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In this study, the effect of rapid laser heating, which is typical during laser-assisted fiber placement (LAFP), on
the micro- and meso- structure of the thermoplastic tape was investigated. Thermoplastic tapes were heated
above the melting temperature with different heated lengths (30 and 80 mm and heating times (0.2 and 0.8 s) in
a dedicated experimental setup. In-situ and ex-situ characterization techniques were used to observe the dif
ferences between the micro- and meso- structure of the tape before and after heating. The experiments resulted in
significant changes in the tape structure, namely increased out-of-plane deformation, waviness, arc-length width,
roughness, thickness and volumetric void content. This study shows for the first time that a unique deconsoli
dation behavior takes place during the heating phase of LAFP: the deconsolidation mechanisms are exacerbated
by the non-uniform temperature at the tape surface, which is caused by roughness increase and waviness
formation.

1. Introduction
Strict limitations on CO2 emissions pushes the aerospace and auto
motive industry to produce more efficient vehicles with alternative en
ergy sources. This makes weight reduction one of the primary goals for
these industries. High performance composite materials provide a so
lution to the weight reduction problem owing to their high specific
strength compared to conventional structural materials. Recently, the
interest in thermoplastic composites have emerged since they can be
recycled [1] and are suitable for automation due to their short pro
cessing cycles.
Laser-assisted fiber placement (LAFP) with in situ consolidation is an
automated manufacturing method for thermoplastic composite struc
tures. During the process, thermoplastic composite tape and substrate
are locally melted with a laser heater aimed at the nip point and joined
with a compaction roller as shown in Fig. 1. No post-consolidation step is
applied in an autoclave, press or oven to give the part its final structure.
The process has the potential to reduce material scrap by producing near
net-shape parts and decrease energy consumption by eliminating the
post-consolidation step.
Achieving in situ consolidation is not straightforward and requires
rigorous understanding about the link between the process parameters
and the resulting part quality. Several models including tape consoli
dation [2], intimate contact development [3–5] and void reduction [6]
have been used to predict the final geometry and porosity of the

laminate. These models require information about the initial state of the
tape such as the dimensions, surface profile or void content and then,
using the temperature and pressure history of a given process, calculate
the micro- and meso-scale changes during manufacturing. This infor
mation is usually obtained from the as-received tape.
For conventional composite manufacturing techniques such as
autoclave consolidation or press molding, obtaining such parameters
from the as-received tapes may not influence the accuracy of the pre
dictions due to comparably slow heating rates (< 20 ◦ C/s) and long
dwell times (on the order of minutes). However, during LAFP, heating
rates are much higher (up to 2000 ◦ C/s) and no compaction pressure is
applied on the tape during heating. Besides, laser heating relies on ra
diation, whereas the material is heated by conduction/convection dur
ing conventional manufacturing techniques. This might lead to a
different heat flux and temperature distribution during heating. More
over, following the heating phase, compaction of the tape and the sub
strate can only occur during the limited time spent under the
compaction roller (< 1 s). This means that any change in the microstructure during the heating phase can be expected to have a more
pronounced effect on an in situ consolidated part compared to a
conventionally manufactured part. Albeit originally developed for con
ventional methods, the above-mentioned models have been used to
predict the quality of the parts manufactured with LAFP [7–10]. It has
been assumed that the properties of the as-received tape does not change
during the heating phase of the LAFP process.
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The negative changes in the micro- and meso-structure of a ther
moplastic composite material at high temperature in the absence of
pressure are termed as deconsolidation [11]. It has been studied mostly
for reheating/cooling of pre-consolidated composite laminates, which is
typically encountered in applications such as resistance welding [12],
induction welding [11] and stamp forming [13]. Four different mech
anisms have been identified as the source of deconsolidation of preconsolidated laminates so far:

the heated surface of the CF/PEEK prepreg tape is rougher and has more
dry fibers compared to the pristine tape. In a follow-up study, they
quantified the through-thickness fiber, resin and void content in the
cross-sections and concluded that the effects of deconsolidation can be
observed up to 20 μm from the heated tape surface, which corresponds
to 15% of the initial tape thickness [21]. Their work highlights the
importance of the heating phase of LAFP; however, the measurements
were made after the tape was placed on the tool and cooled down.
Therefore, there is still a knowledge gap about the state of the tape at the
nip point and the evolution of deconsolidation from the beginning of
heating until the nip point (denoted in Fig. 1).
Moreover, the experiments in the literature were conducted for a
specific set of laser settings and placement speed. Therefore, the effects
of different heating conditions remain unresolved. There are studies
which claim that increasing the heated length of the tape is beneficial for
bonding because the heat soak in the tape prevents rapid cooling under
the compaction roller [22,23]. Recent advances in laser heating tech
nology such as Vertical-Cavity Surface-Emitting Lasers (VCSEL) or zoom
homogenizers make it possible to adjust the heated length during pro
cessing [24]. Also, the response of the material under different place
ment speeds (leading to different heating times) is of interest since a
wide range of placement speeds (100–400 mm/s [25]) have been re
ported in the literature. To use the full potential of tailoring the heating
phase of the LAFP process for different placement speeds, one must
discover the extent of deconsolidation and underlying mechanisms for
different heated lengths and heating times.
The objective of this paper is therefore to understand how the microand meso-structure of the thermoplastic tape is influenced during rapid
laser heating, considering different heated lengths and heating times. To
do that, a novel experimental setup was designed to measure the tem
perature and surface profile of the thermoplastic tape in situ during
heating with a laser heater. Geometric tape properties such as waviness,
out-of-plane deformation and arc length width were calculated from in
situ profile measurements. Additionally, the surface roughness, void
content and thickness were measured ex-situ for additional insight on
the deconsolidation mechanisms.

