Therefore, we have shown that this framework is able to
recover crack branching as well as to capture a brittle and fatigue behavior, an unstable
and a stable crack propagation regime in a unified manner.

(a) Branching crack pattern.
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(b) Area of the crack.

Figure 2.21: Topology of damage and evolution of its area.

2.4.4 Crack initiation

The numerical sample of a perforated plate illustrated in Fig. 2.22a was studied to show
that the current framework was able to recover cases of crack nucleation with no initial
crack tip, notch or damaged zone. Indeed, the ability to model fatigue crack nucleation
and growth in a single framework could bridge the gap between usual complete fatigue
life analysis and fatigue crack propagation methods. In order to trigger crack nucleation
in a homogeneous unbroken structure we mirrored the following references [44, 182, 214,
240], that investigated crack nucleation on a periodically perforated plate. The material
properties were E = 12 GPa, ν = 0.3, lc = 0.01 mm, Gc = 1.4 N/mm, αT = 6.48 N/m2.
A cyclic displacement was enforced on the upper edge which compressed the structure,
ûmax = −2 · 10−3 mm with a load ratio of 0. On this sample, the spectral split was used.

A mesh pre-refinement equivalent to h < lc/8 was enforced around the holes. Fig. 2.23
shows an image of the damage field after crack initiation. As was observed experimentally,
vertical crack patterns emerged in most holes. However, spurious zones of damage were
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CHAPTER 2. PHASE-FIELD MODEL FOR FATIGUE FRACTURE

(a) Geometry in mm and boundary conditions.

(b) Fixed mesh, refined prior to the simulation around
the holes.

Figure 2.22: Geometry and mesh of the perforated plate.
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CHAPTER 2. PHASE-FIELD MODEL FOR FATIGUE FRACTURE

also seen perpendicular to the applied loading and on a cross pattern centered on the
hole. These results were in line with Ref. [182] (where a spectral split was also used, on
a brittle fracture case i.e., with a monotonous loading).

(a) Damage field after 1600 cycles.
(b) Computed damage field in Ref. [182].

Figure 2.23: Comparison of this fatigue version of the perforated plate with Nguyen et al [182].

By contrast, experimental studies of such a geometry on a quasi-brittle material only
showed vertical cracks [240]. In fact, these spurious damaged zones were due to the adopted
spectral split, which, as observed in the literature, is not always well suited to discriminate
between compressive and tensile loadings [102], [236]. In Carrara et al. [44], a so-called "no
tension" split [80], was used to model quasi brittle materials. As opposed to the spectral
split, it enabled a good recovery of experimental data on this specific geometry: vertical
cracks were observed, with no spurious damage in the compressive zones.

These results pointed at the fact that crack nucleation and crack growth were indeed recov-
ered by the proposed framework in a unified manner. Moreover, this sample highlighted
the limitations of the spectral split, as well as the need for a relevant energy decomposition
scheme to reproduce specific experimental results.
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CHAPTER 2. PHASE-FIELD MODEL FOR FATIGUE FRACTURE

Conclusion of the chapter

In this chapter, we detailed the different components of the phase-field model and explicited
their influence on the resulting numerical framework. The constitutive choices for the
implemented model were detailed along with the resulting governing equations and their
implementation in a finite element context. Furthermore, we presented the spectral
decomposition method used in this work to introduce unilateral effects. A novel change of
basis approach was added to the formulation employed in Bernard et al. [26]. The resulting
procedure yielded faster computation and eliminated the issues of singular values [176].
Finally, we applied the staggered framework on several numerical benchmarks that are
often used in the phase-field literature to demonstrate this model’s abilities. So indeed, it
was shown that the model recovers complex fracture phenomenologies such as branching
and crack nucleation, as well as fatigue crack propagation and properties approaching a
Paris crack growth rate law. As was shown in the seminal work of Carrara et al. [44],
Paris law behaviour, Miner law, Wöhler curve regimes can be reproduced, as well as crack
nucleation and unstable crack propagation, all in a single unified framework. Usually those
fracture phenomenologies are studied using separate tools. This is of course expected
when all those different fracture cases are driven by very different physical mechanisms.
But it is still very practical to have such a generalized tool in the numerical analysis
toolbox. Such a flexible and easy to use formulation was bound to enable very interesting
applications, and have the impact it has in the fracture mechanics community. However,
such a compact methodology means that the application of the framework on real-life
cases can become very difficult to conceptualize. A very small number of parameters is
responsible for these very differently driven mechanisms. Consider for instance αT , the
threshold parameter of the fatigue degradation function. This fatigue parameter should
be linked to a fatigue nucleation criteria, as well as the Paris coefficient, as well as the
Griffith criterion. A theoretical framework is lacking to unify these methodologies, or
maybe impossible to set. These questions are discussed further in Chapter. 4.

However flexible this approach may be, its direct application to industrial application is
still out of the question for another reason: its computational cost. We have discussed
before about the cost associated with the requirement of an extremely fine mesh in the
damage zone to capture the steep gradient of the phase-field. In addition, this fatigue crack
propagation numerical strategy implies the explicit computation of each individual cycles
of the total fatigue life of a structure, in order to compute the non-linear accumulation
of ᾱ. However, as mentioned before, high cycle fatigue applications, can yield a total
life that ranges from 105 to 107 cycles. This is why, in the next chapter, we propose the
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implementation of accelerating tools to solve the issues of excessive spatial discretization
linked with the phase-field model and the excessive temporal discretization linked with
this phase-field fatigue approach.
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3
Acceleration tools

Following the definition of the model, we present multiple ways to accelerate the phase-field
computations in a fatigue context.
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CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

In this section, we regrouped the investigations led to accelerate the phase-field model
simulations when applied in a fatigue crack propagation context. Indeed, this approach is
hindered by several efficiency issues that makes for a difficult application on large-scale
models. These hindrances are discussed in this section along with solutions to accelerate
their treatment, while keeping a given level of accuracy. First, the acceleration of the
computation of a cycle was tackled by comparing different time-integration schemes. Then
we put forward a cycle jump method in order to avoid the explicit computation of a large
amount of cycle in a high cycle fatigue context. Finally, the issue of the excessive refinement
linked with the diffuse representation of the crack was treated with the introduction of
an adaptive mesh refinement process. Each of the proposed tools were then unified and
applied on typical phase-field fracture benchmarks to showcase their accelerations abilities.

3.1 Staggered phase-field fatigue algorithm

In the light of the plurality of solving strategies that are available in a phase-field framework
(Section 2.1.3.3), this section was dedicated to the analysis and choice of a suitable phase-
field fatigue solver, and multiple convergence acceleration techniques.

3.1.1 Explicit and implicit scheme for fatigue fracture

At a first glance, the solver issues associated with the phase-field model do not seem to be
predominant in the case of high cycle fatigue. Indeed, at the time scale of one cycle, the
unknown fields change very slowly and thus should neither be a challenge to the implicit
strategy iterative search, nor need a large number of time-steps to converge with an explicit
strategy. This section explored this question by applying both strategies to basic numerical
samples. Furthermore, a choice between the explicit and implicit approach was made in
order to apply the solving strategy best suited to high cycle fatigue crack propagation.

First we illustrated the application of the explicit scheme in a brittle fracture case (by
enforcing f(ᾱ)=1), on a very basic sample: the homogeneous response in plain strain from
Ref. [172]. For this simple case, an analytic solution is trivial and can be compared to
the computed results. For instance, the damage equation (2.65) is considerably simplified
with no gradient terms, yielding the following expression for damage:

dana =
2H

2H + f(ᾱ) · Gc

lc

. (3.1)

Furthermore, σyy
ana is defined as σyy

ana = g(dana) · c22 · ε, with c22, defined as the uniaxial
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traction component of the stiffness matrix such that, in plain strain: c22 = E(1−ν)
(1+ν)(1−2ν)

.
When f(ᾱ) is at 1, the analytical expression of the stress component σyy can directly
be found from this relationship, while for a cyclic load, with f(ᾱ) < 1, an incremental
solution is computed with a very fine du<10−9 to estimate the analytical solution.

The geometry and boundary conditions were illustrated in Fig. 2.12. The size of the
square’s side was 1 mm . Material properties were E = 210 GPa, ν = 0.3, lc = 0.1 mm,
Gc = 5 N/mm. Initially, f(ᾱ) = 1 in order to neglect fatigue effects. Note that as the
response is homogeneous, there is no need to reach a given lc/h in order to converge spatially.
A staggered explicit strategy was applied for different values of ∆u, the displacement step.
In Fig. 3.1a, we plotted the stress-strain response for these different displacement steps,
underlining the dependency and convergence of the computed response. We also plotted
the convergence rate of the average computed stress error in Fig. 3.1b defined as:

Errσ =
1

n
·

n∑

k=1

|σyy(εk)− σyy
ana(ε

k)|
σyy
ana(εk)

. (3.2)
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(b) Average error convergence rate.

Figure 3.1: Influence of the displacement step for an explicit staggered solver in brittle fracture.

Note that for this simple case, the implicit scheme (not plotted here for the sake of
conciseness) converged to the exact solution very fast (1-3 iterations), almost independently
of the used time-step (provided that the load extremum was captured).

After this measure of the brittle fracture error convergence, we set a framework related
to high cycle fatigue conditions. In such conditions, the load is very small compared
to the ones reported in brittle fracture. Furthermore, we can assume that the variation
of the cumulated field in one cycle is very small compared to the fatigue threshold i.e.,
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∆α << αT . Hence we can neglect the variation of the fatigue degradation function in one
cycle i.e., ∆f(ᾱ)/∆N ≃ 0. In light of these assumptions, we studied the convergence of
error with respect to the displacement step in a simulated high cycle fatigue context. To do
so a loading ufat is set as ufat = (1/100) ·umax, and we enforce ∆f(ᾱ) = 0. However, we can
expect fatigue degradation to play a large role in the convergence of the explicit scheme.
Consequently, we set a constant value to the fatigue degradation function to simulate
a specific state of fatigue degradation, and observe its influence on error convergence.
Note that a cycle here is thought as one loading phase: the unloading is not taken into
account. We plotted the analytic "fatigue" stress strain curve in Fig. 3.2a for different
fatigue degradation states. Additionally, we plotted the rate of convergence of average
error defined as eq. (3.2) with respect to the displacement step for the different fatigue
degradation states in Fig. 3.2b. As expected, when there is no fatigue degradation we
recovered the convergence rate of the brittle case. Since a high cycle fatigue modelling
would be set with a very low loading, a fine displacement step would not require many
computed steps per cycles. However, we see that as fatigue degradation increases, so
does the non-linearity of the stress response, hence requiring more and more sub-steps
to reach convergence. For instance, notice that in Fig. 3.2b, when f(ᾱ) is divided by 10,
one must compute 10 times more steps per cycle in order to achieve a similar precision.
This observation explains how an explicit staggered scheme can become inefficient even in
conditions of very low loading amplitude, stable crack propagation and very slow evolution
of the computed fields. From these observations, we can assume that this specific scheme
is mostly applicable before the cumulated variable overcomes the fatigue threshold.
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Figure 3.2: Influence of the displacement step for an explicit staggered solver in fatigue fracture.

Finally we checked on the influence of the variation of f(ᾱ) on error convergence. Even
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though we can assume that this variation is very small in the span of one cycle, we observed
that on the homogeneous response, this variation influences the number of iterations per
computed steps of the implicit staggered scheme. Therefore, we assumed it would also
have an impact on the error convergence rate in an explicit framework. The numerical
parameters were fine tuned in order to obtain a specific variation ∆f(ᾱ), that always
reach f(ᾱ) = 0.5. This enabled us to uncouple the error due to fatigue degradation,
from the error due to the variation of the fatigue degradation function. Indeed, with this
procedure, we compared the error convergence obtained for f(ᾱ) = 0.5, and ∆f(ᾱ) = 0, to
error convergence where f(ᾱ) = 0.5, and ∆f(ᾱ) = 0.1, or ∆f(ᾱ) = 0.01. We plotted the
obtained variation of f(ᾱ) in Fig. 3.3a. Furthermore, the error convergence rate of those
simulated scenarios are compiled in Fig. 3.3b. Unlike what was expected, we observed
that this variation seems to have a very low influence on error convergence with respect
to the displacement step for an explicit scheme.
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Figure 3.3: Influence of the variation of f(ᾱ) on error convergence.

From these observations, we could argue for a hybrid explicit-implicit scheme, that uses
alternatively those solving strategies depending on the value of the fatigue degradation
function, or another damage or energy based criterion. However such a hybrid scheme was
not attempted because the behaviour of the model before reaching the fatigue threshold is
linear and does not require a cycle by cycle solver scheme: a large jump until the start of the
fracture toughness Gc degradation can be performed [145, 225], as detailed in Section 3.2.

Note that the implicit scheme yielded very efficient results on this numerical sample, with
very fast converging rate, and precise results almost independently of the used displacement
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step and the fatigue degradation status. Indeed as stated before, it is only the variation
of f(ᾱ) that seemed to have an influence on the number of iterations to convergence in
the implicit framework. Since the variation of f(ᾱ) during a cycle in high cycle fatigue is
very small, we can expect fast convergence rates of the implicit strategy.

However, this very simple case is not representative of the fracture cases that we will
encounter: we can expect slower convergence rate on inhomogeneous cases. We have
therefore evaluated the performance of those staggered schemes on a different numerical
sample: the single-edge notched (SEN) tensile sample. This sample is widely used in the
literature notably for brittle fracture in Refs. [166, 172], and for fatigue fracture in Refs. [44,
129] The geometry used was directly taken from these references and plotted in Fig. (2.13).
On this inhomogeneous case, we expected that the implicit scheme would need more
internal iterations to achieve convergence. In this context, the goal is to evaluate whether
the quantity of internal iterations overcomes the number of computed steps of a converged
explicit framework. The material properties, and prescribed loading are inspired by the
study sample by Kristensen & Martinez-Pañeda [131]: E = 210 GPa, ν = 0.3, lc = 0.04 mm,
Gc = 2.7 N/mm, αT = 56.25 N/mm2, and the applied load was ∆û = 0.002 mm, and a load
ratio of −1. Furthermore, no energy decomposition was used at first: the isotropic model is
assumed. These material properties, along with the used loading enable a fatigue behavior
in a very small number of cycles. Additionally the choice of a large characteristic length
enables the use of a coarse mesh. All these parameters cause the sample to be very time
efficient, making it a fitting test sample to evaluate the performance of our implementation
in a fatigue context. Furthermore, this efficient tuning of the sample allows for a stable
crack propagation that is nevertheless very fast, hence challenging the staggered solvers.

Both staggered strategies were employed on this sample and we compared the computed
length of the crack in Fig. (3.4a). Moreover, the number of internal iterations per cycle
in the implicit framework was plotted in Fig. (3.4b).

As can be seen in Fig. 3.4a, for an explicit scheme, a very fine time-step is necessary
in order to reach convergence. Specifically, on this numerically challenging sample, we
observed that as much as 2000 computed steps per cycle, hence using a displacement step
of δu = 1 · 10−6 mm, is not fine enough to converge. These results are in line with the work
of Kristensen et al. [129], and Khalil et al [125]. In a high cycle fatigue crack propagation
context, such a time discretization applied to thousands, or millions of computed cycle is
not computationally viable. The implicit staggered scheme on the other hand only needs
a very limited amount of computed steps per cycle in order to converge: only the peaks of
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Figure 3.4: Comparison of explicit and implicit staggered schemes.

loading need to be captured. However, we see in Fig. 3.4b that a large amount of internal
iterations are computed per cycle: tens of iterations before crack propagation, to hundreds
of iterations during the stable crack propagation regime. Still, we see that the implicit
scheme is the more efficient approach, as a maximum of two hundred iterations per cycles
is required in the fatigue regime, when thousands are required in an explicit framework.

Note that a peak of iterations is reported for the last step of the crack propagation,
where we can consider that the phenomenology is closer to brittle fracture than high
cycle fatigue. Indeed, as reported in the literature, an implicit approach has trouble
converging in unstable crack propagation conditions [154]. However, as this work focuses
itself around high cycle fatigue crack propagation, we can assume that these conditions
are out of the scope. Nevertheless, since this model is based on brittle crack propagation,
we can view this fatigue propagation as localized unstable crack propagation, limited to
the fatigue-degraded zone. This is part of the explanation as to why it is such a challenge
to reach the converged prescribed displacement with the explicit approach.

A general assessment concerning the case dependency of these observations is very complex
here. These numerical experiments are no definitive proof that the explicit scheme is
always less efficient. For instance by changing the used parameters on the SEN sample,
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other conclusions can be drawn: Fig. 3.5a illustrates the computed crack length, and its
convergence with respect to the number of computed time-steps, using αT = 1125 N/mm2

and a maximum load of û = 0.001 mm (all other parameters were kept constant). As
in Fig. 3.4a, the explicit schemes requires a very large amount of time-steps to converge.
However, the numerical error before convergence is very low, making it so that we could
argue for an explicit scheme over an implicit scheme in these conditions of slower crack
propagation rate. Then, taking the numerical values used in Refs. [44, 129]: αT =

56.25 N/mm2, lc = 0.004 mm, Gc = 2.7 N/mm yielding a crack propagation rate of
the same order, for a lower value of lc, we find back results in line with Kristensen et
al. [129] as illustrated in Fig. 3.5b: the explicit scheme is very inefficient, since the
implicit approach converges in 10 to 50 internal iterations. This is an illustration of the
material dependency of the efficiency of a given solving strategy, but note that other
sources could affect it, such as geometry or loading.

In the end, even with this lack of a general proof, we followed the observations in Ref.[129],
and most results of the section: we chose to use the implicit scheme, as it guarantees
an accuracy that is independent from the used-time step. Furthermore, it enables a
straightforward generalized global convergence criterion, conversely to the explicit scheme
that would require the setup of a specific criterion to ensure convergence.

3.1.2 Acceleration of the implicit scheme

After having chosen a relevant staggered strategy, we worked on the acceleration of the
alternate minimization scheme in a fatigue context. These investigations were inspired by
the work of Helfer et al. and Lu et al. [104, 154], where the implicit scheme was accelerated
in a brittle fracture context. In these articles, a so-called "one-loop" alternate minimization
scheme is described: at each Newton Raphson iteration of the mechanical sub-problem
(2.77), damage is recomputed and integrated to the next mechanical iteration. This process
can be seen as computing only one Newton-Raphson iteration per implicit steps. The
authors applied it in a brittle fracture framework and underlined that in this context, such
a process increases the coupling between the unknown fields, and eases the implementation
of modified Newton approaches or convergence acceleration techniques [154].

In this section, we investigated the efficiency of this one-loop scheme, and other acceleration
techniques in the fatigue phase-field framework. As in the previous part, the SEN tensile
sample was used with a fatigue loading. However, the spectral energy decomposition
was introduced in the formulation, in order to induce non-linearity of the mechanical
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Figure 3.5: Influence of material parameters on efficiency of one scheme over the other.

sub-problem. Indeed, if an isotropic degradation is considered, the alternate minimization
scheme and the one-loop scheme are equivalent: one iteration of the mechanical sub-
problem is sufficient. The same material properties and loading were used for this
investigation. However, here 60 cycles are simulated in order to achieve the same crack
length, considering that with spectral decomposition the compression phases of the loading
do not affect degradation.

In Fig. 3.6 we plotted the convergence of the mechanical residual with respect to the in-
ternal iterations of the implicit scheme of cycle 30 at point A and B of the loading,
illustrated in Fig. 3.7.
The chosen cycle is located during the stable crack propagation regime (Fig. 3.8a), and was
hence considered relevant to evaluate the efficiency of the schemes, by being representative
of the majority of computed cycles (in a high-cycle fatigue context). Furthermore, point A
and B are the critical point of the cycle computation, being respectively peak of the traction
phase and peak of the compression phase. Note that the plotted iterations are representative
of the staggered iterations, not taking the internal Newton-Raphson loops into account.
As could be expected, the convergence at point A was very similar with both approaches
because the behavior is almost linear in traction. Conversely, a slower convergence of the
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Figure 3.6: Residual convergence at A and B.
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Figure 3.7: Loading used for these investigations.

one-loop scheme was observed at point B. Nevertheless, each of the alternate minimization
scheme iterations contained multiple Newton-Raphson iterations. For instance, considering
the convergence of the residual at A in Fig. 3.6a, we observed a similar convergence rate
but an average of 2 internal iterations with the alternate minimization scheme. Note also
that we did not display the last step where crack propagation becomes unstable until total
failure of the sample. For the standard alternate minimization scheme, it converged in
1779 internal iterations while the one-loop scheme converged in 796 internal iterations.
In the end, when considering the total number of computed iterations, we observed that
the one-loop scheme was more efficient on this sample, Fig. 3.8b.

There could be multiple sources for this deficiency of the standard alternate minimization
scheme compared to the one-loop formulation in a fatigue framework. One of them is
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Figure 3.8: Investigation of implicit schemes.

that, as stated by the authors in Refs.[104, 154], a better coupling between both unknown
fields is achieved with the one-loop scheme. This effect might be magnified with the
proposed fatigue implementation, by the fatigue effects that influence the damage problem
and are computed between the mechanical and damage sub-problem. Furthermore, this
implementation limits the quantity of loops contained in other loops, which can amount
to a very large quantity of internal iterations when the convergence rate is slow. In
addition, the one-loop scheme enables easier implementation of acceleration techniques
as underlined by Lu et al. [154].

Consequently, we experimented multiple usual acceleration techniques: a modified-Newton
formulation and acceleration of convergence. First, let us introduce the implemented
modified-Newton framework. As is usual in Newton-Raphson framework, most of the
computing time is spent in the inversion of the tangent operator. Therefore, it is not
uncommon to use an efficiently computable approximation of the tangent operator instead
of the so-called consistent operator. For instance, in this work we implemented an
approach where the consistent operator is only updated every X iterations of the implicit
loop. Alternatively, a scheme considering an undamaged stiffness operator was attempted.
However, as is reported by Lu et al. in a brittle framework [154], such implementation
usually lacks robustness: on the previous sample, non-convergence of the scheme was
observed at cycle 10, which corresponds to crack initiation. Note that before cycle 10, the
modified-Newton implementation was not always the most efficient, as computing time
is gained at the operator numerical inversion step, while it is lost in all other operators
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because of the increase of internal iterations. Note that no tuning of the update frequency
X of the operator made the scheme more efficient than the consistent Newton scheme,
or robust enough. Recently, a robust modified Newton approach was put forward in
Kristensen et al. [130]. This specific implementation was not tested.
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Figure 3.9: Influence of acceleration of convergence.

