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Abstract 

During the part forming in laser powder bed fusion process, thermal distortion is one big problem due to the thermal stress which is caused by the 
high cooling rate and temperature gradient. Therefore, it is important to know the effect of process parameters on thermal and stress evolution in the 
melt zone. In this paper, a 3D finite element model for Selective Laser Melting (SLM) process based on sequentially coupled thermo-mechanical 
field analysis was developed for accurately predicting thermal history and surface features, like distortion and residual stress. Temperature 
dependent material properties for performed material 304L stainless steel are incorporated into the model capturing the change from powder to fully 
dense solid stainless steel. Surface temperature gradients and thermal stress were fully presented in the development of different parameter sets, 
which designed for the probability of reducing defect formation. Simulation results showed that the sequent thermal cyclic melting in successive 
scanned tracks resulted in alternating compressive and tensile thermal stresses. A predictive model for thermal and stress field in large part by 
selective laser melting process is come up in Part II. After the parts cooled down to room temperature, higher residual stresses were found in 
longitudinal stress. This paper will provide guidance on how to achieve minimum residual stresses and deformations by the study of the process 
parameters.  
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1. Introduction 

Selective Laser Melting (SLM) is a powder bed-based Additive Manufacturing (AM) technology. It is widely used in the freeform 
fabrication of complex three-dimensional metal parts directly from CAD models by adding material layer by layer [1]. SLM 
introduces the opportunity to build parts with high engineered properties. However, several process defects such as warping and 
distortion, induced by residual stress, have been discovered in the SLM process. Residual stresses generate due to the high thermal 
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gradient during rapid heating and cooling cycles of the part forming in laser powder bed fusion. These process defects still remain 
unsolved issues [2]. Therefore, it is critical to understand how SLM process parameters such as laser power, scanning speed and 
scanning strategy determine the thermal behavior and mechanical properties of the final parts. However, it is time-consuming and 
highly cost through experiments for detailed investigations to analyze the effect of different process parameters on the temperature 
distribution and mechanical properties. This problem can be solved by developing a numerical model to analyze all behaviors in the 
SLM process and understand how process parameters relate to the thermal behavior and ultimate engineering mechanical properties. 

In recent years, numerical models have been developed and used in previous studies to analyze the relations between process 
parameters and mechanical performance [3-5]. Antony et al. [6] conducted a numerical and experimental work on selective laser 
melting process performed with the material of 316L stainless steel. They analyzed the effect of process parameters such as laser 
power, scanning speed and laser beam size on melt pool sizes and ball formation. Conclusions were included that scanning speed had 
no influence on track height and wetting angle, while laser power and scanning speed had obvious effects on track smoothness, 
distortion and irregularities. These simulation results were compared with experimental results. Parry et al. [7] developed a thermo-
mechanical model to determine the thermal behavior and residual stress resulting from the SLM process. They found that scan 
strategies affected the stress distribution. Their results showed longitudinal stress was the main contribution to stress due to the larger 
thermal gradient in the laser scanning direction. It was also believed that preheating temperature affected thermal stress and cracks 
significantly [8]. For example, Cao et al. [9] established a three-dimensional thermo-mechanical model to analyze the effect of 
preheating on stress and distortion in electron beam based additive manufacturing, their results indicated that preheating could 
decrease the distortion and stress of final parts. 

In this paper, a 3D finite element model for SLM process with the performed material of SS304L based on sequentially coupled 
thermo-mechanical field analysis in commercial software ANSYS was developed for accurately predicting thermal history, distortion 
and residual stress. Temperature dependent material properties were incorporated into the model capturing the change from powder to 
fully dense solid stainless steel. For the sequentially coupled thermo-mechanical analysis, the calculations were done in two steps. 
First, the transient thermal analysis was calculated. Then the computed temperature results were used for the mechanical calculations 
as the thermal load to calculate the thermal stress and deformation. Simulation results showed that the sequent thermal cyclic melting 
in successive scanned tracks resulted in alternating compressive and tensile thermal stresses. This paper will provide guidance on how 
to achieve minimum residual stresses and deformations by controlling the process parameters and other relevant parameters. 