• Void growth, motion and coalescence [14–16],
• Decompaction of the fiber–matrix network due to release of residual
stresses in the preform [17],
• Thermal expansion and viscoelastic behavior of the resin [18],
• Thermal expansion of dissolved moisture in the resin [13].
Deconsolidation of an individual layer of CF/PEEK prepreg material
was investigated in the recent works of Slange et al. [13] and Krämer
et al. [19]. In the work of Slange et al. [13], three different initial con
ditions were studied: as-received prepreg plies, plies which were
annealed below the melting temperature for 3 h and plies that were
press-consolidated above the melting temperature for 20 min. The same
deconsolidation treatment was applied on these specimens by reheating
them in an oven at 390 ◦ C for 1 h. The as-received and annealed plies
were significantly affected by the deconsolidation treatment as an in
crease in surface roughness due to loose dry fibers at the surface and
local out-of-plane waviness were observed. On the contrary, press
consolidated plies remained intact after the deconsolidation treatment.
They hypothesized that the plies deconsolidated due to the residual
stresses introduced during the prepreg manufacturing process. Krämer
et al. investigated in-plane waviness formation for single-ply 300 × 300
mm2 CF/PEEK sheets during heating on a hot plate under vacuum [19].
It was shown that in-plane waviness formed during cooling between the
melting and crystallization temperatures of the polymer. It was dis
cussed that the main contributor to in-plane waviness formation is the
compressive stress on the fibers caused by tool-ply interaction. They
observed the waviness formation using an optical camera, which does
not provide the height information of the tape surface. Therefore, out-ofplane waviness, which is more relevant to inter-ply porosity in the final
laminate than in-plane waviness, was not quantified and its formation
was not discussed. Moreover, these studies were performed under con
ditions similar to hot press or oven processing, leading to low heating
rates as previously mentioned.
While a substantial amount of work has been done on characterizing
the deconsolidation behavior of pre-consolidated laminates under slow
heating rates, there is very little research performed on individual layers
of tape under rapid laser heating. Kok et al. attempted to capture the
deconsolidated state of the tape by reducing the compaction pressure
applied by a LAFP machine using shims and placing the tape on a cold
tool to freeze the microstructure as soon as possible [20]. Cross-sectional
micrographs of the tapes placed with reduced pressure suggested that

Compaction roller

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Experimental setup
The experimental setup designed for creating varying heated lengths
and heating times, and measuring the temperature and surface defor
mation in-situ during laser heating is shown in Fig. 2. The setup com
prises an aluminum tool which was designed to hold a piece of
composite tape in place. A VCSEL laser heat source was pointed towards
the tape with an angle of 45◦ from the table surface. A thermal camera
and a laser line scanner were used to capture the temperature and sur
face deformation, respectively.
The laser heat source is a TRUMPF PPM411-12–980-24 laser module,

Incoming tape Laser heater

Placement direction
As-received tape

Substrate
Roller exit

Tool

Nip point

Deconsolidated tape
at the nip point

Fig. 1. Typical LAFP process. The as-received and deconsolidated forms of the incoming tape are highlighted.
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Thermal camera

VCSEL heater
Laser
line scanner

Laser line scanner

VCSEL
laser heater

Thermal camera
Measurement Line
Metallic tool
Measurement line

Composite tape
Heated length

Fig. 2. The experimental setup to measure temperature and surface profile in situ during rapid heating of the composite tape and its schematic description.

with a total output capacity of 2.4 kW. The device contains 12 heating
zones which may be independently activated to get a tailored heating
profile. The emitted infrared radiation has a wavelength of 980 nm [26].
The independent heating zones of the VCSEL heater were selectively
activated and the laser power was adjusted to obtain different heated
lengths and heating times.
Temperature on the tape surface during heating was measured in situ
with a FLIR A655sc long-wave infrared (LWIR) camera. The detector of
the camera has a resolution of 640 × 480 pixels which corresponds to
∼ 0.25 mm/pixel in this setup. The thermal images were captured at a
sampling rate of 25 Hz. The accuracy of the temperature measurement is
±2 ◦ C or ±2% (whichever is greater). The camera was calibrated in the
range of 100–650 ◦ C.
For in situ surface profile measurements, a Micro-Epsilon scan
CONTROL 2950–25 laser line scanner (LLS) was used. The sensor
operates according to the principle of optical triangulation. First, a laser
line is projected onto the target surface via a linear optical system. Then,
the diffusely reflected light from the laser line is replicated on a sensor
array and evaluated in two dimensions [27]. The tape profile was
sampled with 100 Hz during heating. The resolution in the tape thick
ness direction was 2 μm. The maximum resolution in the tape width
direction was ∼ 20 μm. The resolution values were reported for ideal
conditions. They might be influenced by the reflectivity of the prepreg in
melt conditions.

edges.
Two heated lengths, namely 30 mm and 80 mm, were examined.
These values represent the lower and higher extreme cases for most of
the heated lengths reported in the literature (e.g., 30 mm [28], 52 mm
[22], 60 mm [29]). The experiments were performed with two different
heating times, namely 0.2 s and 0.8 s. The heating time was bounded on
the lower end with the available laser power to heat the material to a
temperature above the melting temperature. The high heating time was
determined so that the maximum temperature was reached in a similar
manner to a rather slow placement speed in the actual LAFP process
(37.5 mm/s, calculated for the heated length of 30 mm). The target
temperature on the tape at the measurement area for each heated length
and heating time was 360 ◦ C. However, due to deformation of the tape at
increased temperatures, a range between 340–400 ◦ C was observed.
This choice was made based on the achievable temperature above the
melting point of the material with the shortest heated length and heating
time.
To obtain the variations in the heated length, different zones on the
VCSEL heater were activated. To reach the target temperature at the
predefined heating time, the power level at each heating zone was
adjusted. Table 2 provides the laser settings used in the experiments.
Four samples were tested at each laser setting.