Then, a fixed point acceleration method was applied on the presented framework in order to
accelerate convergence of the modified-Newton and Newton approaches, as it was reported
in Ref. [104]. As all the implementation conducted in this work were made in Cast3M, we
used an available acceleration method: Aitken’s approach [3], which relies on the properties
of the terms of a converging sequence. With this kind of approach, linear combinations
of the successive residual obtained with the fixed-point staggered solver, are deduced to
accelerate convergence. More details on these methods in Ref. [206]. This approach was
not able to solve the robustness issues of the modified-Newton implementations, however it
enabled a significant acceleration of the convergence with a consistent operator. In order to
quantify this acceleration we used the previously set SEN geometry, in the previously cited
loading conditions, and once again we plotted the convergence of the residual with respect
to internal iterations at cycle 30 at A and B in Fig. 3.9, and the number of computed
iterations per cycles during propagation in Fig. 3.10. The acceleration method enabled
significant gains in computing time, as most computed cycles converged for less than half
the required internal iterations. On this specific sample, the computing time between
cycle 1 and 51 has been divided by three by using this acceleration method. However,

104

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

0 10 20 30 40 50

0

50

100

150

200

Cycle

In
te

rn
al

it
er

at
io

ns

No acceleration technique
Aitken acceleraction method

Figure 3.10: Iterations per computed cycles.

we see that the method can also yield slower convergence rate, such as at point B, where
the accelerated convergence is slightly slower.

Considering the changes that were brought to the initial formulation of the staggered phase-
field fatigue Algorithm (1), we can rewrite and detail it as Algorithm (2). It corresponds
to a staggered implicit strategy, with a one-loop scheme. The usual alternate scheme can
be recovered by applying more than one iteration of the mechanical sub-problem.
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Algorithm 2: Staggered phase-field fatigue implementation
Input: dn, Hn, ᾱn, ψn

+

Output: dn+1, Hn+1, ᾱn+1, ψn+1
+

1 Initialization uj ← 0, Kj
u, Rj

u

• (d, H, ᾱ, ψ+)
j=0 = (d, H, ᾱ, ψ+)

n

2 while No global convergence do
3 One mechanical step of minimization (2.77,2.80):

• uj+1 ← uj − (Kj
u)

−1 ·Rj
u (influenced by dj)

4 Internal irreversibility check: H int(uj+1) > Hn as eq. (2.21b)
5 Update of fatigue degradation state ᾱint, f(ᾱint), Gint

F

6 Solve the phase-field sub-problem (2.81):
• dj+1 (influenced by Gint

F , H int)

7 Global convergence check:
• Check on damage dissipation eq. (2.71)
• Computation of mechanical residual Rj+1

u (uj+1,dj+1)

• Update of Kj+1
u with eq. (2.46) and rotation (2.52)

8 if Global convergence then
9 dn+1 ← dj+1

10 Hn+1 ← H int

11 ψn+1
+ ← ψint

+

12 Next time step
13 ᾱn+1 ← ᾱint

14 Next time step

15 else
16 Next internal iteration: j ← j + 1

17 uj ← uj+1, dj ← dj+1

18 Kj
u ← Kj+1

u ,Rj
u ← Rj+1

u

19 No update of H or ᾱ

Note that conversely to the initial algorithm, the displacement field is initialized as the nil
vector, because this treatment is better suited to the next accelerations tools (adaptive
mesh refinement, and cycle jump). Consequently the initialization of Ku and Ru is trivial.
Then, those terms are updated during the global convergence check.

106

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

3.2 Cycle jump method in a phase-field framework

3.2.1 Accelerating fatigue time discretization

The need for cycle-by-cycle computation is not common to all numerical approaches for
fatigue crack propagation. For instance, when fatigue is modeled through an empirical
model, such as the Paris’ law [68, 83, 84], "time" advancement is driven by ∆a [68]
or ∆K [83], which tends to regroup thousands of cycle, in one crack advance. On the
contrary, if it is modeled through the phenomenological representation of the physical
mechanisms driving crack propagation (which is usually the case with CDM or PF models),
it requires the explicit computation of all cycles. Furthermore, as those fatigue models
tend to yield complex non-linear evolution laws, the cycles must be divided into several
load steps. In this regard, fatigue is a two-time scale approach. On the one hand,
understanding the changes operating at the scale of a single cycle is crucial and influences
the behavior at the macroscale. On the other hand, this macro time scale is composed of
as much as 107 cycles which means that a cycle by cycle approach can result in excessively
long computing times. Consequently, several approaches have been put forward by the
concerned literature to treat this multi-scale issue.

In this context, continuum damage mechanics benefits from a large literature of several
model reductions approaches, that seek to compute a minimal amount of small time scale
operations while recovering the large time scale behavior. One of the largest category of
such methods are based on the partition of the different difficulties of the formulation. For
instance separation of local/global equations and linear/nonlinear systems in the LATIN
approach [4, 27, 136–138, 210], where the whole time-frame is treated as one. Or separating
micro and macro-time such as with temporal homogenization methods [64, 95]. Inspired by
material homogenization approaches, these approaches drive the evolution of macro-time
scale quantities with the homogenization of the micro-time scale quantities [204].

Then, we can also mention the approaches developed in a ductile framework, where the idea
is to reach an approximation of the asymptotic state without the explicit computation of all
cycles: so-called direct cyclic methods [23, 157, 197, 233]. Note that these approaches usu-
ally rely on the decomposition of the model, and model reduction as in the LATIN method.

Then, a very popular approach is the cycle jump, or cycle skipping technique. The idea is
to skip large blocks of ∆N cycles by extrapolating the behavior computed over N "control
cycles". Computing these control cycles provide insight into the evolution of quantities.
Based on this information, a specific extrapolation method must be selected to maintain
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the accuracy of the solution. Considering that the global behavior of high cycle fatigue
remains stable during a large part of the crack propagation phase, authors expect to
obtain large computing savings while maintaining an acceptable level of precision. One of
the first work on this matter was put forward by Lemaitre & Doghri [145], with a first
order extrapolation scheme and where ∆N is driven by the increment of the internal
variables in order to keep a set level of accuracy. Then, Kiewel et al. [126] proposed a
Runge-Kutta extrapolation scheme, and Fish and Yu [72] a forward Euler one-step scheme.
Several other continuum damage approaches where accelerated with such methods, for
example see Refs. [56, 187, 195, 216, 246].

Recently, considering the cycle by cycle treatment of most phase-field fatigue extensions,
multiple authors have proposed the application of cycle jump schemes with the phase-field
model [130, 151, 221, 225, 261]. Each of these approaches use different extrapolation
schemes, and a specific accuracy criterion in order to jump an appropriate amount of cycles.
Inspired by these authors, this section is dedicated to the introduction of a cycle skipping
scheme that is relevant to the present phase-field fatigue extension and the application
of two extrapolation schemes on simple numerical samples.

Note that another alternative approach to these model reductions methods already exists
in the phase-field fatigue literature to avoid the explicit computing of every cycles. For
some authors, the idea is to express the phase-field equations as a function of the cycles
[94, 148, 162, 221]. Furthermore, other authors proposed to avoid computing multiple
time-steps per cycle by considering the "envelope" of the cyclic loading [130, 221, 261].
In these works, the extrema of the loading are used to setup an equivalent load, which
summarizes the cycle loading in one single time step. For instance in Kristensen et al.
[130], a "constant load accumulation method" is put forward. The accumulation of the
fatigue internal variable is computed in one time step at each cycle, by taking the value
of the load ratio and the loading amplitude into account. This approach enables the
author to significantly decrease computing time by reducing the number of increment
per cycle. However, as is stressed in the mentioned work, this is only applicable for very
simple periodical loadings. Note also that these approaches can easily be coupled to cycle
skipping techniques, and could hence be adopted along the proposed framework.

3.2.2 Implementation of a cycle jump scheme

We can reduce the setup of a cycle jump scheme to two steps. First the choice of the
quantities being extrapolated, and then the choice of the extrapolation scheme.
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3.2.2.1 Choice of extrapolated quantities

Some authors argue for the extrapolation of all unknown quantities [1, 126, 151, 246].
However these approaches are based on more complex phase-field formulations, with plastic
effects for LCF, and additional internal variables for elastomers in Loew et al. [151]. With
the chosen elastic fatigue context, we opted for a simpler approach, where only one variable
is extrapolated, in order to reduce the error due to the cycle jump extrapolation. In the
proposed context, only two variables are not directly computable from the other quantities:
ᾱ and H. The fatigue history variable can be used alone to find all other unknowns i.e., ᾱ
yields a value for f(ᾱ) from which d and then u can be computed back. On the other hand,
the history field H at N +∆N is not needed to initialize the problem: only its value at N
is needed in order to check irreversibility by comparing it to the newly computed HN+∆N .

We therefore chose to drive cycle jump with one parameter: the fatigue history variable.
This was also performed in a continuum damage mechanics context using a damage
parameter in Refs. [145, 187, 196], and in a phase-field context using the phase-field
parameter or the fatigue history variable in Refs.[130, 221, 225, 261].

Note that the choice of the fatigue history variable was also motivated by the fact that
it is a very appropriate variable to use in a cycle jump context. First, it evolves in a
regular manner with respect to elapsed cycles, making a single control cycle representative
of its general behavior. This is not true for the damage field, which has a tendency to
remain almost constant, before localizing abruptly in the zones where the toughness of
the material has been degraded. Secondly, the fatigue history variable has no threshold,
which has to be numerically induced. Again this statement is not verified for the damage
field which has to be artificially bounded if it is used as an extrapolated quantity to
avoid d > 1. This artificial threshold is mostly problematic with the iterative scheme put
forward in Loew et al [151], that is proposed in the next part. In this iterative context,
where prediction is based on ∆d, inducing a threshold yields abrupt variations of ∆d
which are not compatible with an iterative scheme.

3.2.2.2 Forward Euler extrapolation scheme (FE)

One of the simplest approach to estimate the evolution of the fatigue history variable is
to consider its variation at current cycle N and extrapolate on ∆N cycle, therefore, a
forward Euler scheme analogous to a first order Taylor development:
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ᾱN+∆N = ᾱN +∆N ( ˙̄αN) , (3.3)

This scheme was used by a large part of the literature, e.g., [130, 145, 151]

3.2.2.3 Trapezoidal iterative extrapolation scheme (TI)

Inspired by Loew et al.’s application of implicit cycle jump for their phase-field elastomers
approach [151], an implicit extrapolation scheme was introduced. Here, implicit means that
we use information from one control cycle at N , before the cycle jump, and information
from one control cycle at N + ∆N , after the cycle jump. As performed in Ref. [151],
we employ a trapezoidal extrapolation scheme:

ᾱN+∆N = ᾱN +
∆N

2
( ˙̄αN + ˙̄αN+∆N) , (3.4)

with the quantities represented in Fig. 3.11, a scheme of the used cycle jump approach,
we can define the terms of this expression as follows:

˙̄αN = ᾱN+1 − ᾱN , (3.5)

˙̄αN+∆N = ᾱN+∆N+1 − ᾱN+∆N . (3.6)

A Newton-Raphson scheme is implemented to search iteratively an extrapolated value of
ᾱN+∆N that enforces this trapezoidal extrapolation rule. Equation (3.4), combined with
eq. (3.5) and (3.6) gives us the following cycle jump residual:

Rcj = ᾱN ·
(
1− ∆N

2

)
+(ᾱN+∆N+1 + ᾱN+1) ·

(
∆N

2

)
− ᾱN+∆N ·

(
1 +

∆N

2

)
= 0 , (3.7)

and the next estimate of the Newton-Raphson scheme, with iterations of index k, is given by:

ᾱk+1
N+∆N = ᾱk

N+∆N −
(
∂Rcj

∂ᾱ
|N+∆N

)−1

·Rcj. (3.8)

The residual operator from the Newton-Raphson scheme, a tangent operator used in
the iterative search, is expressed as follows:

∂Rcj

∂ᾱ
|N+∆N =

∂ᾱN+∆N+1

∂ᾱN+∆N

·
(
∆N

2

)
−
(
1 +

∆N

2

)
. (3.9)
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As in Ref. [151], the only remaining unknown term is
∂ᾱN+∆N+1

∂ᾱN+∆N

, meaning the variation

of the extrapolated quantity at the end of a cycle with respect to the variation of the
Newton-Raphson estimate of the quantity at the beginning of the cycle. Using eq. (2.27),
we can express the cumulated mechanical energy αN+1 at the end of a cycle as:

ᾱN+1 = ᾱN +

∫ N+1

N

⟨α̇⟩+ dt. (3.10)

We neglect the influence of ᾱN on the evolution of α during a cycle, which is small
compared to its cumulated value, yielding a very simple expression for the tangent

operator (3.9) as
∂ᾱN+∆N+1

∂ᾱN+∆N

= 1.

The full algorithm for this iterative cycle jump scheme is presented in Alg. 3. At the first
step, we only have information on the control cycle N . The first estimation is considered
with a FE extrapolation scheme 3.3 to obtain a first estimate at N + ∆N .
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Figure 3.11: Illustration of the iterative cycle jump scheme with two graphs. We first represent
the cyclic loading, with the computed cycles in bold (upper figure) and then the evolution of ᾱ
with respect to the elapsed cycle (lower figure). Two control cycles are initially computed, after
which, the iterative scheme is used to search for ᾱN+∆N , yielding a new control cycle.

From this estimate, a control cycle at N +∆N is computed to obtain an initial residual
and start the presented Newton-Raphson iterative scheme. The iterative scheme is stopped
when the maximum value of Rcj on the whole domain reaches a specific threshold. The user
can then choose at which precision the trapezoidal extrapolation scheme is enforced. We
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chose this precision criterion to be normalized by the initial value of ᾱ0
N . The convergence

criterion can be written as:

max[RCONV
cj ] < max[ᾱ0

N ] · 10−6. (3.11)

Algorithm 3: Cycle jump scheme
Input: ᾱN+1, ᾱN

Output: ᾱN+∆N+1, ᾱN+∆N

1 Explicit prediction with eq. (3.3) to estimate ᾱ0
N+∆N

2 Compute one cycle to obtain ᾱ0
N+∆N+1

3 Deduce residual R0
cj with eq. (3.7)

4 ᾱk
N+∆N ← ᾱ0

N+∆N and Rk
cj ← R0

cj

5 while Criterion (3.11) is not respected do
6 Find a new estimate ᾱk+1

N+∆N with eq. (3.8)
7 Compute one cycle to obtain ᾱk+1

N+∆N+1

8 Deduce residual Rk+1
cj with eq. (3.7)

9 Next computations initialized with
10 ᾱN+1 ← ᾱN+∆N+1 and ᾱN ← ᾱN+∆N

It is interesting to note that for most simulated cases the initial step of fatigue crack
propagation can be skipped with a very large ∆N . Indeed, until the fatigue degradation
function f(ᾱ) becomes activated, i.e., while ᾱ < αT , the evolution of ᾱ is linear. This
is used in Refs. [145, 225] to accelerate the initial phase of the simulation. In these

works, the authors compute N control cycles to determine
∆ᾱ

∆N
in this domain (which

remains constant until degradation occurs). From this estimation, Ndeg =
αT

∆ᾱ
, the cycle

at which non linearity triggers, can be computed. Accordingly, we can jump to N ≤ Ndeg

without loss of accuracy [145, 225].

3.2.2.4 Investigation

As in the previous section, we have an explicit/implicit comparison: the issue is to quantify
whether the trapezoidal iterative approach is more efficient than a forward Euler scheme.
The former enabling to jump larger blocks of cycle, slowed by the consideration of multiple
control cycles. While the latter provides a robust and efficient extrapolation scheme
burdened by the limited amount of cycle that can be jumped at a given level of accuracy.
We first illustrated the influence of those cycle jump schemes on the homogeneous sample,
onto which, analytical expression of damage was detailed in eq. (3.1). A fatigue loading of
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amplitude ∆û = 10−3 mm and load ratio R = 0, was used: it was tuned to reach d = 0.8

at Ntot = 10000 cycles. The forward Euler scheme was first applied on the sample for
jumps ranging from ∆N = 10 to ∆N = 1000. The average error on the damage field as a
function of ∆N is illustrated in Fig. 3.12. This error was computed for n = Ntot as:

Errd =
1

n
·

n∑

i=1

|dNcj − dNana|
dNana

. (3.12)

With this scheme, error is very dependent on the value of ∆N , but we see that as ∆N/Ntot

decreases, a satisfactory level of precision can be reached.

Similarly, the trapezoidal iterative scheme was applied on the sample, and the average
error as a function of prescribed ∆N was plotted in Fig. 3.12. For ∆N > 300, convergence
issues are reported with this iterative scheme. With lower values of ∆N , the prescribed
threshold of eq. (3.11) enabled a steady error of 0.3%, regardless of the used ∆N . However,
with this scheme, multiple iterations are required at each cycle jumps in order for the
trapezoidal scheme to converge. Consequently we introduce ∆Neff , the effective cycle
jump, expressed as the ratio between total life and the number of computed cycles Ncalc:

∆Neff = Ntot/Ncalc. (3.13)

With a FE scheme, ∆N = ∆Neff , but with the TI approach we can modify Fig. 3.12 by
considering the effective cycle jump. Note that for the higher values of ∆N , the scheme’s
∆Neff stabilizes at 150. In order to reach this level of precision with the FE scheme,
∆Neff = 20 should be prescribed, yielding a less efficient cycle jump scheme on this
specific sample.

Following this simple case, we investigated a non-homogeneous sample, already introduced
in Section 2.4: the mode I crack in an infinite medium. A fixed mesh was used, refined
prior to the simulation on the expected crack path. A cyclic stress was enforced on its
upper boundary with a loading ratio of 0 and a load amplitude of ∆σ2 = 40 MPa. As in
the previous case, we compared both extrapolation schemes. The resulting crack area for
trapezoidal extrapolation and forward Euler were illustrated in Fig. 3.13a and Fig. 3.14
respectively. On Fig. 3.14 we see a strong dependency of the accuracy of the solution on
the prescribed ∆N with the FE scheme. Conversely, the TI scheme is able to recover cycle
by cycle results almost independently of ∆N , as observed previously and in Ref. [151].
However, it suffers from convergence issues if a large ∆N is used, as shown in Fig. 3.13b.
Indeed, for larger number of jumped cycles, a larger number of implicit iterations is
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Figure 3.12: Error as a function of the jump ∆N and ∆Neff to reach Ntot = 10000 cycles.

required. At ∆N values of 240 and 120, which correspond to approximately 10% and
5% of the computed lifetime respectively, non-convergence issues were observed at 700
cycles and 1700 cycles. The non-convergence issues observed at these cycles indicate an
acceleration in the rate of fatigue crack propagation. This finding highlights the potential
benefits of setting an adaptive value for ∆N using a criterion such as the one described in
Ref. [151]. However, we used a simpler approach here: in the event that non-convergence
was observed in the cycle jump iteration scheme, we reset the computed time step by
using a smaller ∆N value. The value of the prescribed cycle jump was hence driven by the
number of iterations of the trapezoidal scheme. Using this adaptive ∆N , we compared
both schemes on Ntot = 2500 cycles. The error was defined as:

ErrA(d) =
1

Ntot

·
Ntot∑

N=1

|A(d)Ncj − A(d)Ncycle|
A(d)Ncycle

, (3.14)

hence simply substituting damage in eq. (3.12), by the area of the crack, and comparing,
results with a cycle by cycle approach, to results with cycle jump. Furthermore, in order
to get a better idea of error in the last stages of fatigue crack propagation, we also use the
maximal value of this error during propagation. These data were compiled in Table 3.1.
Note that we used the concept of ∆Neff to provide a suitable comparison between both
extrapolation schemes. We observed that the ∆Neff of the trapezoidal scheme was always
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(b) Cycles computed per propagation step.

Figure 3.13: Study of the influence of ∆N with TI scheme.

around ∆Neff = 12, and yielded an average error bounded by 0.6% < ErrA(d) < 1%. With
the forward Euler scheme, an average error below below 1 % is reached for ∆Neff < 10.
Both scheme hence enabling to significantly reduce computing time drastically. In this
table, the acceleration factor was defined as a cycle by cycle computing time T 0 over
cycle jump accelerated computing time T cj.
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Figure 3.14: Area of the crack computed for different ∆N with a FE scheme.

Notice that ∆Neff is not directly related to the gains in computing time for trapezoidal and
forward Euler scheme. This means that the application of the cycle jump schemes lengthen
some steps of the procedure. This is the result of a combination of factors: a longer
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convergence of some individual cycles after the jump, length of diverse operations linked
with cycle jump, and the time used for data transfer between these diverse subroutines.

With this analysis we see that both approaches are viable to accelerate significantly
computing time as shown in multiple work aiming for the acceleration of phase-field fatigue
computation [130, 151, 225]. Nevertheless, we want to stress the fact that the iterative
scheme benefits from its implicit nature in multiple ways. First, as can be observed
in Fig. 3.14, and with the maximum error, the forward Euler scheme starts to deviate
significantly from the solution at the end of the computed lifetime. Average error with this
scheme is largely influenced by the initial stages where the scheme provides very accurate
prediction. However, it seems to be much less adapted to the last stages of fatigue crack
propagation than the proposed iterative scheme. The application of this approach in a
general framework would hence require the design of an adaptive ∆N approach, which
is directly available with the trapezoidal extrapolation scheme. Nevertheless, note that
the trapezoidal criterion is not absolute, and that a large enough ∆N value can lead
to an overshoot of the computed solution, yielding completely spurious results. But its
implicit nature has a tendency to stabilize the solution.

Further investigations on the extrapolation scheme and ∆N criterion, for the acceleration
of the cycle jump process, were led in the context of cycle jump with AMR in Section 3.4.
We refer the interested reader to the following Refs.[43, 130, 151, 216], which explore
these questions without the AMR framework. In the same vein, we save the application
of these extrapolation schemes on more complicated cases for the next section, as this
work’s novelty comes from the application of cycle jump in the AMR context.

Table 3.1: Efficiency improvements compared to cycle-by-cycle calculation, on a fixed mesh.