2. Numerical analysis of selective laser melting 304L stainless steel 

2.1. Model setup 

The three-dimensional numerical modeling domain was setup by one layer of 304L stainless steel powder with dimensions of 
4×3.4×0.05 mm3 on a solid 304L substrate with dimensions of 4×3.4×2 mm3 (Fig. 1). To reduce computational time, the elements 
interacting with the laser beam were finely meshed with hexahedral element sizes of 20 µm and a coarser mesh for the surrounding 
loose powder and substrate. The final model contained total 45,168 elements and 54469 nodes. In order to make the complicated 
problem mathematically tractable, the whole powder bed was considered as homogeneous and continuous media. 

2.2. Governing equations for heat transfer and thermal stress 

The governing transient heat transfer energy balance equation in the entire volume of the material is given as 
 

( ) ( ) ( )p
T T T Tc k k k q
t x x y y z z

       
   

      
    (1) 

where k is the thermal conductivity, ρ is the density, cp is the specific heat, both of the thermal conductivity and thermal diffusivity 
are temperature dependent, T is the current temperature, q is the internal heat generation rate per unit volume, t is the time, x, y and z 
are the coordinates in the reference system. 

For the sequentially coupled thermo-mechanical analysis. The calculations are done in two steps [10]. First, the transient thermal 
analysis is calculated. After the temperature field obtained from the thermal analysis, the mechanical analysis is performed as the 
temperature field applied as the thermal load to calculate the thermal stress and deformation.  

The governing mechanical equilibrium equation is written as [11-12]: 
 

0          (2) 
where σ is the second-order stress tensor associated with the material behavior law. 
Considering the elastoplastic behavior of the material, strain and stress can be written as 
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where C is the fourth order material stiffness tensor and εe is the second-order elastic strain tensor.  
Total strain ε, assuming small deformation thermo-elasto-plasticity, is decomposed as [13]: 
 

e p th v              (4) 
where εe, εp, εth and εv are the elastic strain, plastic strain, thermal strain and transformation strain, respectively. 

2.3. Heat source model and boundary conditions 

During the SLM process, the laser energy on the powder bed can be regarded as a volumetric energy density, which obeys the 
Gaussian heat source distribution. The most common beam profile in the laser material processing is the Gaussian distribution with 
an exponentially decaying of energy as a volumetric heat source given by: 

 
2

1 2 2
0 0

2(1 ) exp 2 expR P r zq
dr d r

            
      (5) 

where P is the laser power, r0 is the laser radius, d is the optical penetration depth, which is set as 50 μm in this work. Eq.(5) creates 
an exponentially decaying volumetric heat flux through a Gaussian distribution in the (x, y) plane and an additional decay term in the 
z direction.  

The initial condition throughout the whole powder bed and substrate is considered as uniform temperature distribution: 
 

 0 0( , , , )tT x y z t T     (6) 
where T0 is the ambient temperature which equals the temperature at the initial time. 

Boundary conditions on the top surface and lateral surfaces include radiation and convection. Boundary conditions are expressed 
as: 

    4 4
0 0

Tq k h T T T T
z


     


   (7) 

where T is temperature, h is the heat transfer coefficient of natural thermal convection, which is assumed to be a constant of 50 
W/m2∙K, σ is the Stefan–Boltzmann constant of 5.67 × 10-8 W/m2∙K4 and ε is the powder bed emissivity of 0.4.  

The laser beam scans the powder bed back and forth with the hatch space of 105 μm at a constant effective scanning velocity 
along the X-direction. Other process parameters of the simulation model of 304L stainless steel are shown in Table 1. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig. 1. (a) FEA model geometry and laser scan strategy of SLM process; (b) longitudinal view of middle section B 
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Another boundary condition specifies that there is no heat exchange at the bottom surface of the substrate, which means the 
bottom surface is adiabatic. Usually, all nodes at the bottom region are rigidly constrained as no deformation occurred during the 
SLM process [14]. 

For the sequentially coupled thermo-mechanical analysis, the calculations were done in two steps. First, the transient thermal 
analysis was calculated. Then the computed temperature results were used for the mechanical calculations as the thermal load to 
calculate the thermal stress and deformation. The first step was the heating process which lasted 0.00625 s and cooling process which 
lasted 50 s. During this process, the powder is heated by the moving laser beam and then cools down to the room temperature.  