2.2. Tape deconsolidation experiments

The surface profile and temperature along the width of the tape were
measured at the center of the prepreg tape in the length direction
(“Measurement Line” in Fig. 2) during laser heating. The aim of the in
situ measurements was to understand the changes between the asreceived tape and the deconsolidated tape at the nip point during the
actual LAFP process (please refer to Fig. 1). The measurements before
heating represented the as-received tape, whereas the measurements
just after heating represented the deconsolidated tape at the nip point.
It should be noted that some assumptions are inherent when the state
of the tape at the end of heating in the tape deconsolidation experiments
is accepted as the state at the nip point in an actual LAFP process. Firstly,
the reflection of the laser beams from the substrate on the tape are not
considered. The tape is illuminated by only the laser heater and no
secondary reflections are present in the experimental setup. Secondly,
the cooling of the tape in the shadow prior to the nip point was
neglected. The time spent in the shadow is highly dependent on the
shape of the compaction roller and placement speed, and varies between
a few to tens of milliseconds [8]. Finally, the tapes were heated in a
static setup aiming increased control over the heating parameters and
collection of high quality data, whereas the tape is heated dynamically
during the LAFP process. The incoming tape passes through the laser
illuminated zone with the prescribed placement speed, as shown in

2.3. In-situ measurements

The experiments were conducted using TC1200 carbon-fiber rein
forced polyether-ether-ketone (CF/PEEK) prepreg tapes produced by
Toray Advanced Composites with a fiber volume fraction of 59%. The
tapes were in a 12.7 mm (1/2 in.) wide-slit form. Relevant physical
properties supplied by the manufacturer and geometric properties
measured from cross-sectional images of the as-received tape are given
in Table 1. For each experiment, a 100 mm-long prepreg tape sample
was positioned on the tool surface and fixed with Kapton tapes at the
Table 1
Measured geometric properties of the as-received CF/PEEK tape along with
physical properties provided by the manufacturer. The values in parentheses
show the standard deviation for the measured properties.
Glass
transition
temperature
(Tg) [50]
(◦ C)

Melting
temperature
(Tm) [50]

Thickness

Width

Volumetric
void
content

RMS
surface
roughness

(◦ C)

(μm)

(μm)

(%)

(μm)

143

343

151.34
(7.7)

12627
(50)

0.71 (0.10)

1.69
(0.39)
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Table 2
Laser settings used in the experiments.
Experiment

Heated length (mm)

Heating time (s)

VCSEL zones
activated

Power in each zone (%)

Total input power (W)

Equivalent LAFP placement speed (mm/
s)

1
2
3
4

30
30
80
80

0.2
0.8
0.2
0.8

7–9
7–9
1–11
1–11

100
37
90
30

600
222
1980
660

150
37.5
400
100

Fig. 1. This might lead to a different through-thickness temperature
gradient and influence the laser-affected zone in the thickness direction.

surface profile measurement during heating. As soon as the laser heating
ended, such disturbances disappeared.

2.3.1. Surface profile
To compare the as-received tape and the deconsolidated tape at the
nip point, four quantities were calculated from the surface profile
measurements at the end of heating: the maximum out-of-plane (OP)
deformation, the wavelength/maximum amplitude of the waviness
curves and the width of the tape. The maximum OP deformation was
calculated by subtracting the average height of the initial tape from the
highest peak of the profile at the end of the heating phase. The waviness
curves were obtained by applying a Gaussian filter [30] with a cut-off
wavelength of 0.8 mm to the raw data according to the ISO 4288 stan
dard [31]. An example is demonstrated in Fig. 3. In the waviness curves,
the vertical and horizontal distances between the maximum peak and
the minimum valley were termed as the maximum amplitude (A) and
the half wavelength (λ/2). It was observed that due to warpage of the
tape during heating, the projected width was not representative of the
actual width of the tape. Hence, the captured surface profile was used to
obtain the arc-length width of the specimens, which is also shown in
Fig. 3.
To observe the changes in the tape during the heating process, timedependent data was also analyzed. The OP deformation during heating
was calculated as the height difference between the tape profile at the
analyzed time step and the initial tape profile, normalized by dividing
with the initial tape thickness of 0.15 mm. This data was used for
qualitative purposes only since abnormal spikes were observed in the
surface profiles of a significant amount of specimens. The cause for this
is thought to be the reflection of the laser beams emitted from VCSEL
heater on the deforming tape surface. It is believed that some of the
reflected beams were captured by the LLS, causing irregularities in the

2.3.2. Temperature
Temperature during heating was extracted from measurement lines
placed perpendicular to the fiber direction of the tape as shown in Fig. 5
for each specimen. The location of the measurement lines was deter
mined such that they cover the whole tape width and overlap with the
projection of the laser beams emitted from the laser line scanner on the
tape (shown in Fig. 2). The emissivity of the tape was calibrated ac
cording to the ASTM E1933 standard [32] and found to be 0.84.
Temperature history and time-dependent surface profile data were
synchronized after the experiments were completed. LLS measurements
were converted to Comma Separated Value (.csv) files using the Scan
CONTROL 3D software. The temperature measurements were exported
in Matlab-formatted data format (.mat) using the ResearchIR software.
Both sets of data were imported to Matlab software and arranged in two
separate matrices so that each row shows the surface profile and tem
perature at a given frame. The surface profile data was cropped manu
ally so that only the tape surface is included. This procedure was not
required for the temperature profiles, as the measurement line was
already defined to cover the tape width only, as shown in Fig. 5. The
final step of the synchronization was the time-wise alignment of both
sets of data. The frame at which the heating started was used to align
both datasets. This was manually found in the temperature data based
on the increase in temperature on the measurement line. In the surface
profile data, the beginning of heating was marked by reflections on the
tool surface as shown in Fig. 4.
2.4. Ex-situ measurements
Ex-situ surface roughness, void content and thickness measurements
were used to explain deconsolidation mechanisms in more detail with a
resolution that could not be achieved during the in situ measurements.
These measurements were performed after the tape cooled down to
room temperature; therefore, they may not fully represent the state of
the tape at the nip point.

Arc-length

2.4.1. Surface roughness
An Olympus OLS 3100 laser scanning confocal microscope (LSCM)
was used to measure the local surface roughness. Due to the limitations
of the equipment, four confocal images were captured for each specimen
at 20%, 40%, 60% and 80% of the tape width. These images were
captured at 20× magnification, which corresponds to an area of 640 μm
(along the fiber direction) × 480 μm (transverse to the fiber direction).
From these measurements, ten line surface profiles were extracted along
the direction transverse to the fibers. Following the guidelines in the ISO
4288 standard [31], a high-pass filter of 96 μm was applied to each
primary line profile obtained for an evaluation length of 480 μm
(transverse to fiber direction) to separate roughness profile from the
primary profile and remove any global curvature effects. The average
root-mean-square (RMS) roughness of each image were calculated by
averaging the RMS roughness of ten surface profiles. Finally, the mean
RMS roughness was calculated for each specimen by averaging the RMS
roughness at 20%, 40%, 60% and 80% of the tape width.