Loading case ∆N ∆Neff Average error Maximum error Acceleration
factor (T 0/T cj)

TI 30 11.40 0.6% 2.4% 7.76
TI 60 12.1 0.4% 2.1% 6.92
TI 120 13.1 0.7% 2.1% 7.07
TI 240 12.5 1.0% 4.9% 6.24
FE 5 / 0.8% 2.2% 4.01
FE 10 / 0.7% 2.7% 6.45
FE 15 / 1.3% 4.2% 9.28
FE 20 / 2.6% 8.2% 12.04
FE 30 / 5.2 % 15% 17.04
FE 60 / 10.5 % 24% 28.41
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3.3 Adaptive mesh refinement in a phase-field frame-

work

Adaptive mesh refinement strategies are frequent in crack propagation modeling with
a finite element framework because of the very local nature of the damage mechanics.
Only a limited part of the structure under study exhibits nonlinear behavior, with high
gradient zones localized in that area. To capture the mechanisms driving crack propagation,
different levels of mesh refinement are used: coarser elements far away from the damaged
zone and finer elements in the vicinity of the crack. For instance, we have been applying
this method on all used mesh, as a pre-refinement was prescribed around the a-priori
known damaged zone, while coarser elements were set on the rest of the domain. Such a
compromise must be made between the discretization error and the computing ressources at
hand, for real life application of the approach. This adaptive method leads to a significant
increase in computational efficiency by allowing the optimization of the number of degrees
of freedom while maintaining the accuracy of the numerical solution.

Furthermore, since the path of the cracks is often unknown in advance, the ability to
adapt the mesh during crack propagation is a valuable technique for further reducing
computational effort. The idea in this case is to refine or coarsen the finite element mesh
during the propagation based on error estimators [267], or other physically based criteria
[83]. For instance, we can cite multiple references that use mesh optimization methods
to model crack propagation, such as a combination of XFEM and a localized multi-grid
approach [191, 207], or XFEM and adaptive mesh refinement [83].

In phase-field modeling different refinement levels should also be used, as d varies between
0 and 1 very abruptly in a local zone whose size is driven by lc. Multiple analyses of the
numerical errors related to space discretization of the phase-field model can be found in the
literature [165, 176]. In this last reference, the authors cite two sources of discretization
error: the usual approximation error (that originates from the discrete approximation of a
continuous domain), and the strain localization error, (both illustrated in Fig. 3.16).

A fine mesh size is required in the damaged zone to capture the gradient of d, as was
analyzed in Miehe et al. [165], where the author showed that lc/2 > h suffices to recover
analytical results. For instance we have reproduced the test carried by the cited authors,
with the damage analysis of the cracked square plate as explained in remark 2.1 of Section
2.1.2.2. Γ0 stands for the analytical crack area, while Γ is the phase-field computed crack
area. We illustrated the computed error as Γ0/Γ in Fig. 3.15. The converging ratio
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lc/2 was recovered along with the influence of the relative size of h and lc to the size of
the sample: for larger lc, Γ convergence is not recovered, yielding a deviation with the
analytical result, which is not linked to a discretization error.
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Figure 3.15: Illustration of numerical approximation as a function of lc/h, as in Ref. [165].

Moreover, when damage interacts with the mechanical problem, it does so through the
integration points of the finite element mesh, creating a new source of mesh dependent error,
labeled as strain localization error in Ref. [176]. Applying deformation on a nodally induced
damaged mesh will not yield a strictly broken material because damage in the mechanical
response is taken into account at the integration point of the mesh. Consequently, the
elements conserve a residual stiffness until d has reached 1 in the whole element. This
induces a mesh dependent increase of the crack area [176]. The localization error can
be minimized by enforcing larger lc/h ratios, as far as 8.

Figure 3.16: Visualization of usual discretization approximation error (a), and integration point
coupling induced localization error (b), by Molnár et al. [176].

In this context we illustrated what lc/8 refinement level means in term of required mesh
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refinement on a standard benchmark in Fig. 3.17. Here we applied it on the single-edge
notched sample with the parameters used in Section 2.4. Here lc/8 is prescribed in a
specific radius around the crack. Note the huge ratio between coarse and finer elements.
This illustrates why adaptive mesh refinement tools have been implemented to make the
method practical for industrial applications. We recall that as crack path is usually a-priori
unknown, such a high level of refinement can be necessary across the entire numerical
sample, yielding unpractically long computing time.

Figure 3.17: Illustration of the level of refinement required around the crack for a phase-field
model.

In order to avoid this issue, several authors proposed AMR in a phase-field context.
Heister et al. [103], used AMR on a phase-field model for brittle fracture. In this work, a
predictor-corrector approach driven by a damage criterion was used and has shown its
ability to maintain accuracy, even in the challenging context of unstable crack propagation.
Thereafter, similar predictor-corrector approaches were proposed, that also reliant on a
damage criterion [140], or on a mechanical energy criterion [128]. Following these initial
works, a plethora of damage-driven methods have since been proposed such e.g., [2, 18,
177, 179, 265], along with Ref. [127, 215], where multiple damage thresholds were defined
to smooth out the mesh transition. In Tian et al. [244], a novel a-priori approach was
introduced, that relies on the localization of the crack tip, to build a relevant fine mesh
around the crack tip. Note that mesh coarsening is used in this last work. It is used to
coarsen elements, which were initially predicted to be part of the process zone, but where
damage has not localized. On the contrary, the authors estimate that the rest of the
damaged zone has to remain finely mesh to capture the gradient of d. This contrasts with
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usual AMR approaches for discrete applications of fracture mechanics, where coarsening
operations can fully be applied in the wake of the crack tip [84]. Consequently, no
coarsening was attempted in this work, even though a finer investigation of the possibilities
of mesh coarsening could greatly increase computing gains.

More recently, several energy-based criteria specific to phase-field simulations have been
highlighted [78, 97, 107]. Furthermore, sophisticated phase-field specific error estimators,
in line with usual AMR estimators, have been studied [17, 108, 158, 253]. These approaches
require the creation of additional fields to estimate the discretization error, but benefits
from an optimal convergence rate of the mesh. They were not attempted in this work.

The following section describes the mesh refinement tools that have been implemented
to combine the cycle jump scheme with adaptive mesh refinement in the context of
phase-field fatigue simulations. The refinement method and projection operator are
introduced, followed by the specification of the refinement criterion that was used during
the mesh adaptivity process.

3.3.1 Mesh refinement method

Following Ref. [83], we used hierarchic h refinement: to obtain a given mesh size, coarser
elements were subdivided into 2D finer elements. In 2D, one square element was divided
into 22 = 4 elements, in 3D, it was divided into 23 = 8 elements. An illustration of
this type of refinement is provided in Fig. 3.18a.

Furthermore, it should be noted that this hierarchic refinement is non-conforming, meaning
that every new subdivided element adds a number of so-called "hanging-nodes", i.e., nodes
that do not respect the continuity of the finite element mesh. They are illustrated in
Fig. 3.18b. To enforce the compatibility of these nodes with the rest of the mesh we set
displacement and damage to be linear combinations of the neighboring nodes displacement
and damage using Lagrange multipliers. More details on the used operations can be found
in references [83, 108]. This Lagrange multipliers approach for the treatment of continuity
is used in Cast3M mesh refinement operators [46]. Note that this hierarchic approach is very
similar to other works in phase-field AMR [103, 107, 108, 127]. Alternatively, other authors
use hierarchic non-conformal refinement with a Nitsche approach to enforce continuity [177].
The hierarchic, non-conforming refinement approach presents numerous benefits within
the context of an adaptive mesh refinement framework. Firstly, it makes it possible to
keep a memory of original coarse elements, and their different subdivided parts, enabling
easy implementation and data structure [107, 203]. Moreover, this refinement technique
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simplifies the transfer of fields when restricted to mesh refinement, as each finer element
is fully contained within a coarser one. Indeed, as field transfers are supported by the
finite element shape functions, we find that the hierarchic refinement method enables a
trivial link between the shape functions of coarse and fine elements.

(a) Visualization of the hierarchic refinement tool,
with an initially coarse mesh and associated element
density (left) and the resulting successively subdi-
vided refined mesh (right).

A BCA B

(b) Illustration of the hierarchic h refinement
and resulting hanging node C.

Figure 3.18: Figures illustrating non-conforming hierarchic h refinement.

3.3.2 Projection process

As the crack propagates, new successive meshes are built to optimize the number of degrees
of freedom in real time. This means that for every new refinement steps, all quantities
defined in the phase-field fatigue framework have to be transferred or re-computed on
each new successive mesh patterns. Multiple considerations enter in this choice of which
field to transfer. First, note that projection operations are usually much faster than
the resolution of a propagation step (which is necessary when recomputing rather than
projecting). However, usual projection approaches entails that the resulting fields do
not satisfy the balance equations, which can yield inaccurate results. In this work, such
approaches were initially not attempted because the elastic framework and the choice
of the hierarchic refinement method yielded very accurate transfer of the fields that did
not disrupt significantly the accuracy of the computed solution.

In fact, we notice that field transfer are scarcely mentioned in the AMR phase-field
literature, surely because this step has not yet proven to be an issue with the tested
phase-field models. Nevertheless, is might arise in ductile contexts or with more specific
couplings. For instance, authors report the need for balancing steps [83, 161], or more
complex projection approaches [24, 41, 83] where the unification of balancing equations
is integrated to the projection process.

As mentioned in the previous section, all fields can be recomputed except for ᾱ and H,
which hence have to be projected. Furthermore, d was projected as well considering the
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computing gains of projecting over re-computing. Therefore, two kinds of fields have to be
projected: nodal fields and internal variables defined at the integration points of the finite
element mesh. The former can be trivially interpolated on the newly defined nodes, using
their shape function support [24, 198]. However, the integration point quantities required
a specific projection operator, because they are not supported by the shape functions,
and are hence only defined on the integration points.

In the elastic small displacement context, we followed the work in Ref. [198], where shape
functions of the coarse elements were used to interpolate integration points quantities.
Thus, we first transformed those fields into nodal equivalents, and used the coarse element
shape function to interpolate the nodal components. Algorithm 4 illustrates this procedure
which is a built-in function of Cast3M. The implementation was facilitated by the fact
that refined elements are always contained within a larger coarse one [84]. Additionally,
Fig. 3.19 illustrated the chosen process.

Algorithm 4: Projection of integration point quantities a
→ from a coarse mesh M l to a finer mesh M l+1

Input: al = (ᾱM l , HM l)

Output: al+1 = (ᾱM l+1 , HM l+1)

1 Coarse mesh M l is refined into M l+1

2 Integration point of coordinate xl+1 is contained into a coarse element El:
• with shape function vector Nl

3 Nodal vector âl is constructed by solving
∫
Ej NT

l Nlâl dV =
∫
El NT

l al dV

4 al+1 is interpolated at xl+1 using âl and Nl: al+1(xl+1) = Nl(xl+1)âl

The remaining fields were computed back from the interpolated quantities. In the context
of cycle-by-cycle refinement, this projection process resulted in highly accurate outcomes.
However, if this approach were to be applied to coarsening operations, a more sophisticated
projection strategy would need to be developed.

Note that in the published article where we presented the simultaneous use of cycle jump
and adaptive mesh refinement [115], we reported the need for a balancing step, after this
transfer procedure. Indeed, conversely to the cycle-by-cycle context, the use of cycle jump
induced a ∆N magnification of the inaccuracies of the field transfer, which we initially
thought to have a large influence on accuracy in initial tests. However, after further
investigation, we noticed that in a large majority of cases (namely the samples tested
in the next section), this balancing step did not improve the accuracy of the solution
in a significant way. Moreover, the implementation of the "recycling process" described
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Figure 3.19: Schematics of the projection process for integration points defined quantities
a, modified from Ref. [84]. "CHAN" is the subroutine performing step 3 and "PROI" is the
subroutine performing step 4 of Algorithm 4 in Cast3M [46].

in the next Section. 3.4.2.3, avoids the issue of the ∆N magnification of the error with
the trapezoidal scheme, by removing the initial forward Euler estimation after a mesh
refinement step. Therefore, we did not need any balancing step in this work.

As irreversibility is enforced through the history field method introduced in Section 2.1.2.4,
H is continuously compared to the computed mechanical energy to check irreversibility.
However, such a local irreversibility verification is impossible from one mesh to another, as
we cannot compare values on nodes/integration points that did not previously exist. As
such, every time a new mesh is built, and the fields projected, we checked that W (d) did
not decrease. This verification was done on the global quantity W (d) as we were unable
to get local corrections on the history field. In practice, no reversibility of the damage
field was observed in the application done in this work with adaptive mesh refinement.
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3.3.3 Refinement criterion

Finally, it is necessary to establish a refinement criterion that, given a particular crack
topology, will allow for the determination of a target mesh density that balances the
number of degrees of freedom with an appropriate level of precision. In a finite element
framework, one traditionally uses estimators relying on gradient quantities [267]. However,
as noted before, in a phase-field framework we can assess that the critical field to describe
is damage, and that most non-linear, high gradient evolution of the other fields (notably
fatigue related internal variables) are located in this zone. These estimations allowed us to
avoid using usual error estimators which usually requires the creation of additional fields
to estimate discretization error during propagation [107, 158, 253, 267].

Instead, a simpler and more efficient criterion was thus set, as in most previously cited
AMR phase-field references. As stated, high lc/h ratios have to be reached in the zone
where damage localizes in order to minimize the discretization error. In this fatigue context,
we could also have used the fatigue related internal variables as a similar estimation of the
damaged zone. However, such a choice would have hindered the application of the approach
for brittle crack propagation, as fracture can occur in a zone where ᾱ = 0 (notably, in the
last phase of fatigue crack propagation). Consequently, we set the following refinement
criterion: if d ≥ dAMR, then h = hAMR, with the parameters:

1. dAMR: a threshold of damage that defines the boundary of the damaged zone,
2. hAMR: a mesh size prescribed in this damaged zone.

At cycle N every element of the finite element mesh where at least one nodal value of d
exceeds dAMR, has to be of size hAMR. Note that the illustrating Fig. 3.17 used these criteria.
In this figure, we have set dAMR = 0.1 and hAMR = lc/8. A smooth transition between
the coarse area and the refined damage zone was achieved by refining successive layers of
elements along the damaged zone, as described in the next Section 3.3.4. Therefore, it
should be noted that elements for which d is under the threshold dAMR may also be refined.

To choose the relevant criteria, we applied the material properties and loading defined
in Section 2.4 for fatigue crack propagation on the SEN cyclically loaded sample. These
criteria were checked at the end of each computed cycles, until the resulting mesh converged.
This predictor-corrector approach inspired by Heister et al. [103] in a brittle phase-field
context, will be further discussed in the next section. We studied the influence of both
AMR criteria on the relative error in the crack area between AMR and initially refined
meshes (PR). This relative error was defined as:
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ErrorA(d) =
|APR(d)− AAMR(d)|

APR(d)
. (3.15)

Fig. 3.20 illustrates the error convergence rate with respect to dAMR and hAMR criteria.
The plotted data in Fig. 3.20a suggests that the hAMR criterion significantly impacted
the accuracy of computed results. However, Fig. 3.20b shows that the precision was
less affected by the dAMR criterion as opposed to the hAMR criterion. These results were
expected [166, 172], as a very fine mesh size relative to the length scale was required in
order to reach a decent precision. On the other hand, strong refinement further away from
the damaged zone was less relevant in order to precisely compute the crack propagation,
as illustrated by the low influence of dAMR for dAMR < 0.5.
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Figure 3.20: Error convergence rate with respect to the mesh refinement criteria.

3.3.4 Smoothening process

In a hierarchic refinement setting, a coarse element might be divided into n smaller elements
while its neighboring element remains coarse. This would introduce strong mesh distortion
and yield less precise results, as is shown thereafter. To ensure a smooth progression of
subdivisions in neighboring elements, we implicitly enforced a "2-to-1" constraint: if a fine
element was divided into n · 2D smaller elements, then its neighboring elements would be
divided into (n±1) ·2D. This results in only one "hanging node" (a node on a finer element
that is not connected to a node on a coarser element) at each refinement transition.

Note that this smoothing process yielded asymmetric patterns of refined mesh even in the
case of a seemingly symmetric damage field (Figs. 3.17, 3.24). Indeed, it was based on the
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selection of elements bordering the located damaged zone. Such an automatic selection
means that any small asymmetry of the damage field or initial mesh was magnified by
the smoothing process. Nevertheless, as will be shown, this versatile implementation
means that it can recover complex crack patterns without needing to locate the crack
tip. This process was illustrated in Fig. 3.21. Applying this process in a context where a
very important hcoarse/hfine ratio is used can yield meshes which do not respect the 2-to-1
ratio. Nevertheless, we have found that this approach was providing smooth transitions
on a large amount of applications.

Using the accelerated properties cited in the previous section for the single-edged notched
sample (hence, the fatigue crack propagation in 30 cycles from Ref. [131]), we plotted the
influence of the number of layers used in this process on the computed crack propagation in
Fig. 3.22. We see that the smoothening process is fundamental to recover accurate results,
as the result computed without such transitions deviates significantly from the expected
result. Notably, it delays nucleation at the initial notch. However, we see that the crack
propagation rate remains analogous after this initial deviation. Furthermore, it seems that
as much as four layers have to be used in order to fully converge with this mesh arrangement.

This result is surely dependent on the mesh structure and the hcoarse/hfine ratio. Therefore,
on some of the cases presented in this work, you can notice that the enforced 2-1 ratio
is not always satisfied. This is because in the context of very small lc, compared to the
size of the numerical sample (usually the case for real-life applications), this ratio is very
important. With the used smoothening process, a layer of very coarse elements can be
selected to be refined finely which yields very inefficient refined meshes (because large
patches, far from the damaged zone, are refined finely). A compromise has to be found with
the uniform mesh initially used at the beginning of the simulation to reduce hcoarse/hfine,
and avoid the formation of these fine patches, as in Fig. 3.24. Note however that using
fine enough initial meshes, yielded very good robustness and accuracy of the scheme in
all further applications, without further need for parameter adjustement.

3.3.5 Cyclically loaded single-edged notched with AMR

To end this subsection, we applied the adaptive mesh refinement tools, with converged
AMR criteria, hence enforcing hAMR < lc/8 dAMR = 0.1. We plotted the evolution of the
crack in Fig. 3.23, and compared them to results computed on a pre-refined mesh, and
results of the literature [44, 129]. We observed that the proposed mesh refinement tools
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Figure 3.21: Vizualization of the smoothening process. The dark blue central zone is designated
to be refined at lc/8, while layers of elements are chosen around this zone to be subdivided at
intermediate levels of refinement. These selected layers were here represented by different colors
on the initially coarse mesh. On the left, is the refined mesh resulting from this process.
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Figure 3.22: Influence of the smoothening process on computed crack propagation.
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enabled a very accurate recovery of pre-refined results, while enabling to divide computing
time by ≃ 3.3. This gain could be higher if we had considered that the propagation zone
was not known in advance. Some illustrations of the refining mesh, and the compared
pre-refined mesh were provided in Fig. 3.24. Note a small deviation between adaptively
refined result and pre-refined result at the end of crack propagation, as crack growth rate
is the most critical, and one AMR check per cycle may be too slow.

The application of the AMR framework on more complex cases is preserved for the next
section where AMR and cycle jump are used at the same time.

0 50 100 150 200

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

Cycle

L
en
gt
h
of

cr
ac
k
(i
n
m
m
)

Cycle by cycle on pre-refined mesh
Cycle by cycle with AMR
Kristensen et al. 2019
Carrara et al. 2019

Figure 3.23: Length of the crack - comparison with fatigue phase-field literature (Refs. [44,
129]).
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Figure 3.24: Visualization of the adaptive mesh refinement tools on the single edge notched
specimen. a,b,c,d illustrate the adaptively refined solution. a) Damage field on the half-specimen
b) Damage field and adaptive mesh in the red zone at cycle N = 50 c) Damage field and adaptive
mesh in the red zone at cycle N = 100 d) Adaptively refined mesh at N=200 e) Fixed mesh
refined prior to the simulation.

3.4 Adaptive mesh refinement and cycle jumps

In this section, we put forward the idea of combining cycle jump schemes with adaptive
mesh refinement: the mesh is adaptively changed in order to reduce the number of
degrees of freedom, while a minimal amount of cycles are computed on these reduced
meshes. Optimization of space discretization and time discretization is thus executed
simultaneously. Enabling this coupling in an efficient, robust and accurate manner is
not trivial, and we will thus discuss the specifics of the implementation, accelerations
tools, and limitations of the proposed framework. First, we set the propagation algorithm
coupling these acceleration tools, then we compared efficiency and precision obtained
for the two implemented extrapolation scheme. Then, additional ways to accelerate the
coupling were put forward. Finally we observed the influence of this chosen scheme on
the numerical samples investigated in Section 2.4, and some additional ones.

3.4.1 Proposed implementation

In a cycle by cycle fatigue framework, we could argue for the fact that an a-priori refinement
criterion could be set-up considering the slow rate of crack propagation [244]. Meaning
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that the defined criterion would be checked at the beginning of computed cycle to build a
relevant mesh. However, using a cycle jump approach during the adaptive mesh refinement
procedure could lead to accuracy issues with a-priori estimators, considering that in one
AMR step a considerable amount of cycle are simulated, yielding important advances of
crack propagation. In this context, using an a-priori strategy, such as in Refs. [83, 84, 244],
we would run the risk of validating the convergence of the coupled phase-field problem,
and the cycle jump procedure, on a non-converged mesh. Therefore, we employed the
usual strategy that is applied in a brittle framework to capture unstable crack propagation
[18, 103, 127]: an iterative AMR procedure that checks the mesh refinement criteria
after the cycle jump procedure, in order to ensure that all operations carried out at a
given propagation steps have converged spatially.

Note that an a-priori estimator could still be set up, but would likely require a considerable
amount of parameter fine-tuning to guarantee accuracy of the solution on any given
geometry. Considering that we are designing acceleration tools to be used in the context
of complex crack patterns, we preferred an iterative strategy, which guarantees spatial
and temporal convergence with the help of a-posteriori estimators. Additionally, with an
a-posteriori estimator based on models for unstable crack propagation, we can expect to
recover brittle and fatigue results in a unified framework: a property that the current fatigue
model holds [44], and that would be interesting to keep with the accelerating framework.

Therefore, we propose the procedure illustrated in Algorithm 5, which is based on the
verification of AMR criteria on quantities computed after the cycle jump, and an iterative
approach until convergence of the mesh.
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Figure 3.25: Mesh and used symmetries. Initial notch is indicated in yellow.