 
Table 1. Hatch parameters of the simulation model 

Hatch parameters Model 

Power, P [W] 200 

Optical penetration depth, d [µm] 50 

Hatch spacing, Hs [µm] 105 

Point distance, pd [µm] 60 

Laser exposure time, te [µs] 75 

Effective scan speed, SS [mm/s] 800 

Laser diameter, D [µm] 150 

Reflectance of SS304L, R 0.3 

Number of laser tracks, N 5 

2.4. Thermo-physical and mechanical properties 

The thermo-physical properties and mechanical properties of solid-state 304L stainless steel are temperature dependent and 
identified in [15-16].  

Thermal conductivity in this work is assigned an increased value 10 times the normal thermal conductivity of solid 304L for 
temperature greater than the melting point. The value of thermal conductivity multiplier was determined through fitting the model’s 
predicted melt pool size to experimental results. This method of effective thermal conductivity of the melt pool is well established in 
other literature and is used to simulate the increased heat transfer due to convection of the melt pool in conduction models [17]. The 
effective properties of the powder bed are much smaller than that of bulk material, for the used powder material in this study, 
expressed as in paper [18]. We can tread the yield stress and Young’s Module as zero in powder. 

 
Table 2. Thermo-physical properties and mechanical properties of solid state SS304L 
  T(K) cp(J/(kg·K)) k(W/(m·K))  ρ(kg/m3) H(kJ) σy(MPa) α(K-1) E(GPa)       ν 

298 480 14.8 8020 0 220 2.00E-05 200 0.3 
373 500 15.8 8000 36 218 2.00E-05 193 0.3 
473 530 17.7 7950 88 186 2.00E-05 185 0.3 
573 540 18.8 7903 141 170 2.00E-05 175 0.3 
673 560 20.7 7855 196 155 2.00E-05 165 0.3 
873 595 23.5 7751 311 145 2.00E-05 160 0.3 

1073 620 25.8 7645 432 91 2.00E-05 150 0.3 
1473 675 31.6 7431 690 25 2.00E-05 60 0.3 
1573 695 32.8 7381 758 21 2.00E-05 20 0.3 
1673 720 33.5 7351 801 20 2.00E-05 10 0.3 
1727 800 140 6900 1129 10 2.00E-05 10 0.3 
1773 800 300 6900 1166 10 2.00E-05 10 0.3 
1873 800 300 6900 1246 10 2.00E-05 10 0.3 
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Taking the melting and solidification phenomena during SLM into consideration, the latent heat of fusion should not be neglected. 
It can be calculated from the enthalpy (H) of the material, which can be written as [19]: 

 

 

,

( ) ,

,

p s
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p s l

l s

p l

c dT T T

T TH T c dT L T T T
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      (8) 

where L, 261 kJ/kg, is the latent heat of fusion, Tl, 1727 K and Ts, 1673K are the liquidus and solidus temperature, respectively [15]. 

3. Simulation Results and Discussion 

Fig. 2 (a) shows the computed temperature profile changes at various monitoring locations, points 2, 4, 5 and 6 for a laser power 
of 200 W, as from Figure 1. Point 2 is in the middle of the third track on the top surface; Point 4 is below Point 1 and located at the 
interface of powder bed and substrate; Point 5 and 6 are in the middle of the second and fourth track on the top surface. Results 
indicate that during the heating process, the heating rate is very fast. Each point experiences several peak temperatures due to heat 
accumulation from sequent laser tracks. The lower secondary peaks correspond to the laser scanning the middle position on 
successive tracks. For example, there are several peak temperatures in Point 2. The maximum peak temperature is higher than the 
melting temperature, and two sequent secondary peaks are a litter lower than the melting temperature. This means point 2 is affected 
by several tracks, but no re-melting happens by the two adjacent tracks. The thermal history and simulated melt pool sizes are 
obtained and validated by the solidification behavior in paper [20].  In this paper, the melt pool depth is larger than the layer 
thickness of 50 μm, which means thermal behavior of the previous layer can also be affected by laser tracks on the subsequent layer. 
Even re-melting happens when heating a subsequent layer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 2. (a) Thermal history of Points 2-6 for laser power of 200 W, (b) temperature distribution profile when laser travels in point 1 and  
(c) thermal stress corresponding to (b). 
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Fig. 2 (b) shows the temperature profile contour in laser track when laser travels in point 1, the middle of the first track. The 
temperature change of the distribution indicates the temperature gradient of the melting regions becomes steeper as distance with 
laser center increases, which indicates temperature gradient and cooling rate increase when distance into the melt region center 
increases. It is noted that the temperature gradient becomes higher when laser power increases. Thus, the process with a higher laser 
power of 200W generates higher temperature gradient. Actually, the larger temperature gradient induces higher stress, which means a 
higher laser power will induce a greater residual stress field within alloys part.  