0.4

Height (mm)

0.3

Waviness profile

0.2

Base profile

0.1

A

0

-0.1

λλ/2
/2

-0.2
-0.3

0

2

4

6

Width (mm)
W

8

10

12

Fig. 3. An example profile obtained from LLS and the corresponding waviness
curve. The maximum amplitude (A), the associated half-wavelength (λ/2) and
the arc-length width of the tape are demonstrated.
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Fig. 4. Example of the surface profile of the tape and the tool a) before heating, b) at the moment heating started.

a)

b)

Temperature measurement line

Temperature measurement line

Fig. 5. Representative thermal images of samples heated with heated lengths of a) 30 mm b) 80 mm.

data within a confidence interval of 95%. The effect of such a parameter
can be considered statistically significant.

2.4.2. Void content and thickness
The final void content and thickness of the composite tape were
determined by cross-sectional microscopy. To prepare the crosssectional microscopy samples, the specimens were cut with an offset
of 3 mm in the fiber direction from the measurement line shown in Fig. 2
to account for material removal during polishing and grinding. The
specimens were then embedded into slow-curing mounting epoxy
(Struers Epofix) and ground/polished in a Struers Tegramin-20 spec
imen preparation equipment. A Keyence VHX-2000 digital microscope
was used to capture the cross-sectional images.
The final void content of the samples was determined using the
native image analysis software of the microscope (VHX-2000 Commu
nication Software). The voids were separated from the fibers and resin
using a gray level threshold analysis, similar to the segmentation
method proposed in the authors’ previous work [33]. To compare the
specimens heated with different laser settings, the global void content
along the complete width of the tape was determined.
The final tape thickness was measured from the perpendicular dis
tance between the top and bottom surfaces of the tapes. Similar to the
void content, it was observed that the thickness at locations corre
sponding to the peak of the waviness curve of the surface profile was
locally high. Hence, the thickness was measured at 20%, 40%, 60% and
80% of the width of the tape. Three measurements were made and
averaged at each location.

3. Results
3.1. Waviness at the nip point
Representative tape profiles before and after heating for each process
variable are shown in Fig. 7. The profiles after heating were captured at
the end of laser heating without any further cooling so that they
represent the state of the tape at the nip point in an actual LAFP process
under the assumptions explained in Section 2.3. It can be observed that
laser heating caused significant changes in the waviness of the tape in
the width direction for all heating parameters. To explain the differences
qualitatively, the classification scheme based on the number and dis
tribution of waves which was proposed in the work of Thor et al. [35]
can be used. In [35], two kinds of waviness are defined for distributed
waves: in-phase distributed (with constant amplitude and wavelength)
and stochastically distributed (with varying amplitude and wavelength)
waviness. The heated length had an effect on the shape of the waviness
after heating. The samples with a heated length of 80 mm (Fig. 7b, d)
resulted in in-phase distributed waviness. However, the samples with a
heated length of 30 mm (Fig. 7a, c) showed stochastically distributed
waviness. Heating time did not seem to affect the shape of the waviness
at the end of heating.
A quantitative assessment of the effect of laser heating on the
waviness can be made with the resulting maximum amplitude (A) and
wavelength (λ) values presented in Table 3. Assuming that the asreceived tape is almost perfectly flat (A = 0 and λ = ∞), the laser
heating process increased A and decreased λ. The maximum amplitude
at the nip point state ranged between 0.21 mm (30 mm heated length,
0.8 s heating time) and 0.62 mm (80 mm heated length, 0.2 s heating
time). The associated wavelength ranged between 4.24 mm (30 mm

2.5. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
Two-way ANOVA method was applied on the results of the in situ
and ex-situ measurements to assess the effects of the heated length and
heating time quantitatively. The Matlab built-in function anovan was
used for this purpose [34]. The outputs of this function were p-values for
laser settings shown in Table 2. p-values smaller than 0.05 imply that the
mean response of the specific setting is different from the mean of all
5
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Fig. 6. Representative cross-sectional image of a deconsolidated tape.

Fig. 7. Representative surface profiles before and after heating for a) 30 mm heated length and 0.2 s heating time, b) 80 mm heated length and 0.2 s heating time, c)
30 mm heated length and 0.8 s heating time, d) 80 mm heated length and 0.8 s heating time.
Table 3
Process parameters and in situ measurements immediately after the end of laser heating (nip point state). The values in parentheses show the standard deviation of the
means of all experiments. Ideal as-received tape data is added for ease of comparison.
Heated length

Heating time

Max. amplitude (A)

Wavelength (λ)

Max. OP deformation

Arc-length width change

(mm)

(s)

(mm)

(mm)

(mm)

(%)

0

∞

0

0

0.25 (0.07)
0.21 (0.10)
0.62 (0.15)
0.54 (0.16)

4.24 (1.86)
4.89 (1.55)
5.24 (1.41)
4.70 (1.40)

0.48 (0.03)
0.40 (0.02)
0.64 (0.16)
0.70 (0.09)

2.5
1.4
5.5
3.9

Ideal as-received tape
30
30
80
80

0.2
0.8
0.2
0.8

6

(0.3)
(0.3)
(0.2)
(0.7)

O. Çelik et al.

Composites Part A 149 (2021) 106575

heated length, 0.2 s heating time) and 5.24 mm (80 mm heated length,
0.2 s heating time).
The heated length and the heating time had adverse effects on the
maximum amplitude. Increasing the heated length from 30 mm to 80
mm caused an increase of 0.37 mm (148%) and 0.33 mm (157%) in the
maximum amplitude for the heating times of 0.2 s and 0.8 s, respec
tively. Increasing the heating time from 0.2 s to 0.8 s resulted in a
decrease of 0.04 mm (16%) and 0.08 mm (13%) in the maximum
amplitude for the heated lengths of 30 mm and 80 mm, respectively. A
clear trend was not observed for the wavelength for neither of the
heating parameters. The effects of the heating time and heated length
can be further analyzed using the results of ANOVA shown in Table 5.
The heated length had a statistically significant effect on A (p = 0.0001)
but not on λ (p = 0.3711). The heating time did not have a significant
effect on neither A nor λ (p = 0.335 and p = 0.8048, respectively). This
confirms the qualitative assessment on the effect of the heating time on
the waviness shape.