Algorithm 5: Cycle jump crack propagation with AMR
Input: ᾱN+1, ᾱN

Output: ᾱN+∆N+1, ᾱN+∆N

1 for N = 1, Nmax do
2 while Refinement criterion is not respected do
3 Computation at cycle N : Alg. 2
4 Cycle jump scheme to N +∆N : Alg. 3
5 Check refinement criterion at N +∆N

6 if Remeshing is needed then
7 Remeshing operations
8 Projection of the fields at N : Alg. 4
9 Restart step (3) at N

10 else
11 Go to next computation step N +∆N quit

3.4.2 Numerical investigation

3.4.2.1 Trapezoidal vs. Forward Euler

In a similar fashion to the cycle jump section, two extrapolation schemes were compared.
However, this time, we added the adaptive mesh refinement framework. Therefore, the
same numerical sample of a mode I crack in an infinite medium was used with the same
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loading conditions, on a different initially refined mesh, illustrated in Fig. 3.25. The initial
notch was refined at h < lc/8, and then the mesh was refined during crack propagation,
following dAMR = 0.1 and hAMR < lc/8.

We compared the evolution of the crack area in Fig. 3.26a and Fig. 3.26b for the trapezoidal
scheme and forward Euler scheme. Additionally the number of computed cycle per
propagation steps for both schemes was plotted in Fig. 3.27. Finally a table comparing the
computing gains and accuracy of both approaches was set-up in comparison to Table 3.1,
in Table 3.2, where the acceleration factor was defined as unaccelerated computing time
T 0 over cycle jump and AMR accelerated computing time T cj+R.

In this section we extended the concept of ∆Neff = Ntot/Ncomputed to the cycle jump
and AMR context, in order to efficiently compare all the proposed implementations.
Considering the described a-posteriori approach, it is possible to have multiple computed
time-step per cycle. This means that a cycle by cycle approach yields a ∆Neff < 1.
Furthermore, the forward Euler extrapolation scheme does not always yield ∆N = ∆Neff .

As in the cycle jump section it is clear that the FE scheme’s accuracy is highly dependent
on the prescribed ∆N , while the TI scheme is able to recover accurate result almost
independently of this parameter. Furthermore, the same non-convergence issue as in
the cycle jump section was reported here, as with ∆N = 120, the TI scheme chose a
lower ∆N at N ≃ 1700. Furthermore, we noticed that a slightly larger error was made
with cycle jump and AMR, as could be expected from this combination of acceleration
tools. However, the average error is kept under 5% with all considered example, while the
maximum error is almost doubled (compared to Table. 3.1): showing that the coupled
scheme yield accurate result on average, but can deviate significantly in the last stages of
fatigue crack propagation. These results seem to show a slight advantage of the TI scheme
in this context, considering that it yields more precise results, for a given acceleration
factor. Nevertheless, both schemes enable large computing gains, with low average error,
provided that a relevant ∆N value is chosen.

3.4.2.2 Scalability of the approaches

Following this analysis with the loading ∆σ2, we investigated the scalability of the
framework by applying the other loadings introduced in Section 2.4 on this sample:
∆σ1, ∆σ3, ∆σ4. Considering these different loadings, we plotted the evolution of the
area of the crack in Fig. 3.29, and the resulting accuracy, gains in computing time,
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(a) Area of the crack computed for different ∆N
on an adaptively refined mesh with TI scheme.
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on an adaptively refined mesh with FE scheme.

Figure 3.26: Study of the influence of ∆N on an adaptively refined mesh.
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Figure 3.27: Number of cycle computed per propagation steps.

133

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

Table 3.2: Efficiency improvements compared to cycle-by-cycle calculation, on a fixed mesh.

Scheme ∆N ∆Neff Average error Maximum error Acceleration
factor (T 0/T cj+R)

Cycle by cycle 1 0.41 1.5% 2% 3.63
TI 30 4.65 2.8% 4.9% 11.61
TI 60 5.58 1.8% 3.5% 11.72
TI 120 5.64 2.7% 5.1% 10.96
FE 10 1.86 2.73% 8.1% 10.96
FE 15 2.62 3.4% 11.8% 13.77
FE 30 4.42 5.2% 17.6% 17.94

Figure 3.28: Visualization of the adaptive mesh refinement coupled with cycle jump tools on
the crack in an infinite plane.

∆Neff in Table 3.3. Here accuracy was defined as the maximum error registered during
crack propagation such that:

Max(ErrA(d)) = Max
( |A(d)NCJ+R − A(d)NAMR|

A(d)NAMR

)
, (3.16)

hence comparing results accelerated with cycle jump and AMR (CJ+R), with results
accelerated with AMR, and a cycle by cycle treatment. No comparison with unaccelerated
results were led because of the untractable computing time associated with ∆σ4 and
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Figure 3.29: Area of the crack for the tested loadings.

∆σ3 (yielding a large amount of cycle). Consequently, the acceleration factor was here
defined as AMR accelerated computing time TR over cycle jump and AMR accelerated
computing time T cj+R. The values of maximum error and acceleration factor, along with
the corresponding ∆Neff , obtained in each case, were provided in Table 3.3.

Considering these four different loading amplitudes, we see that a larger fatigue life
yields larger possible computing gains with the cycle jump framework. This is ideal
for high cycle fatigue applications where fatigue life can go up to tens of millions of
cycles. Additionally note that these computing gains are obtained by comparing with
cycle-by-cycle computations, already accelerated with AMR. We can hence expect much
larger computing gains if we had compared with results on a fixed mesh.

This investigation highlights multiple other properties of the proposed framework. First,
it seems that the iterative scheme scales better than the FE extrapolation scheme, as for
longer fatigue lives, we see that for similar computing gains, one scheme is 3-4 times more
accurate than the other (for ∆σ3 and ∆σ4). This motivated us to use the trapezoidal

135

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

scheme in the rest of this work, as it seem to be better suited to this AMR and cycle jump
framework. Nevertheless, we see that the trapezoidal scheme can also lead to inaccuracies:
as much as 11% for ∆N = 500 on ∆σ3. Indeed, as stated before, the trapezoidal criterion
is not absolute, and can lead to an overshoot of the accurate result for large values of ∆N .

Table 3.3: Efficiency improvements compared to cycle-by-cycle calculation, on an adaptively
refined mesh.

Loading Scheme ∆N ∆Neff Maximum error Acceleration
factor (TR/T cj+R)

∆σ1 Cycle by cycle 1 0.6 / /
∆σ1 TI 10 1.70 4.8% 1.21
∆σ1 TI 15 1.84 6.5% 1.20
∆σ1 FE 5 0.96 15% 1.51
∆σ1 FE 10 1.68 30% 2.14
∆σ2 Cycle by cycle 1 0.7 / /
∆σ2 TI 30 4.65 3.2% 3.22
∆σ2 TI 60 5.58 4.1% 3.23
∆σ2 TI 120 5.64 6.5% 3.01
∆σ2 FE 10 1.86 6.4% 3.07
∆σ2 FE 15 2.62 13.3% 3.79
∆σ2 FE 30 4.42 25.7% 4.94
∆σ3 Cycle by cycle 1 0.91 / /
∆σ3 TI 100 20.49 2.1% 11.26
∆σ3 TI 200 37.27 6.8% 18.1
∆σ3 TI 500 51.11 11.4% 17.6
∆σ3 FE 10 2.89 8% 3.9
∆σ3 FE 50 11.81 13.1% 11.4
∆σ3 FE 100 20.00 17.2% 18.0
∆σ4 Cycle by cycle 1 0.98 / /
∆σ4 TI 1000 210.08 3.5% 87.82
∆σ4 TI 2000 263.50 7.9% 116.60
∆σ4 FE 500 112.4 9.7% 85.49

3.4.2.3 Recycling data with trapezoidal scheme

With the chosen iterative procedure, several cycle jumps can be performed per computed
cycles, themselves composed of multiple cycle computations. Indeed, we considered that
if the mesh needs refinement, then the previously computed cycle jump was performed
on a domain where spatial discretization convergence was not reached, hence it has
to be performed again. While this assessment is true, we can still consider that the
computed values after the cycle jump ᾱN+∆N still holds some predictive value. Furthermore,

136

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

0 500 1,000 1,500 2,000 2,500

0

5

10

15

Cycle

C
om

p
u
te
d
cy
cl
e
p
er

p
ro
p
a
ga
ti
on

st
ep

Forward Euler initial estimation
Projected initial estimation

Figure 3.30: Cycle computed per propagation step with both formulations.

considering that some successive AMR steps only implies a low amount of element
refinement, we can assess that this predicted variable is very close to the accurate solution
in some cases. It can therefore be used to accelerate the proposed procedure.

The proposed approach to "recycle" this lost data is to use it as a first estimator of the
next AMR iteration’s cycle jump. Instead of using the forward Euler approach for the
initiation step, a projection of the predicted fatigue internal variable on the new mesh
can be used. We expected that this predicted value would be closer to the accurate
results than the forward Euler estimation. Furthermore we estimated that the time gained
by having a faster convergence of the cycle jump scheme (effectively increasing ∆Neff),
could largely surpass the time lost during the projection of the field on the new mesh.
Therefore, we attempted this acceleration approach.

The same numerical sample was used with ∆σ2, and ∆N = 60. We compared the originally
proposed formulation with this recycling process, where when the mesh is refined, ᾱN+∆N

is projected along with the other fields. Then, the cycle jump procedure is initiated with
this projected field, instead of the usual forward Euler estimation. We plot the number
of computed cycles per propagation step in Fig. 3.30. We can see that most propagation
steps converged faster (with some exceptions), with the proposed data projection. In fact,
we noticed that the projected estimation is usually a better initial guess than the naive
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FE estimation, since one iteration less per TI cycle jump was reported in most cases: the
projected estimation yielded initial residuals magnitudes which where ten times lower than
with the FE initial guess. In this regard, it does not change the convergence rate of the
scheme, but it yields an initiation that is closer to the convergence threshold.

We therefore verified that the projected quantity is a better estimator. Furthermore,
considering that the approach yielded a 27% gain in absolute computing time, we showed
that these gains significantly outweigh the loss at the projection step, because a cycle
computation is more costly than a projection step. Note that the most gains can be
made when the crack propagation rate is very high, hence at the end of the propagation,
because those steps usually require a larger amount of AMR loops, where we can expect
to save one cycle computation per loop. Additionally, in this AMR framework, these
steps are usually the most computationally expensive because since we do not coarsen
the mesh, the number of degrees of freedom is the highest. It is therefore very interesting
to compute less cycles at this stage.

Finally, note that, as mentioned in the previous section, by avoiding the forward Euler
estimation after a projection step, the ∆N magnification of the error committed at the
field transfer stage is avoided.

3.4.3 Applications

The proposed framework was applied on several numerical samples to validate that the
implementation can recover crack patterns accurately. Consequently we investigated the
accelerated framework on the “en-passant scenario”, the branching case scenario and the
perforated plate, introduced in Section 2.4. We compared the accelerated results with
the cycle by cycle results on fixed pre-refined meshes. Note that we applied the iterative
trapezoidal cycle jump scheme, with the tools introduced in the previous Section 3.4.2.

3.4.3.1 "En-passant" scenario

First, we investigated the well known "en-passant" crack propagation scenario, where two
crack tips interact in a specific successive shielding and attracting pattern. It ties well
with the objective of being able to model complex crack patterns, with multiple cracks and
mixed mode propagation. The sample is inspired by [172], [223] and [222]. The geometry
used in this work was taken from Ref. [222], and was given in Fig. 3.31a.

Contrarily to most other numerical samples, the initial crack was not prescribed as
double nodes, but as Dirichlet conditions d̂ = 1 on initially damaged nodes. Material
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Figure 3.31: Geometry, boundary conditions and meshes of the "En-passant" sample. Red
markers correspond to nodes where d̂ = 1 is enforced.

properties were Gc = 2.7 N/mm, lc = 5 · 10−3 mm, αT = 540 N/mm2, E = 210 GPa and
ν = 0.3. A cyclic loading was applied to the upper edge of the sample, with an amplitude
∆u = 5 · 10−4 mm and the loading ratio was 0. This yielded a fatigue behavior where
the crack propagates in a stable fatigue regime. We compared an approach where the
mesh was refined prior to the simulation, to an approach with cycle jumps and adaptive
mesh refinement. The refinement prior to the simulation was illustrated in Fig. 3.31b
for both case-studies, with h < lc/2 in the refined zone. Furthermore, we plotted and
compared the evolution of the crack area with respect to elapsed cycles, for those two
different refinement contexts, in Fig. 3.33. Furthermore, we compared the refined meshes
and damage field at different steps of this crack propagation in Fig. 3.32.

The presented framework was indeed able to capture this phenomenology, considering
that the crack tips followed the shielding and attracting pattern before coalescing in
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Figure 3.32: Crack pattern computed on the "En-passant" sample.

140

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

the middle of the sample. This ability of the phase-field model to recover such patterns
was already shown in e.g., Refs.[172, 222]. Furthermore, we have shown here that the
accelerating framework i.e., cycle jump and AMR, yielded only a marginal influence on the
computed result, as the phenomenology was recovered with a refining mesh, the obtained
damage topology is almost identical and the computed crack area is very close in both
cases. Finally, it should be noted that the fully accelerated simulation (AMR and the
trapezoidal iterative cycle jump, with ∆N=2000) ran more than twenty times faster than
the semi-accelerated simulation (No AMR and ∆N=500). We hence validated the use of
this accelerating framework in a context with multiple cracks interacting, and coalescing.
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Figure 3.33: Area of the crack with respect to elapsed cycle, for the "En-passant" sample.

3.4.3.2 Crack branching

We followed-up with the crack branching sample that was set-up previously (see Section
2.4). We recall that a bi-material sample was used, inspired by Molnár & Gravouil, in
order to induce crack branching, and a cyclic loading was enforced to simulate fatigue
crack propagation. The geometry and boundary conditions were illustrated in Fig. 2.20a.
The pre-refined mesh in Fig. 3.35a was used for cycle-by-cycle time discretization: we
recall it was refined on the expected crack path and the bi-material interface with h < lc/2
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Figure 3.34: Area of the crack with and without acceleration tools, for the crack branching
sample.

(a) Pre-refined mesh used without AMR: pre-
refined on expected crack path.

(b) Initial mesh used with AMR and cycle jump:
pre-refined at the initial notch.

Figure 3.35: Comparison of the initially used meshes for the crack branching case.
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in the refined zone. Then, a model with a pre-refined mesh limited to a small zone around
the initial crack tip was employed, illustrated in Fig. 3.35b. A similar density of element
hAMR < lc/2 was enforced, but the cycle by cycle treatment is exchanged for the iterative
cycle jump procedure with an initial value of ∆N = 200 cycles.

Figure 3.36: Damage field after 25000 cycles on base model (left), and accelerated model (right).

As was observed for the cycle by cycle computations, we can separate crack propagation
observed on this sample in different regimes: an initial stable fatigue crack propagation
in mode I from the notch, then unstable crack propagation from a critical crack length
to the interface of the bi-material, followed by a fatigue stable crack propagation regime
with branching along the interface. These steps are challenging to the proposed acceler-
ating framework. Indeed, it was designed with slow fatigue crack propagation in mind.
Nevertheless, we observed that it was able to capture these different crack propagation
regimes very accurately as was shown in Fig. 3.36, where the computed damage fields were
compared, and in Fig. 3.34, where the crack area was compared. It should however be
noted that uneven damaged zones were present on the unstable crack pattern in Fig. 3.36,
revealing issues in the present algorithm in the case of unstable crack propagation. Still,
these spurious results seemed to have a minimal effect on precision as shown in Fig. 3.34
where a small deviation was observed at instability.

As well as recovering unstable crack propagation, the accelerated framework also recovered
the crack branching phenomenon, and was able to handle the two emerging crack tips,
and resulting crack propagations in a robust and accurate manner. See Fig. 3.37, for a
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Figure 3.37: Damage field on successive meshes for the AMR and cycle jump accelerated model,
for the crack branching sample.

visualization of the refining mesh and corresponding computed damage fields. Furthermore,
the accelerating treatment yielded computation time that was five times lower than the
initial formulation. Note that during the unstable crack propagation regime, ∆N used for
cycle jumping was reduced to 1, and this value was kept for the rest of crack propagation
(considering that no adaptive change of increasing ∆N was attempted in this work).
This means that if no unstable crack propagation regime was reported, much larger
computing gains could have been made.
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(a) Fixed mesh, refined prior to the simulation. (b) Initial mesh, refined around the hole.

Figure 3.38: Comparison of the initial meshes used for the perforated plate.

3.4.3.3 Crack initiation

Continuing the acceleration of the numerical samples studied in Section 2.4, we proceeded
on with the crack initiation sample. We recall that being able to recover fatigue crack
nucleation with a fatigue crack growth model is not a trivial task, as most theoretical
tools designed to model fatigue degradation separate these two domains, and hence use
very distinct models for their analysis. Therefore, the proposition of a fatigue model
that considers these phenomena in a unified framework could bridge the gap between
those communities, and enable a unified analysis of fatigue degradation, from fatigue
initiation or endurance limit determination, along with fatigue crack growth analysis
for damage tolerant approaches.

The objective was to establish whether the nucleation pattern and the resulting crack
growth could be recovered with a coarser initial mesh, which is adaptively refined, and
cycle jump schemes to accelerate the fatigue time-integration. Therefore, conversely to
the previous test, the initially used mesh was refined to h < lc/3 around the holes, and
∆N = 50 was chosen. We provided an illustration of both used meshes in Fig. 3.38, to
give an idea of the initial refinement used in both cases.

The computed damage topology after 1600 cycles was plotted in Fig. 3.39. We can see
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Figure 3.39: Comparison of computed damage fields on the perforated plate after 1600 cycles.
Results are shown without accelerating tools on the left, and with AMR and cycle jump on the
right.
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Figure 3.40: The evolution of the mesh on the perforated plate around the central hole, with
background damage field color code.

that both numerical models led to very similar crack initiation patterns, in line with the
literature [182], with vertical lines emerging from the holes, and damage localization lobes
on the horizontal lines. Furthermore, the damage cross patterns linking the holes together
were also observed. Considering the zoom on the central hole in Fig. 3.39, we can see that
the accelerated results predicted a slightly slower initiation, as the computed length of
the crack emerging from the notch is slightly shorter with the acceleration tools at cycle
1600. In Fig. 3.40, we provided an illustration of successive meshes with the acceleration
tools, centered around the central hole. We see that even though the mesh of this sample
is initially significantly coarser than the reference nucleation sample, mesh refinement
is triggered in the relevant zones, leading to the recovery of the expected crack pattern.
However note that using dAMR = 0.1, led to a very fine refinement of the cross pattern
around the holes, in turn leading to a very large amount of degrees of freedom, in a zone
where damage is not so important, and where its gradient is not critical. In fact, we see that
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CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

the cross patterns are almost identical in both tested configurations, even though the mesh
of the reference example is not refined that finely between the holes. This seems to indicate
that it is not necessary to refine the zone where this cross pattern emerges, even though it
was selected for refinement by the chosen AMR procedure. This observation shows the
issue of using the phase-field value as a mesh refinement criterion, rather than its gradient.

Nevertheless, note that the acceleration tools on these numerical experiments enabled
very significant computing gains, considering that 1600 cycles were simulated in 8 days
on the unaccelerated case, while the accelerated case was computed to N=2500 cycles
in 1 day and 18 hours, on the same computer. We see how this kind of approach could
be used to give a first idea of the crack nucleation sites, without the need for a very
fine refinement of the whole mesh.

3.4.3.4 3D SEN

Finally we have applied the framework on the 3D single-edged notched tensile sample:
corresponding to a cube of side 1 mm with a plane crack in its center, with an upper
boundary loaded in tension. Its geometry is simply an extrusion of the previously defined
SEN sample in the z axis. We applied the following parameters: E = 210 GPa, ν = 0.3,
Gc = 2.7 N/m, lc = 0.02 mm αT = 56.25 N/mm2, with a cyclic load of amplitude
10−3 mm and a load ratio of 1/100. The transition from 2D to 3D did not require any
alteration of the presented cycle jump and AMR framework. As in the previous examples,
we have compared results obtained on a fixed initially refined mesh with a cycle-by-cycle
treatment, against results with AMR and cycle jumps (with ∆N = 20).

The initial mesh represents an eighth of the sample using the symmetries of the geometry
and loading. Furthermore, it was refined in a local zone at h < lc/2 on the expected
crack path for the unaccelerated version in Fig. 3.41b, and conversely only around the
crack tip for the AMR and cycle jump accelerated sample, in Fig. 3.44. We plot the
evolution of crack volume in Fig. 3.42. As with the 2D examples, we see that the proposed
framework enable to keep the accuracy of the solution. In both cases, we observed a
stable mode I propagation of the crack, with a slight delay of the crack front at the
free boundary, as can be seen in Fig. 3.45.

With the proposed settings, the computations where significantly faster with AMR and cycle
jumps, as illustrated in Fig. 3.43, where the computing time as a function of elapsed cycles
is compared. We notice that the acceleration factor of the total computed fatigue life (until
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(a) Geometry and boundary conditions in mm,
for the 3D SEN sample.

(b) Mesh used to model this 3D sample. An eighth
of the structure was considered. It was adaptively
refined prior to the simulation on the expected path
of the crack, and then fixed during propagation.

Figure 3.41: Geometry and model put forward for the 3D SEN sample.
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Figure 3.42: Comparison of the simulated volumes of the crack.
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Figure 3.43: Computing time with and without AMR and cycle jumps.

Figure 3.44: 3D Meshes used with AMR and cycle jump: Initial mesh and mesh at N=300. No
crack has still initiated (d<0.95).
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CHAPTER 3. ACCELERATION TOOLS

Figure 3.45: 3D Meshes used with AMR and cycle jump: At N=400, N=500, N=650, with the
elements where d>0.2 are highlighted below. Red elements are close to d=1, while blue elements
are close to d=0.2.

N = 681), we obtain T 0/TCJ+R = 1.89 (106 hours to 56.8 hours on a similar computer). It
can seem weak, but we notice on Fig. 3.43 that when we consider the acceleration factor to
reach cycle N = 500, T 0/TCJ+R = 4.77 and, to reach cycle N = 300, T 0/TCJ+R = 9.55.