In the laser heating process, the outer region is cooler than the laser center; therefore outer region tends to contract before the 
center region, so the outer region experiences tension, while the center regions find themselves in compression. This can be verified 
in Figure 2 (c), the center regions have a higher temperature and even higher than the melting point, then the equivalent stress 
remains in compressive compared to the outer space. It is noting that the evolution of stress is dependent on the direction of local 
thermal gradients. After cooling is completed, the material surface remains in compression, with the inner sustains tension.  

The typical point is selected in Point 2, the middle of the third track.  The stress variation and history are illustrated in Figure 3 (a) 
and (b). The stress in longitudinal, transversal, normalized direction and von Mises stress are observed respectively. Obviously, 
different stress directions presented the complicated variation trend in the laser heating process. Then reach a constant value 
eventually as the part cools down to room temperature. The values of final residual stress in different directions were found, with the 
value of X-component stress 98 MPa, Y-component stress 26 MPa, Z-component stress 12 MPa and von Mises stress 127 MPa, 
respectively. These results show that longitudinal stress is the main contribution to stress due to the larger thermal gradient in the 
laser scanning direction. 

The thermal stress history of different directions during heating period (0–0.006250 s) are shown in Figure 3 (b). It is worth noting 
that the value of the thermal stress is negative at the beginning of the heating process, which meant that the stress is in compressive 
state. As the heating process proceeds, the compressive stress decreases rapidly and turns into tensile state [21]. Because of the 
remelting between adjacent scan tracks happens at successive scanning tracks, the variations of the stresses are complicated as the 
laser heat source moves rapidly. The subsequent thermal cyclic melting in successive scanned tracks result in alternating compressive 
and tensile thermal stresses. 

 

 
Fig. 3. The different stress distributions and different deformation distributions of middle point on the third track: The different stress distributions during the whole 

simulated time (a) (b); The different deformation distributions during the whole simulated time (c)(d). 
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The deformation distributions in Point 2 are illustrated in Figure 3 (c) and (d). The deformation in longitudinal, transversal and 
normalized direction are observed respectively. Like the stress variation history, different deformation directions present the 
complicated variation trend in the laser heating process. Then reach a constant value eventually as the part cools down to room 
temperature. The values of final deformation in different directions are found, with the value of X-component -0.13 μm, Y-
component -0.00005 μm and Z-component 0.55 μm, respectively. Another thing that is worth noting is that maximum deformation in 
the normalized direction (z direction) is higher than that in x and y direction. The peak value of deformation in the normalized 
direction (z direction) is about 14 μm. 

Conclusions  

A 3D coupled thermo-mechanical field analysis FEA model of single-layer multi-track SLM component was conducted and the 
temperature history and the thermal stress were analyzed. Following conclusions can be drawn from the study: 

(1) For thermal history, each point experiences several peak temperatures due to heat accumulation from sequent laser tracks. 
While the successive tracks are scanned using shorter track passes compared with the long and numerous tracks when 
building large part, it results in more localized thermal gradients. 

(2) Thermal cyclic melting in successive scanned tracks results in alternating thermal stresses. Different stress and deformation 
component cycles present the complicated variation trend in the laser heating process. Then reach a constant value eventually 
as the part cools down to room temperature. 

(3) At the selecting typical point, longitudinal stresses are larger compared to the normal and transverse stresses. While for the 
deformation, the value of normal direction is higher than the other two directions.   

Because of the small dimension of the simulated part, extra stress could be caused by localized yielding with localized thermal 
gradients in a small simulated part. Therefore, the residual stress of the large part is necessary to analyze. Moreover, a practical part 
may require hundreds or thousands of layers in SLM and dramatically increases the computational time. A predictive model for 
thermal and stress field in large part by selective laser melting process is come up in Part II. 
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