and OP deformation plots along the width of the tape at the measure
ment line (referring to Fig. 2) for different heated lengths (30 and 80
mm). The measurements are presented from the beginning until the end
of the heating. The first interesting observation was that the temperature
during heating was not uniform although the VCSEL laser heater pro
vides a nearly homogeneous irradiance in the width direction [36]. In
the beginning of the heating process, the temperature variation along
the width of tape specimens was ∼ 0.8%. However, as the temperature
exceeded Tg (at 150–200 ms from the beginning of heating), tempera
ture variation started increasing. By the time some parts of the tape
exceeded Tm (at 500–800 ms from the beginning of heating), tempera
ture variations of up to 50% were observed along the width.
Comparison of the temperature and the deformation history of the
tape yielded further interesting results. At the moment the temperature
exceeded Tg over the width, a sudden increase in the deformation was
observed. Afterwards, the material deformed steadily until Tm was
reached. At 500–800 ms (depending on the location in the width di
rection), Tm was reached and the material deformed drastically, causing
significant waviness in the tape. It can be seen that the high and low
values in the temperature plots followed a similar trend with the peaks
and valleys in the deformation plots, respectively.

3.2. Temperature history and out-of-plane deformation
Fig. 8a and Fig. 8b show representative synchronized temperature

Fig. 8. Representative synchronized temperature and out of plane deformation plots at the measurement line. The data is from experiments with long heating time
(0.8 s) and a) small heated length (30 mm), b) large heated length (80 mm). The moments when Tm (343 ◦ C) and Tg (143 ◦ C) of PEEK are reached are marked on the
temperature plots. The difference in the scales of the deformation plots is to be noted.
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The maximum OP deformation at the nip point for different heating
parameters is shown in Table 3. Laser heating caused OP deformation for
all cases. The maximum OP deformation at the nip point state ranged
between 0.40 mm (30 mm heated length, 0.8 s heating time) and 0.70
mm (80 mm heated length, 0.8 s heating time). Increasing the heated
length from 30 mm to 80 mm resulted in an increase of 0.16 mm (33%)
and 0.30 mm (75%) in the maximum OP deformation for the heating
times of 0.2 s and 0.8 s, respectively. A clear trend was not observed for
the effect of the heating time on the maximum OP deformation. Statis
tical significance of the effects of the heating time and heated length on
maximum OP deformation are assessed in Table 5. ANOVA indicated
that the effect of heated length was statistically significant (p = 0.012)
whereas the effect of heating time was statistically insignificant (p =
0.7885). The effect of the heated length can also be observed from the
deformation plots in Fig. 8. The tape heated with the 30 mm heated
length (Fig. 8a) deformed much less than the tape heated with the 80
mm heated length (Fig. 8b).

0.0000). Examining the mean values in Table 4, the interaction term
implies that increasing the heating time had a much weaker effect on the
RMS roughness for the heated length of 30 mm (7% increase) compared
to its effect for the heated length of 80 mm (75% increase).
After the heating–cooling cycle, the thickness of the tape increased
between 25.6 μm and 34.5 μm (∼ 20%) on average for all parameters.
However, neither of the heating parameters had a statistically signifi
cant effect (p = 0.2285 and p = 0.3824 for the heated length and heating
time, respectively).
All experiments resulted in an increase in void content, whose final
values ranges between 3.3–4.3% on average. However, the effects of
neither of the heating parameters on the final void content (p = 0.7043
and p = 0.3406 for the heated length and heating time, respectively)
were statistically significant.
4. Discussion
4.1. Deconsolidation mechanisms during rapid laser heating

3.3. Arc-length width at the nip point

The results of this research indicate that thermoplastic tapes
deconsolidate significantly under laser heating parameters relevant to
the LAFP process. Deconsolidation occurred in the form of increased outof-plane deformation, waviness, arc-length width, roughness, thickness
and volumetric void content as shown in Table 3 and 4. The observations
and literature point out to the fact that a complex and intertwined
relationship is present between the deconsolidation mechanisms and
forms of deconsolidation at the micro- and meso-scale. An overall pic
ture of this relationship is shown in Fig. 9. Given the initial tape
microstructure and laser heating parameters such as the heated length
and heating time (shown with the brown circle), several deconsolidation
mechanisms (red rectangles) will be triggered and result in different
forms of deconsolidation (blue ellipses). Since the laser heating is
affected by the surface properties of the tape, surface roughness and
waviness formation lead to non-uniform temperature at the surface
(green rounded rectangle), which exacerbates the deconsolidation
mechanisms at several locations on the tape. This creates a unique link
between the forms of deconsolidation and deconsolidation mechanisms,
forming the loop in Fig. 9.

Table 3 shows the change in the arc-length width of the tape at the
nip point state. Laser heating increased the arc-length width of the tape
between 1.4% (30 mm heated length, 0.8 s heating time) and 5.5% (80
mm heated length, 0.2 s heating time) of the arc-length width of the tape
before heating. The arc-length width increased more as the heated
length was increased from 30 mm to 80 mm (120% and 179% for the
heating times of 0.2 and 0.8 s, respectively.) or the heating time was
decreased from 0.8 s to 0.2 s (21% and 19% for the heated lengths of 30
and 80 mm, respectively.), keeping the other heating parameter fixed.
Table 5 statistically demonstrates the effects of heating time and heated
length on arc-length width of the tape at the nip point state. Both the
heated length (p = 0.0000) and the heating time (p = 0.0002) had a
significant effect on arc-length width increase.
3.4. Ex-situ measurements
Fig. 6 shows a typical cross-section of a deconsolidated specimen
after cooling to room temperature. It can be seen that the surface
roughness, void content and thickness differed locally along the width of
the tape. Table 4 presents the effects of heating time and heated length
on surface roughness, thickness increase and void content after the tape
cools down to the room temperature. Table 5 shows the results of
ANOVA on the influence of the heating parameters on the ex-situ
measurements.
Laser heating led to an increase in the RMS surface roughness for all
heating times and heated lengths. The lowest RMS roughness was
observed for 30 mm heated length and 0.2 s heating time (252% in
crease). The highest RMS roughness was observed for 80 mm heated
length and 0.8 s heating time (712% increase). Both heating parameters
had a statistically significant effect on the surface roughness according
to ANOVA (p = 0.0000 and 0.0000 for heated length and heating time,
respectively). Also, the interaction term was statistically significant (p =