This can be explained with the 3D refined meshes shown in Fig. 3.44 and Fig. 3.45. Those
visuals illustrate the issue associated with the transition to coarser zones of the mesh.
Indeed, in Fig. 3.44, as the mesh refines in an initially fine mesh, no smoothening issues
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or accuracy deviation is reported. However from cycle N = 400, in Fig. 3.45, when
the framework reaches a coarser zone of the mesh, we see that the smoothening process
does not yield a perfect "2-to-1" transition, and large patches of refinement can emerge.
Those large patches eventually turn the refined mesh to a more expensive version of the
initially refined mesh, fixed prior to the simulation, in Fig. 3.41b. This explains the rise
in computing time at the end of the simulation: the AMR mesh has grown from 11 030
elements to 51 987 elements at the last steps. On the other hand the mesh refined prior
to the simulation has stayed constant at 41 655 elements.

However, note that the transition to coarser zones only has a negligible influence on the
accuracy of the solution, and the smoothening subroutine was flexible enough to find a
compromise between a smooth transition and large patches of very fine element, which are
the main concern of the proposed framework: maintain accuracy and keep flexibility of the
phase-field model. Furthermore, even if the mesh is not perfectly optimized, we see that it is
much more efficient at the initiation phase of the simulation and all throughout propagation
until the last phases where the mesh becomes heavier. Note that one solution to avoid
this issue would be to implement coarsening operations. Finally, if we had considered that
the trajectory of the crack was not known, a fine uniform mesh would have been necessary
for the whole volume, which would make for a much higher acceleration factor.

This case was the only 3D sample attempted in this work considering the enormous
computing time associated with this simple example: for 41 655 elements, more than 5
days are required to compute 700 cycles. For 3D applications, considering a native parallel
code with domain decomposition thus seems to be a priority to overcome this issue.
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Conclusion of the chapter

In this chapter, we presented several numerical strategies that enabled faster computations
for a given level of accuracy. First, we investigated for the most efficient time integration
approach in the phase-field context, in order to accelerate the computation of a cycle.
An implicit staggered strategy was chosen with a specific "one-loop" formulation and
convergence acceleration tool. Then we worked on decreasing the number of cycle required
to compute a complete fatigue lifetime, using a cycle jump strategy. An iterative cycle
jump scheme was compared to the usual forward Euler scheme, each yielding important
computing gains. Following this cycle jump strategy, we tackled the issue of adaptive
mesh refinement in order to accelerate simulations by minimizing the number of degrees
of freedom during each cycle computations, while retaining accuracy. These tools were
proposed in the context of cycle jumps and applied successfully to reproduce typical
benchmarks of the phase-field literature, while accelerating computing time.

Further investigations could nevertheless be led for each proposed numerical tools. For
instance the time integration treatment of the cycle could further be accelerated with the
BFGS staggered approach used in Ref. [129], or the constant load treatment proposed
in Ref. [130], which would both be compatible with the current framework, and enable
faster computation of individual cycles. Then, the search for a flexible adaptive ∆N

during cycle jump needs to be extended, in order to ensure robustness and accuracy of
the solution with the proposed iterative scheme (some elements on this matter where
compiled in A). Finally, coarsening operations could yield even more computing gains,
as they would enable to optimize further the finite element mesh.
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4
Toward industrial applications

Finally, after putting forward a novel fatigue crack propagation framework and accelerating
it to enable its use on industrial component, we apply the framework on multiple real life
samples, to evaluate the predictive ability of the model.
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CHAPTER 4. TOWARD INDUSTRIAL APPLICATIONS

In this section, we present the results of two experimental-numerical comparisons developed
in this work. These applications of the proposed framework were considered to enter
the industrial scope of this work, where we seek to enable the use of this model for
real-life applications. Indeed, these investigations provided a platform to put in light
the issues of such applications. Furthermore, they acted as proofs of concept, that the
framework holds predictive abilities.

4.1 Compact tension specimen

The first experimental-numerical comparison led in this work was based on the work
of Gibert [84]. In the context of his doctoral thesis, he carried out an experimental
campaign of fatigue crack propagation on a CT geometry. A two-step process was applied
in his work. First, he identified the Paris law parameters associated with the studied
material from a mode I CT fatigue crack propagation experiment. Then he injected
these identified parameters to drive crack propagation in a numerical framework, using
XFEM and AMR [83], on a perforated CT geometry in order to estimate the predictive
abilities of the framework on a mixed mode case.

Using these results, we applied a similar two-step process. First, we calibrated the
numerical parameters associated with the phase-field fatigue model to the experimentally
obtained mode I crack growth case. Then, we injected those fitted parameters in our
proposed accelerated framework, on the perforated CT geometry. In a similar fashion to
Gibert [84], it enabled the assessment of the predictive abilities of the framework, and
provided a platform to put in light some issues associated with the real life application
of the accelerated phase-field framework.

4.1.1 Geometry, loading and numerical models

The studied CT geometry was provided in Fig. 4.1, with a thickness of 12.5 mm. The
material was 304L steel, typical of the nuclear industry. A loading of Fmax = 20 kN and
load ratio R = 0.1, with a hydraulic traction/compression device from the CEA’s lab,
LISN (Istron 1273)[84]. Furthermore, a speckle pattern was applied on the surface of
the sample in order to perform image correlation operations to identify the displacement
field, and the length of the crack during crack propagation. A pre-cracking procedure
was finally applied in order to initiate a 2 mm pre-crack at the notch.

Following the identification of the crack growth rate on the CT sample, the author studied
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Figure 4.1: Geometry of the used CT sample.

the influence of a hole on the observed crack path. Considering the asymmetry linked with
the hole, a mixed mode propagation regime was observed with the same loading (R = 0.1,
and Fmax = 20 kN). The perforated CT were drilled using two different hole diameters, in
order to observe the influence of the diameter on the crack path. The two configurations
were detailed in Table 4.1, with coordinates illustrated in Fig. 4.2.

Table 4.1: Geometric properties of the holes, from Ref. [84]

x1 y1 d1
Geometry 1 18 mm 7 mm 4 mm
Geometry 2 18 mm 7 mm 5.3 mm

The first considered geometry was modeled using a 2D finite element representation
illustrated in Fig. 4.3. Only half of the specimen was modeled, using the symetry of the
studied case. The prescribed force was applied on a node in the center of pin hole, linked
to a triangular domain, where we enforced d = 0. This is a very basic representation of
the boundary conditions of the simulated setup, which can have a significant influence
on the computed mechanical response [245]. In contrary to the sane geometry, the whole
perforated geometry had to be modeled, considering that symmetry is lost with the hole.
The boundary conditions were modeled with a similar application at the central node: the
lowest pin was blocked, while a prescribed cyclic displacement was applied on the upper pin.
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Figure 4.2: Compact tension specimen geometry, with a hole (in mm).

Note that both meshes were adaptively refined prior to the simulation. Aside from the
initial notch, which is very finely refined (h<lc/4) in order to reach spatial convergence at
the initiation phase, we also refined finely (h≃ lc ·4) the zone where the crack is expected to
propagate. This adaptive discretization was chosen to reduce the maximum ratio between
coarser and finer elements. Indeed, as briefly described in Section 3.3.4, if this ratio is
too large, it can lead to issues with the used smoothening process. For instance, during
the AMR iterations, damage can localize in the very coarse elements in the neighborhood
of the damaged zone, which means that the a large patch of the domain is then refined
very finely, leading to a large amount of unnecessary degrees of freedom, far from the
damaged zone. In our context of the study of materials at the macroscopic scale, this is a
recurring issue of the phase-field model, as the characteristic size of the studied sample
are much larger than than the characteristic length used to describe the material. For
instance, consider that the fitted lc on this sample to reproduce experimental data, was
600 times smaller than the width of the sample.

4.1.2 Parameter identification

The subject of parameter identification in the phase-field literature was explored by several
authors in recent years, both in a brittle context [176, 181, 241], and for fatigue extensions
of the model [6, 100, 148]. In the brittle context, four parameters are necessary, E, ν, lc, Gc.
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Figure 4.3: Mesh and boundary conditions of the CT sample.

With fatigue phase-field extensions, more parameters are usually introduced, for instance
one more: αT in the case of the use the fatigue degradation function (2.32), or two more,
αT and κ with the logarithmic degradation function, eq. (2.33). In this section, we used
the logarithmic degradation function considering that it enabled a better fit.

Several works have quantitatively shown the link between the numerical parameters of a
given phase-field fatigue model and the Paris law exponents, for instance in Refs.[44, 94,
101, 125, 162, 224]. Furthermore, some authors went further by fitting their numerical
parameters to reproduce experimental tests e.g., [87, 100, 148, 149].

Note however that these author’s identification approaches can differ drastically. First,
comes the consideration of lc, which, as we have seen before, can be alternatively seen as a
regularization parameter, or a material parameter, and can be accounted for in multiple
ways in the degradation function (see Section 2.1.2.1) in order to have a lc dependent or
independent mechanical response. Furthermore, lc has been related to material quantities
in brittle fracture, by considering its influence on the critical stress on a uniaxial sample
[33, 241]. Then comes the treatment of Gc, which is unanimously considered as a material
parameter considering its LEFM origin. Since both of these parameters are present
in the original brittle approach, some authors link them to quantities computed with
monotonously loaded samples, for instance with the theoretical relation between lc and σcrit
on an uniaxial case [87, 148] or experimental results with static loads [149, 151]. Then, the
remaining parameters of their respective fatigue models are fitted on cyclically loaded cases.

This kind of approach is based on the consideration that the fatigue model should also
recover the behaviour under monotonous loading conditions. However, such a brittle-
fatigue unification does not seem easily tractable with the considered metallic material.
Indeed, the present model was designed for high cycle fatigue and considering the response
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of metallic material to this type of fatigue load we neglected the plastic effects, which
are however not negligible under a monotonic load. For instance, the signification of Gc,
and the link between lc and σcrit are not straightforward in this context. Consequently,
we applied an identification process which is only based on fatigue. Therefore, the Paris
exponents were fitted with lc, Gc, as well as the additional fatigue parameters. This
approach was used in Hasan et al. [100], where the fit was performed on all phase-field
and fatigue parameters at once, without taking fracture toughness measurements into
account for Gc, or estimating lc beforehand.

Inspired by these works, we carried out a similar parameter investigation, by observing
the influence of Gc, κ, αT on the Paris coefficients obtained at the emerging linear regime
as highlighted in Section 2.4. In this case, we applied three different loadings (of growing
amplitude, Fmax=10,20,40 kN) to identify the linear regime as illustrated in Fig. 4.4: the
plot of the evolution of da/dN with respect to the variation of SIF for three different load
amplitude led to the identification of a linear regime. Note that αT = 108 N/m2 κ = 0.8,
Gc = 50 N/mm and lc = 0.4 mm when it is not specified. The value for ∆K and da/dN
during propagation were computed using the process described in Ref. [44], which is based
on the ASME norm [111, 112]. We showed the influence of the fatigue specific numerical
parameters on the extracted linear regime in Fig. 4.5. With the constitutive choices made
in this work, it seems that a straightforward relationship between Paris exponents and
the numerical parameters can be made, in line with observations in Ref. [225]. Indeed,
denoting C and m the Paris law coefficients in Fig. 1.5, we found a correlation between αT

and C and a correlation between κ and m. For a given αT , varying κ yields an influence
on the slope of the Paris linear curve. Interestingly, this deduced slope is limited in range,
as we’ve found exponents varying from 2 < m < 5, in line with usual values of Paris
exponents for metallic ductile material [109]. Conversely, at a given κ, the variation of
αT has an influence on the y-intercept, which can be linked to the C parameter of Paris
linear regime. Note that κ also has an influence on C.

If the identified linear regime seems to be load independent, it is clear from Fig. 4.4, and
Fig. 2.19b, that the lower and upper bound of the linear regime are highly dependent
on the used loading. On the contrary, the described Paris law behavior, is supposedly
bounded by specific values of ∆K. For instance, ∆Kthreshold is defined as a lower bound
(before which the crack growth rate is rapid and non linear), and KIC is defined as an
upper bound (after which crack growth rate accelerates fast and can lead to unstable
crack propagation): as illustrated in the Paris crack growth rate curve in Fig. 1.5. These
observations show how the fitting of the present model’s phase-field fatigue parameters
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Figure 4.4: Paris’ exponents identification process.

to follow a Paris Law, and brittle behavior in a unified framework is almost impossible.
Indeed, KIc for example is supposed to be linked to both fracture phenomenologies, but
is here evidenced to be load dependent. Similar arguments could be put forward for
the lower bound ∆Kthreshold, which is related to αT considering that it is a threshold
parameter below which no fatigue can occur.
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Figure 4.5: Influence of αT and κ on emerging linear regime.
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The issue here is that the flexibility of the phase-field framework enables to bridge the
gap between different representations of crack propagation, which are based on different
theoretical tools that are complicated (or impossible) to unify. Therefore, the setup of
the parameters based on material arguments is rendered difficult, as they should take
all of those unified phenomenologies into account. The question is then, should we
unify these fracture types, considering that they are driven by very different physical
mechanisms? Considering these difficulties, we chose to fit the phase-field parameter
without considering material arguments.

Therefore, using an iterative process of parameter tuning, and the clear correlations
illustrated previously, we fitted our model to the experimental results of Ref. [84], with
lc = 0.1 mm, Gc = 80 N/mm, αT = 109 N/m2 and κ = 0.8. With those fitted parameters,
an applied loading of F̂max = 20 kN and a loading ratio of 0.1, we reproduced the
experimental results of crack length with respect to the elapsed cycle in Fig. 4.6.
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Figure 4.6: Length of the crack with the compact tension geometry, compared with Ref. [84].

As underlined in Hasan et al.’s work [100], such a fitting process is very computationally
expensive because it requires the computations of several fatigue crack propagation
cases. Therefore, the acceleration tools put forward in this work enabled to save a lot
of computational effort during this fitting campaign.
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4.1.3 Perforated CT prediction

The fitted numerical parameters were applied to the perforated CT model. The loading of
F̂max = 20 kN, and loading ratio 0.1 were employed. We recall that following Ref. [84],
two hole diameters were tested on the CT geometry. We studied the influence of the hole
diameter on the crack path by running two simulations of the perforated CT.

In Geometry 1, the crack deviated slightly from its usual path. In contrast, the crack was
completely attracted to the hole in Geometry 2, where a larger hole had been drilled. These
experimental observations were reproduced numerically with the previous fit. Fig. 4.7,
illustrates this experimental-numerical comparison. On the left, we see the numerical
results of the proposed model superimposed with the experimentally obtained cracks
represented as black dashed lines. On the right, we picked figures from Ref. [84]. The
experimentally measured displacement field is shown superimposed with the author’s
numerical results in white. One can see that a different initial crack height was recovered
as the parameters of the hole given in Table 4.1, were slightly different from the final
experimental geometry, due to usage of a low precision machining process [84]. The
picture of the experimental sample for geometry one was taken at cycle N = 27475. The
simulated results, on the other hand are shown at cycle N = 21145. For geometry 2,
the picture was taken at cycle N = 18787 while our simulation is shown at N = 15150.
Consequently, as well overestimating the influence of the hole on the simulated crack path,
we overestimated the crack growth rate. This is consistent with the fact that no ductile
effect were considered, leading to a more conservative prediction of crack propagation.

Finally, images of the damage field on the adaptively refined meshes are illustrated in
Fig. 4.8. These numerical observations showed that a given Paris law fit could be transferred
to another geometry with this model, and still yield relevant results. Moreover, the proposed
acceleration tools enabled to accelerate the simulations significantly considering that the
crack trajectory was not known beforehand. In this context, the model would have required
a very fine mesh in the zone between the notch and the hole, with an explicit simulation
of tens of thousands of cycles, which would have rendered this simulation untractable
due to unmanageable computing time.
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Figure 4.7: Comparison of crack paths with the numerical fitted model (left) and experimental-
numerical XFEM results by Gibert [84] (right). The first row corresponds to geometry 1 and the
second row to geometry 2.
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Figure 4.8: Meshes obtained with phase-field AMR and cycle jump on geometry 1 (upper row)
and geometry 2 (lower row).
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4.2 Participation in a benchmark activity

The second experimental-numerical comparison led in this work, was performed in the
context of the seventh international conference on computational modeling of fracture
and failure of materials and structures, CFRAC 2023. There a benchmark activity was
organized by Julien Réthoré [209] based on experimental results by Réthoré and Seghir.

The authors have performed four experiments, on four different geometries, on the quasi-
brittle failure of Plexiglas plates. These experiments were documented using high res-
olution imaging which led to the extraction of several precise experimental curves, of
force-displacement curves, and evolution of the length of the crack, with respect to
prescribed displacement.

The idea of the benchmark activity is that the participants should use two experiments
to calibrate the model parameters, and then apply these fitted parameters to predict the
two remaining experiments, without knowing the results beforehand.

Consequently, we structured this section in three parts. First, we described the studied
geometries and the numerical models put forward to simulate them. Then, the parameter
identification phase was detailed on the first two geometries. Finally, we applied these
identified parameters to the remaining geometries and compared our results with the
experimental ones, in order to estimate the predictive abilities of the proposed framework.

4.2.1 Preliminary work

4.2.1.1 Description of the samples

The first two geometries, onto which the calibration of parameter was performed, are the
tapered double cantilever beam (TDCB), and the CLOVER geometry. They are illustrated
in Fig. 4.9. The TDCB is a sample with an initial notch, from which the crack usually
propagates in a stable manner. Displacement was prescribed to the geometry by moving the
upper pin upward, while the lower pin was kept fixed, which induced mode I crack opening.
The CLOVER sample is a plate with 4 holes. Both sides of the plate were clamped with a
slight misalignment in order to force a consistent initiation on one specific side.

The next two geometries mirror the calibrating geometry, with slight differences. For
instance, the TRIANGLE geometry is very similar to the TDCB experiment, with a
mode I opening initiating at the initial notch. Then, the single crack drilled compression
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Figure 4.9: Geometries of TDCB and CLOVER from Ref. [209].

sample, (SCDC) is a perforated plate, which is compressed to initiate a crack at the
notch. The geometries are illustrated in Fig. 4.10

Figure 4.10: Geometries of TRIANGLE and SCDC from Ref. [209].

Four numerical models were proposed to simulate these geometries. For each of them,
we proposed half specimens to reduce the size of the models by using their symmetric
properties. Furthermore, we initially used fixed meshes, refined prior to the simulation
on the expected crack paths, such that h < lc/4. A representation of these numerical
models were provided in Fig. 4.11 for CLOVER and TDCB, and in Fig. 4.12 for SCDC and
TRIANGLE. On these illustrations, we indicated the boundaries onto which we prescribed
the load: for TDCB and TRIANGLE, we prescribed displacement on a triangular geometry,
which simulated the pin’s contact in the holes with the central node used in the previous
section. On the other hand, for SCDC and CLOVER, we represented the clamped as a
part of the modeled domains, and prescribed displacement on these set nodes.
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Figure 4.11: Mesh of TDCB and CLOVER. The elements that are displaced to model the
loading boundary conditions are shown in red.

Figure 4.12: Mesh of TRIANGLE and SCDC. The elements that are displaced to model the
loading boundary conditions are shown in red.

Furthermore, we decided to apply the adaptive mesh refinement procedure in order to
evaluate its ability to recover results accurately in this challenging quasi-brittle context.
The a-posteriori AMR procedure described in Section 3.4 was applied at each computed
displacement step (without cycle jump procedures).

For the AMR cases, each of the presented numerical model were modified by setting much
coarser elements on the expected crack path, except for the initial notches. Note that even
though the mesh was set to be coarser, we still had to apply a relatively fine refinement
(h < lc · 2) in the propagation zone. Indeed, as discussed previously, applying the proposed
mesh refinement process on a uniform coarse mesh yields unnecessary large patches of
extremely fine elements (see Section 3.3.4, and the 3D study in Section 3.4.3).

These mesh refinement experiments were in fact slower than the simulated results with
the pre-refined meshes. This mostly comes from the fact that these patches of refined
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elements were created, eventually leading to a less optimized mesh than the specifically
tailored pre-refined one, exactly as illustrated in the 3D visualizations in Section 3.4.3.
This observation once again highlights the importance of mesh coarsening in the phase-field
context. Nevertheless, on all examples, the AMR process enabled significant computing
gain before the number of degrees of freedom exceeded the initial mesh size. Indeed,
the elastic domain, crack initiation and the initial crack growth stage were computed
approximately three time faster considering.

4.2.1.2 Solver for unstable propagation

Considering that Plexiglas exhibits a quasi-brittle failure behavior, we found that the
phase-field fatigue implicit cycle integration proposed in Section. 3.1, in a fatigue crack
propagation context was not ideal. Indeed, quasi-brittle material can exhibit unexpected
unstable crack propagation, which yields a challenging convergence of the implicit staggered
scheme, and hence very long computing time. In order to avoid these convergence issues,
we used the work of Molnár et al. [173], well adapted to unstable brittle crack propagation,
where a time-step controlled explicit staggered approach is put forward. Contrarily to
the mentioned work, we neglected inertial effect in this study. Hence, the pseudo-time
is limited to the role of the evolution parameter. Brittle fracture was hence studied as
fatigue was in the rest of the work: with a quasi-static formulation.

As we have shown in Section. 3.1.1, the explicit staggered approach suffers from its
dependency to the prescribed displacement step. This is because no global convergence
of the uncoupled sub-problem is checked. In this context, Molnár et al. [173] controlled
the displacement step during propagation by enforcing a maximal variation of the history
field: if the maximal variation of H is higher than a specific threshold, then the step is
restarted with a lower prescribed displacement. More details on this approach are available
in Refs. [173, 174]. It was used for this section, and yielded much more robust results and
efficient computations, while converging to the implicit staggered solution.

4.2.2 Parameter identification

The benchmark activity’s organizers have provided indications for the elastic parameters
of the used Plexiglas: the value of E and ν were hence given [209]. However no indication
of fracture toughness measurement, or critical stress on uniaxial samples were provided,
which meant that no parameter calibration based on the arguments mentioned in the
previous section could be used. Therefore, we again opted for a trial and error process,
where we evaluated the variability of the mechanical response with respect to the numerical
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parameter. Note that considering the quasi-brittle context, we set f(ᾱ) = 1 effectively
cancelling fatigue effects. Therefore, no calibration of the fatigue parameters was performed.