4.1.1. Fiber decompaction
The first of these phenomena is fiber decompaction, which is
demonstrated in Fig. 6. It can be observed that fibers do not decompact
uniformly along the width of the tape. This can be explained by the local
fiber volume fraction near the surface of the as-received tape and soft
ening of the surrounding resin above the glass transition temperature. It
has been demonstrated that the incident laser energy on a thermoplastic
tape is primarily absorbed by the fibers, as PEEK is practically trans
parent to laser sources in the wavelength range of 500–2000 nm [37].
The heat is then dissipated to the resin via conduction. The storage
modulus of PEEK decreases more than ten-fold above the glass transition
temperature [38,39]. This allows the fibers at the surface to move due to
the micro-scale residual stresses introduced during tape manufacturing.
During the heating experiments, fibers on the surface are thought to
absorb the laser energy locally at the areas with a high local fiber volume
fraction, soften the resin in their immediate vicinity and decompact.
Fiber decompaction contributed to three forms of deconsolidation:
thickness increase, surface roughness increase and final void content.
Thickness increase is an obvious outcome of fiber decompaction, as the
fibers move in the out-of plane direction. Decompacted fibers increase
the surface roughness as well, as there is a correlation between the
thickness of the layer with dry fibers at the surface and surface rough
ness [21]. Moreover, there is an interesting relationship between the
fiber decompaction and final void content. Fig. 6 shows that not all the
voids are within the tape but some are close to the tape surface where
fiber decompaction can be observed. Therefore, it can be concluded that
the cavities formed by the motion of fiber bundles at the surface also

Table 4
Process parameters and ex-situ measurements after the tape cooled down to
room temperature. The values in parentheses show the standard deviation of the
means of all experiments. As-received tape data is added for ease of comparison.
Heated
length
(mm)
As-received
tape
30
30
80
80

Heating
time
(s)

0.2
0.8
0.2
0.8

Mean RMS
roughness
(μm)

Thickness
increase
(μm)

Volumetric void
content
(%)

1.7 (0.4)

0

0.7 (0.1)

6.0 (0.7)
6.4 (0.2)
7.9 (0.8)
13.8 (0.6)

27.3 (1.3)
34.5 (6.3)
24.8 (3.2)
25.6 (10.0)

3.3
4.0
3.6
4.3

(0.7)
(0.1)
(1.0)
(1.6)
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Table 5
Results of ANOVA. Values in bold text show that the change in the parameter results in statistically significant changes in the response variable or the interaction
between the effect of the parameters is statistically significant (p < 0.05).
Process
parameter

Max. amplitude
(A)

Wavelength
(λ)

Max. OP
deformation

Arc-length width increase
(%)

Max. RMS
roughness

Thickness
increase

Volumetric void
content

Heated length
Heating time
Interaction

0.0001
0.3711
0.8060

0.6138
0.9415
0.4649

0.0012
0.7885
0.2347

0.0000
0.0002
0.3112

0.0000
0.0000
0.0000

0.2285
0.3824
0.4787

0.7043
0.3406
0.9452

Fig. 9. Deconsolidation mechanisms and the measured forms of deconsolidation during rapid laser heating.

play a major role in void formation during rapid laser heating. A similar
phenomenon has already been observed during the re-heating of preconsolidated composite laminates [14].

temperature dependent specific volume of PEEK under ambient pres
sure, reproduced from the work of Zoller et al. [40]. The specific volume
of PEEK at room temperature is 0.764 cm3/g. Below Tg, the specific
volume increases linearly with a rate of 1.2 × 10− 4 cm3/g◦ C. Between Tg
and Tm, the specific volume increases in a linear fashion up to 320 ◦ C
with a rate higher than the rate below Tg (3.5 × 10− 4 cm3/g◦ C). How
ever, as the temperature approaches Tm, a sudden increase is observed in
the specific volume, which can be explained by melting of the crystalline
phase of the polymer. Above Tm, the specific volume increases linearly
with a rate of 6.1 × 10− 4 cm3/g◦ C. From a qualitative perspective, this
behavior resembles with the OP deformation patterns demonstrated in
Fig. 8: a steady increase past the Tg and a sharp increase as the tem
perature approaches Tm is common for both the OP deformation and
specific volume of PEEK.
The importance of the specific volume increase of PEEK for tape
deformation can be assessed by the theoretical volume increase.

4.1.2. Void growth
Void growth is a source of thickness increase of the tape at the nip
point. It also determines the final void content in combination with the
void formation due to fiber decompaction. The upper bound for void
growth due to thermal expansion of air can be calculated by the ideal gas
law if the elastic modulus and surface tension of the polymer melt are
neglected [14]:
( )( )
p0g
T
Vg (T) =
(1)
V0
T0 g
p0
where V 0g , T0 and p0g are the initial average void volume, temperature

and pressure,respectively. p0 is the atmospheric pressure. Assuming
T0 = 293 K (20 ◦ C), T = 633 K (360 ◦ C) and p0g = p0 , Eq. (1) yields

0.95

(2)

Tg

Specific volume (cm3/g)

Vg = 2.16V 0g

Given an initial void content of 0.71% (Table 1), this results in a void
content of ∼ 1.5% if the volume of the tape is assumed to stay constant
(which is another conservative assumption since the volume of the
whole tape also increases during heating, which would lead to a lower
volumetric void percentage). This value is significantly lower than the
final void content of the deconsolidated tapes given in Table 4 (3–4%),
meaning that other sources of void formation must take part. It was
recently shown that dissolved moisture is not a major source of decon
solidation for blanks manufactured with LAFP [13]. Voids due to fiber
traction are thought to be the source of the remaining final void content.

Tm

0.9

0.85

0.8

0.75

4.1.3. Specific volume change
During laser heating, the increasing specific volume of PEEK con
tributes to thickness and arc-length width increase. Fig. 10 shows the

0

50

100

150

200

250

Temperature (°C)

300

350

400

Fig. 10. Temperature dependent specific volume of PEEK at ambient pressure,
obtained from isothermal measurements at each temperature. Reproduced from
Zoller et al. [40].
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According to Fig. 10, the specific volume of PEEK increases by 17.2% at
Tm. Assuming that the change of the volume of the carbon fibers is
negligible, an equivalent volume increase of 7% is expected for a tape
with a resin volume ratio of 41%. The boundary between the solid and
molten parts of the tape restricts the movement of PEEK in the longi
tudinal direction of the tape; so the specific volume change is expected
to increase the width and thickness of the tape in the cross-sectional
plane perpendicular to the fiber direction. Therefore, the changes in
the cross-sectional area of the tape can be used to estimate the volume
change. Using the thickness increase from Table 4 and arc-width length
increase from Table 3, it can be calculated that the volume change of the
tape is between 21–24%. The comparison of the theoretical estimation
and experimental data shows that the specific volume increase of PEEK
plays a significant role in the deformation of the tape but there should
also be other factors which contribute to tape deformation. This con
firms the role of fiber decompaction and void growth in the increase in
thickness and hence in volume.

shown in Fig. 8. However, when more resin content softens as the
heating continues, motion of larger fiber bundles are enabled. This re
sults in deformations in the order of multiple initial tape thicknesses in
the out-of-plane direction, which cannot be explained by other mecha
nisms of deconsolidation discussed in the previous sections.
4.1.6. Non-uniform temperature at the surface
Rapid laser heating is unique in the sense that the forms of decon
solidation and deconsolidation mechanisms are linked to each other via
the non-uniform temperature at the surface, as demonstrated in Fig. 9.
Therefore, the relationship between tape deformation and non-uniform
temperature is very important. Fig. 8 demonstrates that the temperature
profile and the deformation of the tape followed similar patterns. Also,
Tg and Tm mark important points for the non-uniformity of temperature
and deformation of the tape.
The initiation of the temperature non-uniformity can be explained by
fiber decompaction, which starts around Tg as a result of the reduction in
the storage modulus of the resin. As the decompacted fibers moved
closer to the laser source, the local heat flux on them increased. This led
to an increase in local temperature and further softening of the resin
accompanied with more decompaction of fibers.
While the temperature non-uniformity was initiated by fiber
decompaction, it was succeeded by waviness formation. This led to even
larger variations in tape temperature due to changing angle of incidence
at the peaks and valleys formed on the surface. At the beginning of the
heating process up to Tg, the coefficient of variation of the temperature
along the width of the specimens was on the order of ∼ 1%. This value is
similar to the calculations presented in the work of Yan et al. [41]. They
claimed that on the surface of a thin composite layer with uniform fiber
distribution, temperature variation due to the absorption rate difference
between the fibers and resin is 0.5%. However, as the specimen reached
Tm during the experiments presented in this paper, the coefficient of
variation of the temperature along the width raised up to 50%.
The importance of the unique link between the heating and tape
deformation mechanisms becomes clearer when the results in this work
are compared with the behavior during hot plate heating of the same
CF/PEEK material [19], where heat is transferred via conduction be
tween the hot plate and composite. Contrary to laser heating, waviness
formation was reported only in the cooling stage and not in the heating
stage during deconsolidation with a hot plate. This shows that the mode
of heating plays a significant role and deconsolidation should be
investigated specifically for the heating device of interest.

4.1.4. Thermal expansion
The thermal expansion in the transverse directions of the tape is
relevant for two forms of deconsolidation: arc-length width and thick
ness increase. Typical CTE values for the CF/PEEK tape and its constit
uents are given in Table 6. At all temperature levels, the longitudinal
CTE of the tape is dominated by the fibers (which have a very small CTE
in the longitudinal direction) and the tape can be treated as inextensible
in this direction. However, it can be seen that the CTE of PEEK changes
drastically as the tape is heated and this is reflected in the transverse CTE
of the tape. Therefore, an expansion in the transverse directions can be
expected.
Above the melting temperature, the initial tape width of ∼ 12.6 mm
(Table 1) and transverse CTE of 85 × 10− 6 /◦ C (Table 6) results in a
width increase of 1 μm. In the thickness direction, a sub-micron increase
is expected due to thermal expansion since the initial thickness is 0.15
mm. These values are negligible compared to the order of magnitude of
the deformations in the tape. Therefore, it can be stated that thermal
expansion does not play a significant role in deconsolidation of the
thermoplastic tapes slit in narrow widths and it was excluded from the
mechanisms in Fig. 9.
4.1.5. Residual stresses induced during tape manufacturing
The release of residual stresses in the thermoplastic tape is relevant
to two forms of deconsolidation: increased surface roughness due to
fiber decompaction in the micro-scale and waviness formation in the
meso-scale. These stresses are introduced to the thermoplastic tape
during the production process when individual fibers or fiber bundles
are stretched, compressed or bent, and subsequently locked upon the
solidification of the resin [13]. When the surface of the material reaches
Tg, only individual fibers can decompact at the surface since the majority
of the resin is in solid state beneath the tape surface. This leads to de
formations at the scale of a fraction of the initial thickness of the tape as

4.2. Relevance to LAFP process
Different forms of deconsolidation affect a number of aspects during
the LAFP process. The increase in fiber decompaction induced surface
roughness is important for bond strength development at the interface
since resin must flow through dry fiber bundles to create effective inti
mate contact [10]. More dry fibers at the tape surface would hinder
effective intimate contact development. The RMS roughness results in
Table 4 show that the heating strategies that would result in less dry
fibers at the surface are reducing the heated length of the tape or
increasing the placement speed provided that the nip point temperature
is kept fixed. This observation is positive for the industry, as higher
placement speeds are expected to result in less dry fibers at the tape
surface at the nip point.
The thickness at the nip point influences void compaction and heat
transfer during the LAFP process. Void consolidation models such as the
ones from Pitchumani et al. [6] and Simacek et al. [16] use the thickness
at the nip point (and the subsequent momentary thickness during
compaction) to calculate the pressure distribution within the composite
material under the compaction roller. Also, as explained in the previous
sections and shown in Fig. 6, void growth and fiber decompaction play
an important role in the change in tape thickness. Since these mecha
nisms are local and are not typically observed at every location along the

Table 6
Typical coefficients of thermal expansion (10− 6/◦ C) of CF/PEEK and its
constituents.
Material
CF–longitudinal
CF–transverse
PEEK
CF/
PEEK–longitudinal
CF/PEEK–transverse
a
b