We plotted the force-displacement curves obtained with the numerical models of TDCB
and CLOVER in Figs. 4.13 and 4.14. By using varying values of lc and Gc on both
geometries we noticed a peculiar pattern: while lc and Gc both have a significant influence
on the computed mechanical response on the CLOVER sample, it seems that Gc plays a
much larger role than lc on the TDCB sample. Indeed, as can be seen on Fig. 4.13, for a
given value of Gc, the critical stress reported for varying values of lc are very close together.

0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1

0

100

200

Displacement (mm)

R
ea
ct
io
n
fo
rc
e
(N

)

Experimental results

Gc = 102 N/m and lc = 10−4 m

Gc = 102 N/m and lc = 2 · 10−4 m

Gc = 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−4 m

Gc = 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−5 m

Gc = 2 · 102 N/m and lc = 10−4 m

Gc = 2 · 102 N/m and lc = 2 · 10−4 m

Gc = 2 · 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−4 m

Gc = 2 · 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−5 m

Gc = 3 · 102 N/m and lc = 10−4 m

Gc = 3 · 102 N/m and lc = 2 · 10−4 m

Gc = 3 · 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−4 m

Gc = 3 · 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−5 m

Gc = 4 · 102 N/m and lc = 1 · 10−4 m

Gc = 4 · 102 N/m and lc = 2 · 10−4 m

Gc = 4 · 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−4 m

Gc = 4 · 102 N/m and lc = 5 · 10−5 m

Figure 4.13: Influence of Gc, lc on TDCB’s response.

Furthermore, note that with the used elastic parameters we reported a significant deviation
of the elastic response on both samples. This is because the experimental results provided
here take the rigidity of the experimental device into account. Réthoré and Seghir reported
the use of different experimental devices for each geometry, which meant that a specific
correction had to be made on all computed results. As a first step, we calibrated the
value of Fmax without taking into account the displacement associated with this force.
Then a displacement correction was applied on the computed result, in order to fit to the
elastic domain found experimentally. This correction was only applied at the calibrating
step, and not in the prediction phase.

Considering these initial observations, we chose to apply a two-step fitting process. First Gc

was fitted for Fmax on the TDCB geometry. Then, using this estimated Gc, we calibrated
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Figure 4.14: Influence of lc on CLOVER’s response.

lc in order to recover the CLOVER’s Fmax. Using this process, we found Gc = 300N/m and
lc = 0.06mm, along with the initially set elastic parameters, E = 1, 47 GPa and ν = 0.3.
The resulting fit on the calibrating samples were illustrated in Fig. 4.15.

In Fig. 4.15a we see that the TDCB sample experienced an abrupt softening phase before
reaching a state of stable mode I crack propagation. The proposed fit was able to recover
the stable crack propagation regime, with an underestimation of the initial jump. On the
contrary, the CLOVER sample fails instantly at a given displacement. The unstable crack
propagation was recovered. However, we predicted that the crack initiated at the short
side of the clamps, which is not consistent with the experimental observation. This can be
accounted to, among other sources of error, the simplistic modeling of the clamping device.

Note that the authors provided results of the evolution of crack length on the TDCB
sample after the conference. A comparison between the fitted model (with the device’s
rigidity corrections) and the experimental results was provided in Fig. 4.16. Following
the good recovery of experimental results with the proposed fit, we see that the crack
evolution was also close to experimental result, with a steady state propagation after
an initial abrupt jump.

Finally, on all these figures we have provided the results accelerated with AMR on the
initially coarser numerical models. We observed a very accurate recovery of unaccelerated
results. However, as previously mentioned, the simulations were slower at the final stages
of crack propagation considering the large cost of the mesh without coarsening operations.
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(a) Fit on TDCB with Gc = 300N/m and lc = 0.06mm.
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(b) Fit on CLOVER with Gc = 300N/m and lc = 0.06mm.

Figure 4.15: Force displacement graphs comparison of experimental results and the fitted model.
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Figure 4.16: Crack propagation predicted with the fitted model on TDCB.

4.2.3 Prediction and AMR

Following this calibration process, we applied the deduced parameters to the remain-
ing geometries. A comparison between the predicted results for force-displacement on
TRIANGLE and SCDC was provided in Fig. 4.17. Furthermore, the evolution of crack
length on these samples was plotted in Figs. 4.18. All of these results are given with
the unaccelerated procedure, and the AMR procedure.

The predicted results on the SCDC test were not in line with experimental observations.
For the compression loading prescribed, the sample experienced a progressive softening
shown in Fig. 4.17a. All the while, the crack propagated in a stable manner at the notch
until complete failure. With the proposed model, we have predicted a similar two-step
failure: first stable crack propagation at the notch, then unstable crack propagation at
the notch leading to failure on the other side of the hole. However we underestimated
considerably the displacement at which fracture initiates at the notch, and overestimated
the crack growth rate under this compressive loading, as shown in Fig. 4.18a. This could
highlight the deficiency of the spectral split to model Plexiglas in compression. Indeed,
this sample is the only one where the treatment of unilateral effects (see Section. 2.1.2.3
and 2.2) plays a key role. This highly inaccurate prediction could also come from the
simple modeling of boundary conditions, and issues of device rigidity. The adaptive mesh
refinement process yielded very accurate results, with a slight deviation observed at the
last stages of unstable crack propagation.

On the other hand, the prediction of the TRIANGLE test were more in line with experi-
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Figure 4.17: Force displacement graphs comparison of experimental results and the fitted model.
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mental results. Indeed, we see that even though Fmax was significantly overestimated, we
were able to reproduce the stable crack propagation regime observed with this sample.
Moreover, this regime was captured remarkably right, with an initially fast crack growth
rate, that progressively slows down, as illustrated in Fig. 4.18b. However note the strong
influence of the mesh in the last stages of propagation considering the set pre-refined
mesh, which used coarser elements near the further edge of the sample, in order to yield
tractable computing time (Fig. 4.12). These spurious results were also found with the
AMR procedure which showcases the issues of mesh dependent results in the context
of very large hmax/hmin ratios. This underlines once again the difficulty of applying the
framework at the scale of structural elements where this ratio is bound to be important
considering the ratio between the structure size and the characteristic length.

In the end, the precise prediction of crack propagation also depends strongly on the
modeling choices. In Triclot et al. [245], the pin-hole boundary conditions, and its usual
numerical representations were closely investigated, to show that in the propagation phase,
none of these choices could reproduce experimental data. The authors points toward the
influence of crack propagation on the movement of the contact as a possible source for
this discrepancy. Here such effects are bound to have an influence on the results since the
TDCB and TRIANGLE samples were loaded using a pin-hole setup. Furthermore, the
CLOVER and SCDC respective clamp and contact setup must be closely investigated to
improve accuracy of the model, but represents an important modeling challenge. Note
additionally, that Triclot et al. [245] also report accuracy issues before the propagation
phase, when using displacement loading conditions, which were consistently used here.
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(a) Crack propagation on SCDC with the fitted model
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(b) Crack propagation with the fitted model

Figure 4.18: Crack propagation on TRIANGLE with the fitted model
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Conclusion of the chapter

In this section, we reproduced experimental results of fatigue crack propagation and quasi-
brittle failure using the proposed accelerated framework. For both cases, we identified
phase-field parameters to correspond to a given experimental observation, and applied
the fit to slightly different geometries. On most cases, the fitted phase-field framework
provided quite good qualitative predictions, and the AMR and cycle jump tools were used
to accelerate significantly all stages of the numerical campaigns. We have hence shown
the applicability of the framework on real-life cases, and shown that a basic fitting process
could enable the prediction of experimental crack paths.

Moreover, these applications enabled to put in light the issues of such real-life application.
First, we highlighted the difficulties linked to parameter identification in a unified fatigue-
brittle context. Then, several issues with the refinement of the mesh in the context of very
large hmax/hmin ratios were observed, which strongly underlined the need for coarsening
operations. Additionally, we have seen the difficulty of reproducing experimental data
with simplistic modeling of the boundary conditions, and the influence of the device’s
rigidity in measured results.
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Conclusions and perspectives

In this thesis, we first proposed a brief literature review of the fatigue degradation
mechanisms, as well as an overview of the different theoretical and numerical methods
used to characterize it. At this point the phase-field model for fatigue was chosen, which
led us to an in depth description of the different ingredients of the used phase-field model,
and its implementation in a finite element method context. A special care was given to
the spectral decomposition of energy, as a novel method was put forward in this work,
to compute the decomposed terms and associated stiffness/stress tensor. This method
enabled computing gains as well as eliminating the risk of singular values in the original
expression [176]. This phase-field fatigue model was then validated by applying it on
several numerical benchmarks, which enabled to showcase the possibilities of the model
which can bridge the gap between crack initiation and growth, recover crack branching,
and from which a Paris type crack growth rate can be extracted.

These initial tests also underlined how computing time associated with the phase-field
model are not tractable for industrial use, which motivated us to add some accelerating
tools in the formulation. After a brief investigation for an efficient time-integration
method, a novel accelerating framework for phase-field fatigue was proposed, that makes
use of adaptive mesh refinement (AMR) with cycle jump schemes. Some variants of
this accelerating framework were investigated, such as different extrapolation schemes for
cycle jump, settling for an iterative formulation inspired by Loew. [151]. The possible
computing gains of this AMR/cycle jump approach were obtained by comparing results
of initially pre-refined meshes (in itself, already more efficient than a uniform fine mesh)
with results from adaptively refined meshes, which yielded an acceleration factor of around
100 in some conditions. Such an efficiency gain at a given level of accuracy shows the
interesting perspective of this approach. With it, we were able to reproduce precisely
complex crack propagation patterns such as the "en-passant" crack, the branching pattern,
and the crack nucleation example of the perforated plate.
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Thereafter, using this accelerated framework, we tried reproducing experimental data, that
was collected in the work of Gibert [84], and during CFRAC 2023, by Réthoré & Seghir
[209]. In both cases, a trial and error process was used to calibrate the phase-field parameter
considering the inherent difficulty to link these parameters with material quantities, in a
unified brittle-fatigue manner. We showed that this calibration process enabled a very good
fit of the model. Furthermore, note that these calibrations required several fatigue/brittle
lifetime computations, which were greatly accelerated with the proposed framework. Then,
the prediction step based on these numerical fit, led to a relatively good prediction of
crack paths and lifetime before failure. These predictions showcased how even a very
simplistic parameter identification process could lead to satisfying predictive abilities with
this model. For instance, using the Paris type crack growth rate, which is recovered
by the model on a simple geometry, we were able to reproduce crack path trajectories
by applying the fitted Paris Law on a different geometry. This means that the Paris
Law, supposedly only dependent on the material parameters [190], could be used with
success across geometries and loading conditions.

Finally, note that one objective of this work was to enable the use of the proposed phase-
field framework for CEA’s engineer. Therefore, we implemented the phase-field fatigue
framework in this environment, and created the acceleration subroutines for cycle jump and
AMR within the same package. The structure of this package was described in appendix.

Nevertheless, following these positive results of significant acceleration, at a good level
of precision, and with the ability to fit experimentally obtained results, this work has
enabled to showcase several issues, and thus perspectives for the phase-field model and its
application for real-life settings. The rest of this section discusses some of these perspectives.

Several works have been published recently about the extension of the phase-field model
for fatigue. Some proposed modifications of the functional to add more fatigue effects
[6, 88], or further acceleration methods [130]. All of these additions would be interesting
to implement with the current framework, in order to test it with a model that takes
more fatigue effects into account, such as with the different modifications of the fatigue
history variable proposed in Alessi et al.’s work [6]. Moreover, in this work, the use of a
purely elastic framework hinders the application of the model in an industrial context. It
would therefore be interesting to extend the model to add plastic effects, explicitly through
the use of a fatigue elasto-plastic phase-field model [101, 247], or indirectly through the
modification of the accumulation of the fatigue history variable, as proposed in Ref. [6].

Even though the accelerated framework provided very significant computing gains, we feel
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that in order to use the framework on large scale 3D models, further gains must be made.
Indeed, as illustrated by the very small amount of 3D benchmarks tested in this work, the
modeling of meshes with a high number of degrees of freedom was too computationally
expensive. In this regard we propose the acceleration of the cycle computation [129, 130],
the development of a relevant ∆N for cycle jump schemes, and most importantly, mesh
coarsening operations. Some works have proposed mesh coarsening with a phase-field
model [192, 244]. But, as the phase-field’s variation must still be properly captured by
a fine discretization in the wake of the crack, the authors are limited to coarsening the
elements which were not necessary, with an a-posteriori check. Such a treatment would
enable computing gains with our proposed framework, but it would be interesting to
investigate for further coarsening in the wake of the crack. This means evaluating how a
coarse discretization of the crack, far from the crack tip influences the overall mechanical
response and the crack’s path. Alternatively, the crack could be modeled using XFEM (or
any element erosion/remeshing techniques) after the wake of the crack to enable coarsening
operations that would only require a fine mesh at the crack tip [83].

As mentioned in the AMR section (Section 3.3.2), irreversibility cannot be checked locally
with the proposed framework, as it is based on the history field method which cannot be
used rigorously with the AMR process. Therefore, even though no reversibility issues were
noticed in this work, considering the utmost importance of irreversibility with continuous
damage models, we advocate for a more rigorous irreversibility constraint in this context.

Finally, as discussed in the last chapter, parameter identification with a fatigue phase-
field model remains an open question. In this work we only used a trial and error
heuristic method to identify the phase-field parameters lc and Gc, and the fatigue related
parameters κ and αT . The former group can be related to the critical stress with a uniaxial
test, and the critical energy release rate. It would therefore be interesting to try the
numerical/experimental comparisons led in this work, with these considerations in mind.
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A
Tests for an adaptive ∆N for cycle jumps
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APPENDIX A. TESTS FOR AN ADAPTIVE ∆N FOR CYCLE JUMPS

In the literature, most approaches for the adaptive choice of ∆N during cycle jump
operations are all based on the limitation of the variations of the extrapolated quantities.
For instance in Lemaitre & Doghri [145], and other works [246] it is enforced through the
ratio between the variation of quantities in one cycle, and the variation of the quantities
during cycle jump. Note that we used a similar assumption previously, stating that this
micro time scale variation remained small in front of the macro-time scale cumulated value,
to simplify the expression of the tangeant operator (3.9). This is also analogous to the
vision expressed in Abdullatif et al. [1], that considering a first order Taylor development
approximation, means neglecting second order terms which leads to enforcing a very
small value of ∆N compared to the ratio between the macro cumulated variables and the
micro-time variation. In Yan et al. [261] the scheme is driven by the variation of damage
in the control cycles, similarly to Loew et al. [151], based on the ratio between variation at
N , and variation at N +∆N , which is consistent with the proposed trapezoidal scheme. A
similar approach is used in Seles et al. [225], based on relative difference between variation
of the fatigue internal variable at different control cycles.

A brief investigation was thus pursued to check suitable criteria for an adaptive ∆N in
this AMR and cycle jump framework. We recall that the trapezoidal scheme used a simple
adaptive ∆N approach, driven by the length of convergence of its iterative scheme: if
convergence is too long, we restart the jump with a lower value of ∆N . This approach
seemed to work correctly in the previous section, even though we have shown that in some
cases, the trapezoidal criterion could yield imprecise result. Therefore we have searched
for another indicator that could control ∆N during computation.

We intend to keep the flexibility of the phase-field approach, and hence dismissed adaptive
methods based on crack length, or crack growth rate [43] as they would not be tractable
in multi-cracks, or crack nucleation scenarios. First we investigated a criterion for the FE
extrapolation scheme, considering that it has proven its ability to accelerate computing
time, but is very dependent on the value of ∆N . Then we tried for an adaptive criterion
based on the variation of ∆ᾱ, considering the previously mentioned works in the literature,
that could hence be used with both extrapolation schemes.

A.1 Trapezoidal criterion for the forward-Euler scheme

Our first idea was to use the trapezoidal criterion to drive the FE scheme. This means
that we checked that the variation of ᾱ is the average of ∆ᾱ computed at N , and ∆ᾱ

181

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



APPENDIX A. TESTS FOR AN ADAPTIVE ∆N FOR CYCLE JUMPS

computed at N +∆N with ᾱN predicted with the FE scheme. If this criterion explicited
in Eq.(3.4) was not verified, the cycle jump was restarted with a lower ∆N .

Even though it seems to be a relevant criterion to bound ∆N during propagation with
the FE scheme, it did not improve computing time in any significant way. First, note
that it reduced ∆Neff because of the computation of ᾱN+∆N for the verification of the
trapezoidal criterion. Then, it predicted very conservative values of ∆N as was illustrated
in Fig. A.1. Here, we used the proposed adaptive scheme on the previous mode I sample,
with ∆σi=1,2,3,4. For the initial jump used on each respective loading, we have shown
the evolution of the maximum trapezoidal residual (3.7) with respect to the used ∆N .
For instance, take ∆σ2, where we have shown that ∆N = 60 could be used to predict
accurately the initial stage of fatigue crack propagation with the FE scheme. However for
∆N = 60, we can see that the maximum residual is 104 times higher than the threshold
that was used for the trapezoidal scheme (and that ∆N < 1 would be used if we wanted
to use the same threshold for both schemes). Similar conservative results were observed
for the other loadings, and throughout crack propagation. This seems to indicate that the
FE scheme prediction is not very well aligned with a trapezoidal evolution of ᾱ, which was
expected considering the explicit nature of the scheme. Nevertheless, it can be used to
provide an adaptive bound for ∆N with the FE scheme. Further investigations should be
led to confirm that this adaptive bound is linked to crack growth rate, and hence robustly
provides a relevant decrease of ∆N to keep accurate results. These investigations were
not pursued because of the low efficiency gains reported with these initial tests.

A.2 Adaptive ∆N for trapezoidal scheme

From the previously mentioned works on the choice of an adaptive ∆N [1, 145, 151,
246, 261], we can consider multiple criteria based on the variation of ᾱ. For instance,
we can study the value of:

1. ∆ᾱN the variation of the fatigue internal variable in one cycle.
2. ∆ᾱN→N+∆N the variation of the fatigue internal variable in one cycle jump.

3.
δᾱN+∆N

δᾱN

analoguous to Loew et al. [151] and Seles et al. [225].

4.
∆ᾱN→N+∆N

ᾱ
analogous to Abdullatif et al. [1].

The idea to find a relevant criterion was to assess if the variation of these quantities on a
known propagation case, reflect the reality of the ∆N needed at each stages of the fatigue
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Figure A.1: Trapezoidal criterion for different values of ∆N with a Forward Euler extrapolation
scheme.

life. We used the mode I crack in an infinite plane, with ∆σ2, as we already have all the
relevant information of crack growth rate, number of iterative steps of the (TI) scheme with
and without AMR. At each performed cycle jump, we computed the presented criteria, so
as to observe how they evolve during crack propagation, and if they are able to quantify the
need for a finer, or a larger ∆N . These criteria were hence not used to adaptively modify
∆N : a constant number of jumped cycle ∆N = 30 was kept fixed during propagation.

Note that this sample was recently analyzed in Alessi et al [6], with a precise description
of the fatigue crack propagation stages with a toughness degradation model. The authors
report a 3 stage propagation before unstable failure: "(1) initial accumulation stage, (2)
the transient evolution stage, (3) the stable propagation stage" [6].

These stages were also identified with the proposed framework. For instance, the initial
accumulation stage was already mentioned previously, as the stage where ᾱ evolves linearly
because no toughness degradation, or damage evolution can happen. This stage is related
to the threshold value of the fatigue degradation function, and can promptly be simulated
using very high values of ∆N [62, 145, 225].

The second stage was also observed just after crack initiation as can be seen on plots
of evolution of the crack such as Fig. 3.26a, where the evolution of the variation of area
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between 250 < N < 900 was not stable. This stage can be linked to the stage (I) of
the standard Paris crack growth rate curve as illustrated in Section 1.1.1. Note that
the trapezoidal scheme exhibited difficulties at this stage, as can be seen on Fig. 3.13b
and Fig. 3.27, with longer convergence for 250 < N < 600 than further, at the stable
propagation stage. This can be explained by the fact that at this point, ∆ᾱN→N+∆N/ᾱ

is too high considering that the fatigue internal variable is still very low. As mentioned
earlier, a high value of this ratio means that the neglected variation in the computation
the tangent operator of the TI scheme is no longer justified. Furthermore, it means that
the neglected second order terms of the FE scheme becomes important [1]. Finally, in
Alessi et al. [6], the authors attribute this transient state, to the fact that "the material
ahead of the crack tip degrades more before triggering fatigue crack propagation than
during the steady propagation stage". This leads to a faster crack growth rate at the
beginning of the transient regime than in the steady regime. We therefore expected that a
relevant criterion would find this transient stage and advise a lower ∆N than in the next
stage. Note however that considering the low influence of this stage on the accuracy of the
solution, even with ∆N and the FE scheme, its recovery is not an absolute necessity.

Finally the stable regime was also recovered as highlighted in Section 2.4, and we therefore
expected that a relevant ∆N criterion would then yield a stable regime, smoothly increasing
to the last stages, where the crack growth rate rapidly grows to unstable failure.

In order to compare the variation of these criteria, we normalized their value by the
range they spanned during computations, such that:

Critnorm =
CritN − Critmin

Critmax − Critmin

, (A.1)

with Critmax/min the maximal/minimal value of the criterion during propagation. Note
that this normalizing operation is not possible during propagation as Critmax/min are not
known beforehand. It is therefore very hard to set a general threshold in practice.

All of the considered criteria are based on the variation of ᾱ which is a field defined at
the integration points of the finite element mesh. Therefore, two norms were used to
evaluate the criteria: the maximal value of the criteria on the domain, and the integral
of the criteria on the domain.

The variation of the normalized criteria was plotted in Fig A.2. First, we illustrated
the variation of the fatigue internal variable, during a cycle ∆ᾱN , and the variation of
the fatigue internal variable during a jump ∆ᾱN→N+∆N in Fig A.2a We observed that
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Figure A.2: Evolution of the defined "criteria" for an adaptive ∆N .

both criteria yielded very similar result when using this normalizing approach. This was
expected considering that the variation of ᾱ during a cycle jump is conditioned to be a
function of ∆ᾱN by the trapezoidal scheme. However, we noticed a large difference between
the maximum value of the criterion and the integral value: The maximum criterion yielded
a very irregular evolution during propagation, while the integral value can be described
as a smoothly increasing evolution, apparently similar to the crack area growth. In this
sense it seems that the integral value of the variation of the internal fatigue variable
could be used as a reliable adaptive ∆N indicator. However, note that the transient
state was not captured by either approaches.

Then, in Fig. A.2b we plotted the criteria based on the recent adaptive ∆N approaches for
phase-field [151, 225], which have limited the jump using a measure of the ratio between
variation at two successive control cycles. This is quite similar to driving ∆N by limiting
the acceleration of the evolution of internal variables rather than their velocity of change.
With this criterion, we obtained the expected result that this acceleration steadily grows
during propagation, with both used norms. However, the transient state was only recovered
with the consideration of the max of the criterion on the domain.

Finally the evolution of the ratio between ∆ᾱN and the current value of ᾱ was plotted
in Fig. A.2b. The integral value of this criterion yielded a poor indicator, contrarily to
the maximal value which seems to recover every expected jumps of ∆N . Indeed, the
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integration of this ratio on the entire domain flooded the important local information at the
crack tip with the rest of the domain where this ratio is much lower. However, considering
the maximum value yields the most critical point on the mesh, where the most important
variation of ᾱ happened and its cumulated value was the lowest: the crack tip. This enabled
to find the transient state with a predicted jump of the criterion for 250 < N < 500, as
well as the stable state with a drastic reduction of ∆N , which smoothly increases as crack
growth rate increases. This seemed to be the most relevant criterion investigated here.

However, note that this brief investigation for a relevant adaptive ∆N scheme was not
pursued further in this work, and with the following applications. This is because,
in practice, finding an appropriate threshold for each considered cases was not trivial.
Therefore, considering the advantages of the TI scheme, along with the ease of use of
the adaptive ∆N scheme based on length of convergence, we chose to apply it on all
remaining applications in this work.
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B.1 Structure of the phase-field extension

In order to use a damage phase-field model in Cast3M, we added several small bits of code in
several subroutines. The implementation relied on the creation of a mechanical model (mod-
ified for phase-field). Furthermore, we have extensively used the standard thermal Cast3M
subroutines by considering the damage field and the associated evolution laws, analogous
to the temperature scalar and the typically associated partial derivative equations.

For the mechanical phase-field model we used Ref. [51], where clear instructions on how
to introduce a new mechanical model in Cast3M are compiled. As the phase-field model
can be viewed as a continuous damage model, we have introduced our formulation along
those models. Therefore, we changed several sources:

• NOMATE.ESO : where we can set the index of the model
• MODENDO.ESO : where we can set the keywords of the model
• IDVARI/IDVAR5/IDENDO.ESO : where we list the model’s specific parameters
• COML6.ESO/COML8.ESO : where the evolution law is enforced

Those last subroutines (COMLX.ESO), are then directed towards custom subroutines
created for this work, where the phase-field variable’s influence on the mechanical quantities
is computed. For instance, in this subroutine we compute the damaged stiffness tensor,
(with the spectral decomposition when using this approach), we compute ψ+

0 and ψ−
0 , as

well as the damaged stress and finally, we check irreversibility.

The rest of the implementation work was performed in so-called "procedures". One
procedure per operations were implemented:

• Solving for the damage sub-problem
• Solving for the mechanical sub-problem
• Computing a fatigue cycle
• Performing a cycle jump
• Checking the AMR criteria and refining
• Applying boundary conditions on the new mesh
• Propagation procedure linking all those tools

Users would then have to set an initial geometry and mesh, linked with boundary conditions.
Several parameters can be adjusted, starting from the material parameters E, ν,Gc, lc, αT , κ,
to the acceleration tools parameters ∆N, hAMR and dAMR. All cited objects can then
directly be inputted in the main procedure to simulate the fatigue life of a component.
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B.2 Basic example : damage problem

Here we show a basic example of the resolution of the damage problem. Adding fatigue
effects simply relies on the degradation of Gc by f(ᾱ). Here the example enables to
get Figs.2.5 and 2.6.� �

1 *** RESOLUTION OF A DAMAGE PROBLEM IN CAST3M ***

2 * mesh is the FEM mesh , nd_crack is the nodes along the crack *

3 * the model can be AT1 or AT2 , Gc, lc must be set *

4

5 ** MODEL DEFINITION **

6 ME = MODE mesh ’THERMIQUE ’;

7

8 ** DIRICHLET ON CRACK D=1 **

9 BLD = BLOQ nd_crack ’T’;

10 fd = DEPI BLD 1;

11

12 SI(NON AT2);

13 * if AT1 , we enforce 0>d>1 *

14 BLO2 = RELA ’MINI’ ’T’ mesh;

15 BLO1 = RELA ’MAXI’ ’T’ mesh;

16 BLD = BLD ET BLO1 ET BLO2;

17 f1 = DEPI BLO1 1;

18 f2 = DEPI BLO2 0;

19 fd = fd ET f1 ET f2;

20 FINSI;

21

22

23 SI(AT2);

24 *AT2 , Gc.lc => conduction (B^T.B), Gc/lc => capacity (N^T.N) *

25 condumat = Gc * lc * 1;

26 capamat = Gc/lc;

27 SINON;

28 *AT1 , (3/4)*Gc.lc => conduction (B^T.B), 0 => capacity (N^T.N) *

29 condumat = (3./4.) * Gc * lc;

30 capamat = 0;

31 FINSI;

32

33 ** MATERIAL DEFINITION **
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34 MAE = MATE ME ’K’ condumat ’C’ capamat ’RHO’ 1.;

35 CON = COND ME MAE0;

36 CAP = CAPA ME MAE0;

37

38 ** RIGIDITY ASSEMBLY **

39 RIG_ENDO = CON ET CAP ET BLD;

40

41

42 ** SOURCE TERMS **

43 SI(AT2);

44 * if AT2 , no source terms *

45 sour_end = 0;

46 SINON;

47 * if AT1 , -3/8*(Gc/lc) as source terms *

48 sour_end = (-1) * (3./8.) * (Gc/lc);

49 FINSI;

50 term_sour = SOUR ME sour_end mesh;

51

52 ** SOURCE TERMS ASSEMBLY **

53 SOURC_TERM = term_sour ET fd;

54

55

56 ** RESOLUTION STEP **

57 endo1 = RESO RIG_ENDO (SOURC_TERM);� �
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C
Resume étendu de la thèse

Contexte

La dégradation des structures par fatigue est responsable de plus de 80% des cas de
rupture dans l’industrie [61]. Toutefois, la difficulté de modélisation de ce genre de
phénomène a mené à l’utilisation dans l’industrie de modèles simples accompagnés de
grands coefficients de sécurité permettant de garantir l’intégrité de ces structures. Toutefois,
une modélisation plus fine du phénomène d’initiation et de propagation de fissure par
fatigue peut permettre de s’affranchir de ces conservatismes, et ainsi de garantir l’intégrité
pour des structures plus légères, moins chères, et de façon plus durable. Ainsi, une large
communauté s’intéresse à l’amélioration des méthodes numériques pour prédire la rupture
en fatigue. C’est dans ce cadre que ce travail se place, au sein du Laboratoire d’Intégrité
des Structures et Normalisations (LISN) au CEA, où de nombreux cas de fissuration
sont étudiés, expérimentalement et numériquement pour garantir l’intégrité des structures
et en définir les règles de normalisations.

La modélisation par champ de phase de problème de rupture gagne en popularité ces
dernières années, étant donné sa facilité d’implémentation, sa capacité à retrouver des
motifs de fissure complexes (e.g., branchement, coalescence), et à unifier des communautés
précédemment scindées (e.g., mécanique de la rupture et mécanique de l’endommagement
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ou encore initiation de fissure en fatigue, et propagation de fissure en fatigue). Par ailleurs,
cette approche adopte une représentation diffuse de la fissure qui facilite grandement le
traitement des fissures aux géométries complexes, en enlevant le besoin de construire (et
reconstruire) un maillage qui la prend explicitement en compte. Tous ces avantages font
que cette approche et son utilisation pour prédire la rupture numériquement intéressent
beaucoup de groupe de chercheurs, sans pour autant qu’elle ne soit exploitée en industrie.

En effet, malgré tous les avantages listés précédemment, la modélisation de rupture par
champ de phase est limitée par un coût de calcul excessif qui rend difficile son utilisation
sur des cas réels. Ce coût de calcul s’explique par la nécessité d’avoir un raffinement
extrêmement fin dans la zone endommagé pour garantir la convergence spatiale du champ
de phase qui varie abruptement dans cette zone. Par ailleurs, il s’explique aussi par la
possible longue convergence liée à la résolution du problème couplé résultant du modèle
champ de phase. Cette problématique est moins critique en fatigue, où l’évolution des
champs est très lente à l’échelle du cycle. Toutefois, avec la plupart des modèles champ de
phase en fatigue, on aura donc besoin de calculer l’intégralité des cycles de chargement
explicitement, ce qui implique un nombre de pas de calcul beaucoup trop important quand
la vie en fatigue des matériaux métallique peut dépasser 107 cycles. Plusieurs auteurs
proposent déjà des solutions à ces problèmes spécifiques à la modélisation champ de phase,
comme l’utilisation de raffinement adaptatif de maillage pour optimiser le nombre de degré
de liberté en temps réel [103, 107], d’accélération de la résolution d’un pas [129, 154], ou
encore l’utilisation de saut de cycle pour diminuer le nombre de pas calculés [130, 151,
225]. L’objectif de ce travail est de mettre en commun ces approches d’accélération du
modèle champ de phase, pour permettre de gagner du temps de calcul dans un contexte de
dégradation par fatigue : sollicitation cyclique répétée, menant à la ruine pour des niveaux
de chargement pouvant être très inférieurs aux niveaux attendus en chargement statiques.
Il est important de noter que ce gain en temps de calcul doit se faire à un niveau de précision
satisfaisant, et que les avantages de flexibilité du modèle champ de phase, c’est-à-dire sa
capacité à retrouver des trajectoires de fissuration complexe, doit être conservé.

Ainsi, ce mémoire est structuré en quatre chapitres. D’abord, nous présentons les fon-
damentaux de la dégradation par fatigue ainsi que les différents outils, théoriques et
numériques, mis en place pour sa caractérisation. Ensuite, une attention particulière est
donnée au modèle champ de phase, et ses différentes formulations dans la littérature. Á
partir de cet état de l’art, un modèle champ de phase en fatigue est proposé et appliqué
à plusieurs géométries usuelles de la littérature champ de phase.
Le chapitre 3 présente ensuite plusieurs outils d’accélération ajoutés au modèle pour
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permettre de gagner du temps de calcul tout en conservant la précision. Nous commençons
par l’accélération du calcul du cycle, puis présentons plusieurs schémas de saut de cycle,
couplés ensuite à des opérateurs de raffinement adaptatif de maillage.
Enfin, nous utilisons ce modèle champ de phase accéléré dans le chapitre 4 afin de mettre en
évidence la capacité de l’approche à reproduire des cas expérimentaux. Ces comparaisons
numérique-expérimental permettent de mettre en lumière les avantages, les inconvénients
et les perspectives du modèle proposé.

Chapitre 1 : Préliminaires

Le premier chapitre est axé sur la rapide description des concepts théoriques exploités
dans cette thèse. Nous commençons par détailler les différentes étapes de la dégradation
par fatigue, qui se divise en étape d’initiation, de propagation de fissure macroscopique, et
qui peut mener vers la ruine brutale de la structure. Un rappel historique de l’étude de la
dégradation par fatigue est ensuite proposé, qui débute par la caractérisation empirique de
l’enveloppe de contrainte par Wöhler sous forme de courbe "S-N". Depuis, de nombreuses
loi ont vu le jour qui permettent d’approximer ces enveloppes, ou de les supplémenter pour
prendre en compte, la contrainte moyenne [89, 232], ou les effets plastiques [55]. Ce type
de traitement pour la fatigue ne différencie pas les différentes étapes de la fatigue, ou la
présence de défaut initial, pour poser la question de la propagation de ce défaut.

Cette manière de traiter la problématique de rupture ne vient que plus tard, avec
l’avènement la mécanique de la rupture [93, 113]. Griffith [93] pose les bases de ce
traitement différent, en formulant le problème de rupture comme la compétition entre
l’énergie relâchée par la propagation de fissure, et l’énergie nécessaire à la création de deux
nouvelles surfaces de fissure. Par ce biais, il propose d’exprimer un critère de rupture
avec le taux de restitution d’énergie, ou la variation d’énergie impliquée par une avancée
infinitésimale de fissure, comparé à un paramètre matériau : l’énergie de surface. Par
la suite, Irwin [113] introduit les facteurs d’intensité des contraintes (FIC) qu’il a vu
émerger de l’expression des champs de contraintes asymptotiques en pointe de fissure [250].
Ces facteurs d’intensité des contraintes permettent de quantifier l’état de contrainte en
pointe de fissure, et sont donc déterminants pour l’étude de la propagation de fissure.
Irwin propose également un lien direct entre ses FIC, et le taux de restitution d’énergie
introduit par Griffith [93]. Ces outils ont ensuite été exploités par Paris & Erdogan [190],
qui ont l’idée de tracer la vitesse d’avancée de fissure en fatigue en fonction de la variation
des FIC sur un cycle de chargement, ∆K. Nous avons représenté une courbe que l’on
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obtient pour les matériaux métalliques en Fig. C.1. On y aperçoit trois domaines, pour
∆K < Kth, on observe une avancée très rapide et irrégulière, tout comme pour ∆K > KIc,
où l’on s’approche du régime de fissuration en chargement statique. Entre ces deux
phases irrégulière, les auteurs mettent en évidence la présence d’un régime linéaire, qu’ils
approximent par une loi, dites de Paris-Erdogan, qui définit donc un régime d’avancée
de fissure en fonction de la variation des FIC.

Paris linear regime

I II III

Paris-Erdogan law :

��/�� = �(Δ� )�

log(Δ� )

log(��/�� )

log(��ℎ) log(�	 
 )

Figure C.1: Évolution typique de la vitesse de propagation de fissure en fonction de la variation
des facteurs d’intensité des contraintes. Le domaine II est un régime linéaire qui peut être modèlisé
par une loi type Paris-Erdogan [190]

Après avoir introduit ces concepts fondamentaux de la mécanique linéaire élastique de la
rupture, nous listons quelques méthodes numériques qui s’appuient sur ces concepts pour
proposer un modèle numérique de structure fissurée, et pour prédire la propagation en
fatigue de la fissure sous des conditions de chargement données. Plusieurs modèles sont
ainsi présentés, et différenciés en fonction de la manière dont la fissure est représentée
dans le maillage élément finis. Ainsi, nous présentons d’abord les approches basées sur une
représentation discrète de la fissure, les plus habituellement utilisés dans l’industrie, et
qui reposent sur le calcul numérique des FIC, pour imposer une certaine vitesse d’avancée
de fissure déduite de la loi de Paris. Ces approches peuvent toutefois être difficiles à
utiliser pour des cas de fissuration complexe, étant donné la nécessité de construire (et
souvent reconstruire) un maillage (ou les fonctions supports du maillage en XFEM) pour
correspondre à la géométrie fissurée [83, 208].

Ces quelques exemples pour la modélisation numérique de la fissuration en fatigue
sont ensuite mis en opposition avec des modèles basés sur une représentation diffuse
de l’endommagement. Ces modèles sont tirés de la mécanique de l’endommagement
[120, 142], où un scalaire représentant la fraction de matériau endommagé (ou micro-
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vide), sur la fraction de matériau sain est introduit pour représenter la fissure. Sous
leur forme locale, ces modèles souffrent généralement d’une dépendance pathologique
des résultats à la taille de maille [20, 36]. C’est pourquoi plusieurs travaux proposent
de modifier ces formulations en y ajoutant des termes non-locaux, ou le gradient du
scalaire d’endommagement [119, 169, 196]. Ces approches permettent de retrouver des
géométrie de fissure très complexe, et d’unifier l’étude de l’initiation et de la propagation
de fissure, habituellement traités séparément [142].

Plus récemment, l’approche champ de phase pour la fissuration, gagne en popularité. Elle
est basée sur l’approche variationnelle de la rupture, introduit par Francfort et Marigo
[76]. Dans ce travail, les auteurs proposent de réécrire le critère de Griffith [93] sous forme
variationnelle, c’est-à-dire, trouver le déplacement u, et la fissure Γ, qui minimise l’énergie
potentielle du solide fissurée. Suivant Griffith, les auteurs proposent d’écrire cette énergie
potentielle comme la somme de deux termes : l’énergie mécanique E(u) (relâchée en
propagation) , et l’énergie de surface W (Γ) (tirée du relâchement d’énergie mécanique) .
Plus tard, Bourdin [38] propose une régularisation de cette fonctionnelle pour en faciliter
le traitement numérique, et introduit donc le paramètre champ de phase, un scalaire
représentatif de l’endommagement d. Cette régularisation implique que la fonctionnelle
ressemble à un modèle d’endommagement avec un terme de gradient. Ainsi, l’approche
permet de lier la mécanique linéaire élastique de la rupture (à travers le critère de Griffith)
et la mécanique de l’endommagement. On écrit cette fonctionnelle régularisée comme :

Πint(u, d) = E(u, d) +W (d). (C.1)

Cette formulation a été créée pour la rupture fragile et ne mène à aucune dégradation
dans le cas d’un chargement cyclique répété inférieur à la limite usuelle. C’est pourquoi
plusieurs auteurs proposent des modifications de cette fonctionnelle pour prendre en
compte la fatigue des matériaux. On peut regrouper la plupart de ces approches sous
ces deux modifications de la fonctionnelle originale :

Πint(u, d) = E(u, d) +W (d) +

∫ t

0

Ḣ(d, ᾱ(τ)) dτ (e.g., [13, 149]) (C.2)

Πint(u, d) = E(u, d) +

∫ t

0

f(ᾱ(τ)) · Ẇ (d) dτ (e.g., [7, 44]) (C.3)

Notre travail est basé sur la modification de l’eq. (C.3), qui introduit la fatigue par
la dégradation locale de Gc, le taux de restitution d’énergie critique du matériau. Un
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paramètre de fatigue est accumulé au fur et à mesure du chargement cyclique qui est
injecté dans une fonction de dégradation de Gc qui va impliquer un seuil de rupture très
bas, dans les zones où les champs mécaniques sont les plus importants. De cette façon,
la fatigue est phénoménologiquement reproduite.
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Chapitre 2 : Un modèle champ de phase pour la fatigue

Dans ce second chapitre, nous détaillons les différents ingrédients de la fonctionnelle
champ de phase explicité ci-dessus. Pour chacun de ces ingrédients, nous discutons des
différentes variantes explorés dans la littérature pour obtenir un certain comportement
donné. Ainsi, nous pouvons reprendre les termes de la fonctionnelle (C.1), venant de
l’approche variationnelle de la rupture fragile de Francfort & Marigot [76], régularisée
par Bourdin [38], avec les notations de Wu et al. [259] :

E(u, d) =

∫

Ω

g(d) · ψ+
0 (u) + ψ−

0 (u) dV, (C.4a)

W (d) =
Gc

cw
·
∫

Ω

w(d)

lc
+ lc · |∇d|2 dV. (C.4b)

On voit ici le développement du terme d’énergie mécanique E(u, d), et du terme d’énergie
dissipée par la rupture W (d). Commençons par le terme mécanique.

E(u, d) est représentatif de l’énergie mécanique stockée par le solide étudié. Dans un cadre
élastique, il est identique à la densité d’énergie élastique, habituellement constitutive de
l’énergie libre d’un solide, à la différence de g(d) la fonction de dégradation qui permet
d’obtenir un comportement adoucissant avec l’augmentation de la variable champ de
phase. Dans ce travail, nous avons choisi une formulation quadratique de la fonction de
dégradation, car elle permet notamment d’avoir un problème d’endommagement linéaire
dans un cadre de résolution étagée du problème couplée mécanique-endommagement. De
plus, nous utilisons l’approche de Miehe et al. [166], qui consiste à ajouter une petite
constante à cette fonction pour éviter les problèmes de conditionnement de matrice, en
conservant une rigidité résiduelle dans les éléments totalement endommagés. On écrit donc :

g(d) = (1− d)2 + k (C.5)

On peut également voir que la densité d’énergie élastique ψ(u) dans l’eq. (C.4a) est
décomposé en deux termes. L’un des deux est dégradé par la fonction g(d) alors que
l’autre non. Cette formulation sert à induire un comportement asymétrique de dégradation,
typique des matériaux réels, qui présente généralement une ténacité, et un comporte-
ment adoucissant différents en traction et en compression. Par ailleurs, cette écriture
permet de modéliser le contact entre les lèvres des fissures, et ainsi d’empêcher leur
interpénétration. Dans notre travail, nous avons opté pour une décomposition spectrale de

197

Cette thèse est accessible à l'adresse : https://theses.insa-lyon.fr/publication/2023ISAL0084/these.pdf 
© [A. Jaccon], [2023], INSA Lyon, tous droits réservés



APPENDIX C. RESUME ÉTENDU DE LA THÈSE

l’énergie mécanique, c’est-à-dire que l’endommagement est piloté par les parties positives
des composantes de déformation propres. On considère avec ce modèle que la traction
mène à l’endommagement, alors que la compression ramène un comportement sain et ne
peut pas adoucir la réponse mécanique. Afin de différencier les composantes en traction
des composantes en compression, une décomposition spectrale est effectué et le signe des
valeurs propres obtenus nous mène à considérer cette déformation comme de compression
ou de traction. Nous avons proposé une nouvelle manière de calculer ces contributions, en
passant par le calcul d’une matrice d’élasticité dégradée dans le repère principale (inspiré
par Ref. [26]), que l’on peut ensuite retrouver dans le repère de travail par une simple
opération de changement de base. Cette nouvelle approche a permis de réduire le coût de
calcul associé à la méthode, et d’éviter des problématiques de singularité qui apparaissaient
en 3D lorsque deux valeurs propres sur trois étaient identiques [26, 173, 176].

Passons ensuite au second terme, W (d), représentant l’énergie dissipée par la fissuration,
ou plutôt l’énergie de surface provenant de l’énergie mécanique relâché par la propagation
de fissure. Celui-ci est donc composé d’un terme d’énergie de surface Gc, (le taux de
restitution d’énergie critique), intégré sur la surface de fissure, qui est ici formulée selon

l’intégration de sa densité de surface γ(d,∇d) = w(d)

lc · cw
+

lc
cw
· |∇d|2. On retrouve dans

cette formulation, w(d) la fonction de dissipation, ou fonction de géométrie de fissure,
qui pilote la topologie de d qui approxime la géométrie discrète de fissure. Dans notre
travail, nous avons opté pour la fonction dîtes AT2, qui permet à d d’être directement
borné par 0 et 1, et participe ainsi, avec la fonction de dégradation choisie, à permettre
au sous-problème d’endommagement de rester linéaire. Le modèle AT2 est w(d) = d2 et
cw = 2. Il faut toutefois noter que ce modèle ne permet pas d’avoir un vrai seuil élastique
: n’importe quel niveau de sollicitation implique l’endommagement de la structure.

Enfin, précisons que le modèle champ de phase doit garantir l’irréversibilité des fissures
formées, et ainsi respecter que ḋ ≥ 0. Dans notre travail, nous avons opté pour une
imposition implicite de cette condition, afin de diminuer les temps de calculs de la
méthode, étant donné le coût important associé aux ressources Cast3M d’optimisation
sous contraintes. Ainsi, nous avons utilisé la méthode du champ d’histoire de Miehe
et al. [166]. Cette approche est forcément liée à une résolution étagée du problème
couplé, comme initialement proposé par Bourdin et al. [38], et comme rigoureusement
formulé par Miehe et al. [166]. Une approche étagée est donc utilisée dans ce travail,
mais retravaillée dans le chapitre suivant pour permettre une efficacité accrue dans un
contexte de fissuration en fatigue.
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Enfin, nous nous intéressons aux ingrédients de l’extension en fatigue comme indiqué dans
la fonctionnelle modifiée (C.3). Deux nouveaux termes entrent en jeu : la fonction de
dégradation en fatigue f(ᾱ) et la variable interne de fatigue cumulée, ou variable d’histoire
de fatigue, ᾱ. Le premier terme sert à dégrader la ténacité du matériau dans les zones où
un cumul important d’énergie mécanique s’est manifesté, représenté par ᾱ, le cumul de
variable interne de fatigue α. Nous avons choisi α = g(d) · ψ+

0 comme dans Ref. [44]. Ceci
permet d’éviter des soucis de dépendance à la taille de maille observés dans Ref. [7] en
prenant α = ϵ, et de permettre une prise en compte des effets d’asymétrie de dégradation en
fatigue, ainsi que d’arrêter le cumul d’énergie dans les zones complètement endommagées.

La fin de ce chapitre s’articule ensuite sur trois points importants pour comprendre la
suite des travaux : la modélisation de fissure pré-existante pour le modèle champ de phase,
l’interprétation de lc, la longueur caractéristique du modèle champ de phase, et les méthodes
de résolution du problème couplé obtenu. Á partir de ces bases théoriques, une fonctionnelle
pour un modèle champ de phase étendu en fatigue est proposée, et nous obtenons la
formulation forte du problème couplé ainsi que sa formulation éléments finis dans un cadre
étagé. Le modèle obtenu est ensuite appliqué à plusieurs benchmarks usuels de la littérature
champ de phase pour valider son implémentation et mettre en avant ses capacités.

Figure C.2: De gauche à droite, étude sur cas de fissure en milieu infini, avec tracé dans le
domaine de Paris, étude sur échantillon SEN et comparaison à la littérature, étude sur échantillon
de branchement de fissure, avec champ de phase calculé.
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Chapitre 3 : Outils d’accélération

Nous agissons sur trois leviers pour accélérer les simulations de champ de phase. Première-
ment, le calcul du cycle est accéléré en investiguant différentes approches de résolution
étagée, puis d’accélération de convergence. Ensuite, plusieurs procédures de saut de cycle
sont testées et appliquées sur un cas de fissuration en mode I dans un espace infini. Les
opérateurs de raffinement adaptatifs de maillage sont ensuite détaillés, avant d’être couplés
au saut de cycle pour obtenir des gains en temps de calculs encore plus important.

La première partie du chapitre est donc centrée sur la méthode de résolution du problème
couplé mécanique-champ de phase dans le cadre de fissuration en fatigue. Il existe en
effet de nombreuses approches dans la littérature, basées sur une résolution monolithique
du problème couplé [82, 159, 230], ou plusieurs types de résolution étagée [38, 129, 154,
166], c’est-à-dire en découplant les inconnus. Suite à quelques tests sur des géométries
simples, nous avons opté pour une approche étagée dîtes implicite, one-loop inspirée par
les Refs. [104, 154], qui semble être la plus efficace en fatigue. Par ailleurs, nous avons
testé une approche Newton modifiée, où l’opérateur tangent du problème mécanique
n’est pas recalculé à chaque itération interne du schéma de résolution. Toutefois, la
non-robustesse du schéma obtenu nous a poussés à abandonner cette approche. Enfin,
un schéma d’accélération de convergence de type Aitken [3, 206] a été utilisé dans la
boucle du problème couplé sur les résidus mécanique successifs, en permettant de réduire
encore significativement le temps de calcul.

Ensuite, nous avons traité la problématique du modèle champ de phase en fatigue choisi
qui impose un calcul explicite de tous les cycles de chargement. Le calcul de chaque
cycle n’est pas possible lorsque l’on parle d’expérience de fatigue qui peut en impliquer
jusqu’à 107. Nous proposons donc l’utilisation d’une approche par saut de cycle, qui doit
donc permettre d’éviter de calculer chaque cycle, tout en conservant un certain niveau de
précision. L’idée des approches saut de cycle est d’utiliser des cycles dits de contrôle, durant
lesquelles le comportement est simulé, pour estimer l’évolution des quantités d’intérêt ∆α

sur ∆N cycles, par un procédé d’extrapolation des ∆α calculés. Dans ce travail, nous
nous sommes limités à 1 cycle de contrôle, et avons testé deux procédés d’extrapolation :
un procédé type Forward-Euler (FE), analogue à un développement de Taylor d’ordre 1,
et un procédé itératif, d’extrapolation type trapèze (TI), qui utilise un cycle de contrôle
en N et un cycle en N + ∆N . Pour ces deux schémas, la variable interne de fatigue
cumulée ᾱ a été utilisé comme seule variable extrapolée dans le schéma saut de cycle :
à partir de cette extrapolation, toutes les autres inconnues sont recalculées. Ces deux
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approches par saut de cycle permettent de faire des gains de calculs considérables, tout
en conservant un très bon niveau de précision. Toutefois, on remarque que la précision
du schéma FE est dépendante de la valeur de ∆N choisie, contrairement au schéma TI,
qui présente une précision quasi-indépendante du ∆N , jusqu’à un certain seuil à partir
duquel, le schéma itératif ne converge plus, ou converge vers une solution fausse. Dans
les deux cas, il est donc nécessaire de contrôler ∆N pour régler l’efficacité et la précision
de l’approche. Dans le cadre de l’approche itérative avec l’extrapolation TI, nous avons
donc proposé de diminuer ∆N pendant le calcul si le nombre d’itérations internes du
schéma itératif dépasse un certain seuil.

Enfin, nous proposons de palier au problème du coût de calcul du modèle champ de phase
par l’ajout d’une procédure de raffinement de maillage adaptatif (AMR, Adaptive Mesh
Refinement). Cette approche de gestion du maillage pendant la propagation est très
importante pour le modèle champ de phase étant donné la nécessite d’utiliser une maille
extrêmement fine dans la zone endommagée, pour capturer la variation abrupte du champ
de phase. Ainsi, on retrouve déjà plusieurs méthodes de raffinement adaptatif de maillage
dans la littérature champ de phase e.g., [103, 107, 244] qui permettent des gains en temps
de calcul très important. Faisant suite à cette riche littérature, nous proposons d’appliquer
ce type d’approche dans le cadre champ de phase en fatigue, tout en prévoyant de l’utiliser
avec une approche saut de cycle. Dans cette section, nous nous attachons donc à décrire
les différentes briques nécessaires au couplage AMR et saut de cycle : premièrement, nous
décrivons l’outil de raffinement permettant de passer d’un maillage grossier à un maillage
raffiné. Ensuite, nous discutons du transfert de champs, nécessaire pour recalculer les
champs inconnus sur les nouveaux maillages raffinés. Enfin, nous précisons le critère de
raffinement, basé sur la variable champ de phase, et le rapport lc/h dans la zone considérée
comme endommagée [165, 176]. Ces choix permettent au final d’avoir une approche AMR
efficace, précise et robuste, qui est applicable dans un cadre fatigue et fragile.

Armés de tous ces outils d’accélération, nous proposons un algorithme de propagation de
fissure qui permet leur mise en commun. Ainsi, l’objectif est de minimiser le nombre de
degrés de liberté calculés à chaque cycle par l’utilisation d’AMR, tout en minimisant le
nombre de cycles calculés par l’utilisation du saut de cycle. Pour garantir la robustesse
et la précision du schéma couplé obtenu, une approche à-posteriori est utilisé, c’est-
à-dire que le critère de raffinement est vérifié après chaque saut de cycle, et qu’une
approche itérative est enclenchée à chacune de ces vérifications jusqu’à l’obtention d’un
maillage qui respecte le critère.

Après avoir présenté cette approche couplant les outils d’accélération précédents, nous
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l’appliquons sur plusieurs cas usuels de la littérature champ de phase. Premièrement,
nous l’appliquons sur le cas de l’ouverture de fissure en mode I dans un milieu infini afin
de comparer les deux schémas d’extrapolation (FE et TI) dans ce cadre spécifique avec
AMR. Les deux approches permettent des gains importants en temps de calcul, qui sont
d’autant plus important, plus le calcul de fatigue est long. Toutefois, l’approche TI est
privilégiée pour le reste du travail étant donné son efficacité (à niveau de précision donné)
qui semble un peu supérieure au schéma FE. Par ailleurs, l’approche TI permet l’utilisation
du saut de cycle adaptatif cité plus tôt. Ceci n’est pas le cas du schéma FE qui nécessite
l’introduction d’une méthode de ∆N adaptatif, brièvement investiguée, sans résultat
définitif, en annexe de ce travail. Ensuite, le schéma accéléré est appliqué sur des cas de
fissuration plus complexe, faisant intervenir des modes mixtes de rupture, du branchement,
de la coalescence, et de l’initiation de fissure. Enfin, le seul cas tridimensionnel du travail
est présenté. Tous ces cas de fissurations ont été reproduits avec le traitement décrit,
permettant une accélération significative du temps de calcul tout en conservant la précision.

Figure C.3: De gauche à droite, maillages raffinés adaptativement sur SEN 3D, maillages raffinés
sur le cas de branchement de fissure, maillages raffinés sur le cas d’initiation de fissure.
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Chapitre 4 : Vers l’application industrielle

Si l’objectif du travail est d’accélérer les temps de calculs associés à la simulation numérique
de propagation de fissure par champ de phase, c’est en réalité pour permettre de faciliter
l’utilisation de ce modèle pour traiter des cas réels. Ainsi, après avoir étudié de nombreux
cas numériques académiques, nous nous sommes penchés sur la question de la reproduction
de résultats expérimentaux avec le modèle accéléré proposé dans ce travail. Pour ce faire
nous nous sommes basés sur deux campagnes d’essais réalisés respectivement par G.Gibert
dans le cadre de sa thèse [84], et par J.Réthore & R. Seghir dans le cadre d’une activité
de benchmarking organisée à CFRAC 2023 [209], un congrès international centré sur
la mécanique de la rupture. En plus de la valeur de preuve de concept de ce chapitre,
la comparaison numérique-expérimentale visée permet de mettre en évidence certaines
difficultés associées à l’application de ces approches.

La première campagne basée sur les travaux de thèse de G. Gibert [84], se focalise sur
l’identification de paramètre grâce aux essais sur une éprouvette CT chargé en fatigue dans
laquelle une fissure se propage en mode I, puis la prédiction d’une trajectoire de fissure dans
un échantillon CT troué. Ainsi, nous commençons par proposer un modèle numérique de
l’échantillon CT sain, et modifier les paramètres numériques de notre modèle afin d’obtenir
le comportement en fatigue que l’on essaye de reproduire. Dans le chapitre 2, nous avons
discuté du fait que les modèles basés sur la dégradation de ténacité peuvent reproduire des
effets de fatigue, comme montré par Carrara et al. [44] qui retrouvent une vitesse de fissure
corrélée linéairement à ∆K sur un intervalle, et ce, de façon supposément indépendante
de la géométrie ou du chargement : un comportement type Paris. L’auteur mentionné [44]
reproduit également des courbes type S-N, encore une fois, sans la nécessité d’imposer ces
comportements à priori. Cette caractéristique du modèle signifie que l’on peut jouer sur
les paramètres numériques afin d’obtenir des coefficients de la loi de Paris qui permettent
de caractériser un certain comportement en fatigue que l’on souhaite reproduire.

Nous avons donc réalisé ce fit sur l’éprouvette CT saine, étudiée expérimentalement par
G. Gibert [84]. Le modèle champ de phase en fatigue utilisé est caractérisé par quatre
paramètres lc, Gc, qui sont les paramètres numériques liés au modèle champ de phase en
fragile, et κ, αT qui pilotent la fonction de dégradation en fatigue. Malgré les travaux
existant qui permettent de lier les paramètres champ de phase à des propriétés matériaux
spécifiques (e.g., lc et σc liés par Refs. [171, 241]), nous avons opté au contraire pour
une approche purement heuristique de calibration des paramètres, en effectuant des tests
successifs avec différentes valeurs de paramètres numériques jusqu’à atteindre le meilleur
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fit possible. Durant ces tests, nous avons pu observer des corrélations plus ou moins clairs
entre les paramètres qui pilotent la fonction de dégradation en fatigue, et les coefficients
de Paris obtenus, avec l’influence de αT sur l’ordonnée à l’origine du domaine linéaire, et
l’influence de κ sur la pente du domaine linéaire. Ces observations, mêlées au processus
par tâtonnement, nous a mené à un fit très précis du cas CT sain.

Nous avons ensuite appliqué ces paramètres déduits sur la géométrie CT trouée étudiée par
G. Gibert [84], pour voir si nous étions capables de retrouver l’influence expérimentalement
observée de ce trou sur la trajectoire de la fissure. Deux diamètres de trou ont été
étudiés, pour différencier l’influence de ces changements de géométrie sur la réponse
mécanique. Expérimentalement, G. Gibert [84] observe que le trou le plus gros attire la
fissure complètement, alors que le plus petit trou attire légèrement la fissure, qui continue
ensuite sa route en mode I après avoir approché le trou. Ces observations ont été très bien
reproduites qualitativement : le gros diamètre a complètement attiré la fissure, alors que
le petit diamètre n’a fait que dévier légèrement la trajectoire. Toutefois, notons que la
non-prise en compte de la plasticité, et la modélisation en déformation plane ne sont pas
des choix très pertinents pour ce matériau et ces conditions d’expériences, pouvant ainsi
expliquer la déviation importante observée avec les résultats expérimentaux.

Ensuite, nous avons participé à l’activité de Benchmark de J. Réthoré & R. Seghir, qui est
basé sur la rupture quasi-fragile de quatre échantillons en PMMA. Ainsi, contrairement à
la plupart des travaux entrepris dans ce mémoire, il ne s’agit pas de fissuration en fatigue.
Plusieurs changements ont donc été proposés pour faciliter le traitement quasi-statique
du phénomène de rupture fragile : d’abord, nous avons opté pour une résolution étagée
explicite, pilotée par l’incrément du champ d’histoire H. Ceci permet d’éviter les problèmes
de convergence associés au schéma implicite étagé (dans les cas de rupture instable), tout
en contrôlant la précision grâce à la limitation de l’incrément de H. Ensuite, cette section
n’utilise ni saut de cycle, ni dégradation en fatigue (en imposant f(ᾱ) = 1).

Dans la même veine que les travaux sur la CT, le processus de comparaison numérique-
expérimentale s’est déroulé en deux temps. On nous a premièrement fourni les données liées
à la rupture de deux échantillons de PMMA, afin de calibrer les paramètres numériques
du modèle utilisé. Ensuite, à partir du modèle numérique fitté, une prédiction à l’aveugle
des deux autres cas de rupture était demandé. Avec ce cas fragile, les seuls paramètres
importants sont Gc, lc, que nous avons décidé de calibrer de la même façon que pour la
CT: par tâtonnement. Les valeurs de Gc, lc ainsi choisis ont permis de reproduire très
fidèlement les cas de calibration, avec un cas de fissuration stable en mode I, et un cas
de rupture instable d’une plaque à quatre trous sollicitée en traction.
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Les deux cas de prédiction étaient une sorte de reflet des cas de calibration, avec un cas
de fissuration stable en mode I, et un cas de fissuration dans une plaque trouée (cette
fois sollicitée en compression). La prédiction proposée pour le cas en mode I est plutôt
fidèle avec un pic de contrainte avant rupture qui mène à une propagation de fissure stable
dans l’axe de symétrie de la géométrie. Le pic de chargement fut toutefois beaucoup
surestimé, alors que la phase de propagation stable a été très bien reproduite. Inversement,
la prédiction du dernier échantillon (plaque trouée en compression) fut très mauvaise à tous
les niveaux. On peut imaginer que l’utilisation de l’approche de décomposition spectrale
pour modéliser le comportement du PMMA sous compression n’est pas pertinente, ou
encore qu’un modèle trop simple des conditions aux limites a été pris en compte.

Á noter que ces deux essais de comparaison numérique-expérimental ont été réalisés avec
des outils d’accélération, AMR et saut de cycle pour le cas CT, et seulement AMR pour
le cas des échantillons en PMMA. Ces outils sont particulièrement utiles dans ce genre
de cas où le procédé d’identification par tâtonnement implique le calcul de plusieurs
dizaines de cas de fissuration. Toutefois, dans ces conditions, on a pu mettre en évidence
la difficulté de calibration du schéma AMR, et notamment l’outil de lissage, dans les
cas où le rapport entre la taille éléments très fins et les éléments très grossiers devient
important. Dans ce contexte, des outils de déraffinement, nous semblent très importants
pour permettre d’optimiser les procédures proposées.

Figure C.4: De gauche à droite, la géométrie de CT trouée d’après Ref. [84], puis comparaison
numérique expérimentale de trajet de fissure sur CT trouée (pointillés noir correspond à la vraie
fissure), puis comparaison de maillages raffinés.
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Conclusions et Perspectives

Ce travail a commencé par l’introduction du phénomène de fatigue des matériau et les
différents outils, théoriques et numériques, mis en place pour le caractériser et prédire le
comportement des structures face à un chargement de fatigue à grand nombre de cycles.
Le modèle champ de phase a été choisi pour tirer profit de la flexibilité du modèle, qui
permet de traiter aisément des cas de fissuration complexe (modes mixtes, branchement,
coalescence, initiation). L’approche a donc été décrit, avec un état de l’art des différents
ingrédients de la fonctionnelle régularisé, une description de l’extension en fatigue choisie,
et le détail de l’implémentation numérique utilisé pour résoudre le problème couplé obtenu.
Une attention particulière fut portée sur la méthode utilisée pour induire le comportement
en dégradation asymétrique et les effets de refermeture de fissure. Inspirés par plusieurs
approches de décomposition spectrale [26, 165, 173], nous avons proposé une méthode par
changement de base qui a permis d’améliorer son efficacité et sa robustesse. Finalement,
l’implémentation proposée a été validée sur plusieurs cas usuels de la littérature champ
de phase. Le modèle de fatigue tiré de Carrara et al. [44] a été utilisé pour traiter
des cas de fissuration avec chargement cyclique, et un régime linéaire type Paris [190]
indépendant du niveau de chargement fut illustré. Ces applications nous ont permis
de montrer la flexibilité du modèle champ de phase, mais son coût en temps de calcul
prohibitif nous a poussé à développer des outils d’accélérations, propres à ce modèle
en fatigue à grand nombre de cycles.

C’est pourquoi une accélération en trois axes a été proposée. D’abord, le calcul du cycle
a été travaillé pour permettre une implémentation étagée, précise et efficace, adapté au
comportement obtenu avec le modèle de fatigue. Ensuite, plusieurs schémas de saut
de cycle ont été proposés pour éviter la nécessité de calculer explicitement des dizaines
de millions de cycles pour estimer l’évolution non-linéaire de la variable d’histoire de
fatigue. Finalement, un outil de raffinement adaptatif de maillage est mis en place, pour
permettre de coupler tous les outils d’accélérations et ainsi obtenir une optimisation
simultanée de la discrétisation spatiale et temporelle. Une approche itérative de saut de
cycle inspiré par Loew et al. [151] est proposée, avec vérification a-posteriori de critères de
raffinement adaptatif adaptés au modèle champ de phase. Ce cadre accéléré fut ensuite
appliqué sur plusieurs cas numériques usuels 2D-3D de la littérature champ de phase,
montrant ainsi sa robustesse, et son efficacité à une précision donnée. Finalement, nous
avons proposé plusieurs comparaisons numérique-expérimentale, permettant de mettre en
lumière certaines étapes, et problématiques de l’utilisation du modèle sur des cas réels.
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Finalement, nous avons donc implémenté un modèle de champ de phase, avec prise
en compte d’effets de fatigue, accompagné d’outils d’accélération adaptées permettant
d’importants gain en temps de calcul. Ce modèle et ses outils ont été intégralement réalisés
sur le code éléments finis du CEA, Cast3M [46]. Ces résultats positifs ouvrent plusieurs
perspectives pour améliorer l’applicabilité du modèle à des cas réels et son efficacité
numérique. Premièrement, il est nécessaire de prendre plus d’effets en compte, comme
la plasticité, ou différents effets propres à la fatigue, comme l’influence de la contrainte
moyenne ou les effets de refermeture. La littérature qui concerne l’extension en fatigue
du modèle champ de phase est déjà riche et florissante, permettant d’ajouter ces effets
déterminants pour la prédiction des phénomènes réels. Ensuite, un travail additionnel sur
le coût numérique de la méthode est nécessaire, en exploitant les approches astucieuses
proposées par le reste des auteurs travaillant sur la question. Citons par exemple l’approche
BFGS pour la résolution du système couplé [129], ou l’approche type quart de cycle pour
la prise en compte du chargement [130, 225], qui pourraient être ajoutés au cadre accéléré
proposé sans grande difficulté. Finalement le déraffinement de maillage nous a semblé
nécessaire pour permettre une accélération significative. Ce type d’opération pourrait être
rendu possible si le manque de discrétisation derrière le front de fissure n’influence pas
la réponse mécanique. On pourrait aussi envisager un changement de représentation de
la fissure derrière le front pour permettre d’utiliser des éléments très grossiers.
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