Below Tg

Between Tg and Tm
a

− 1.2 – − 0.5
[51,52]
4.0a – 12.0
[51,52]
50.0 – 70.0
[53,54]
0.4 [55]
30.0 [55]

a

Above Tm

[52]

1.1a [52]

5.5a [52]

6.8a [52]

Increases up to 250
[54]
0.0b [55]

No data
available
0.0b [51]

80.0b [55]

85.0b [51]

0.5

Calculated using PAN-based HTA 5131 carbon fiber data.
Estimated values.
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tape width, the tape thickness increases non-uniformly at the nip point
regardless of the heating strategy. This might cause non-uniform pres
sure distribution at the tape surfaces which are in contact with the
compaction roller and the underlying substrate. The thickness increase
and non-uniform contact should be incorporated to tape consolidation
models to find the final void content of the fiber placed structures more
accurately. The thickness increase at the nip point is also important for
the through-thickness temperature distribution as the dominating heat
transfer mechanism is internal conduction [24]; therefore, it should be
considered in the heat transfer models.
Waviness formation at the nip point has potential consequences on
mechanical aspects such as non-uniform pressure distribution under the
compaction roller, more entrapped air at the interfaces and deviation of
the fiber orientation from the design in the thickness direction of the
part. In addition, optical-thermal phenomena may be affected by the
waviness at the nip point, as the reflection of the laser beams in the
cavity formed near the nip point is closely linked to the geometry of the
tape and substrate surfaces [37,42]. This would eventually affect the
temperature distribution and increase the non-uniformity along the
width. The heated length is the predominant factor for the maximum
amplitude of the waviness at the nip point as shown in Table 3 and
Table 5. This would mean that increasing the heated length of the tape
by aiming the laser more towards the tape or activating more emitters
would result in more waviness formation. The studies from Grouve et al.
[22] and Di Francesco et al. [43] showed that increasing the heated
length of the tape led to increased fracture toughness and degree of
intimate contact, respectively. This implies that increased waviness
during the heating phase may not necessarily affect bond formation. The
compaction behavior of deconsolidated tapes should be investigated in
further detail to completely understand bond strength development
during LAFP.
Tape width after placement is an important factor for LAFP due to its
effects on gaps/overlaps in the final laminate. It has been traditionally
explained with squeeze flow of the tape under the compaction roller [2].
Dimensional changes in the tape during the heating phase have been
neglected so far. The experimental results presented in [44] show that a
single CF/PEEK tape placed on an 8-layer cross-ply laminate widens by
8–10% for a nip point temperature between 350–400 ◦ C, with little
dependency on the applied compaction force. The limited effect of the
compaction force on tape widening suggests that the heating phase of
the process plays a significant role for the final tape width. The results of
this study confirm this hypothesis, as the arc-length width of the tapes
increased significantly (up to 5.5%) at the nip point state. When Table 3
is investigated, it can be seen that the arc-length width and the
maximum amplitude of the waviness show a correlation (both increase
with increasing heated length and decreasing heating time). This implies
that the arc-length width can be heavily influenced by the waviness
formation, which can also be seen in Fig. 3.
Table 3 showed that the heated length and heating time had a pos
itive and negative correlation with the arc-length width of the tape at the
nip point, respectively. An interesting outcome is that the heated length
and laser power should be continuously optimized to keep the tape
width at the nip point fixed for the applications where the placement
speed varies, such as helical tape winding [45]. Besides, to accurately
predict the final tape geometry, not only the squeeze flow under the
roller but also the tape deformation before consolidation should be
calculated. Kok [44] took a step in that direction by proposing a model
based on quasi-static tape spreading. However, there is still room for
improvement as the effects of tape warpage and heating time were not
accounted for.
The results presented in this work point out to important phenomena
for the heating phase of LAFP; however, additional aspects should be
considered for a complete assessment of the final part quality. Firstly,
the effects of laser illumination on the substrate should be investigated,
as the effect of laminate thickness on deconsolidation is not known. Also,
residual stresses in the substrate due to local heating and compaction

might influence the deconsolidation behavior of the substrate. Another
factor that might possibly affect the deconsolidation of the incoming
tape is the tape tension. In this work, the tapes were fixed to the tool with
polyimide films without tension application. Even though the LAFP
systems usually run on low tape tension to enable layup of complex
geometries [46,47], the effect of tape tension on deconsolidation has not
been clearly demonstrated. The authors are investigating this effect in a
separate research project. The role of the applied compaction pressure
on reducing the effects of deconsolidation has also been identified as a
topic for future research. Finally, being out of the scope of this study,
residual stress build-up [48] and non-optimum crystallinity levels [49]
remain as important challenges to the improvement of the final quality
of the in situ consolidated structures.
5. Conclusion
In this study, the effect of rapid laser heating, which is typical to the
heating phase of LAFP, on the micro- and meso-structure of the ther
moplastic tape was investigated. Thermoplastic tapes were heated with
different heated lengths (30 and 80 mm) and heating times (0.2 and 0.8
s) in a dedicated experimental setup. Meso-scale changes in the tape
during laser heating were monitored in situ via temperature and surface
profile measurements. Surface roughness measurements with a confocal
microscope and cross-sectional images taken with an optical microscope
were used to gain additional insight into the effects of laser heating at
micro-scale.
All of the experiments in this study caused significant changes in the
micro- and meso- structure of the tape. These changes are in the form of
increased out-of-plane deformation, waviness, arc-length width,
roughness, thickness and volumetric void content. It was found that
heated length was a significant factor for waviness formation, arc-length
width and surface roughness. Heating time had a statistically significant
influence on the arc-length width and surface roughness, the latter being
only for the large heated length.
As revealed in this work, deconsolidation of the tape during laser
heating is influenced by a unique phenomenon: the correlation between
the temperature distribution on the tape surface and the peaks and
valleys of the surface profile. Increased surface roughness and waviness
result in non-uniform temperature at the surface due to varying angle of
incidence. As a result of non-uniform temperature, deconsolidation is
exacerbated locally. It was also proposed that deconsolidation of the
tape during laser heating is a result of multiple mechanisms. Fiber
decompaction plays a role in thickness and surface roughness increase. It
also creates cavities near the tape surface and contributes to the final
void content. Thermal expansion of voids is a partial reason for the final
void content and thickness increase. Specific volume change causes an
increase in the thickness and the arc-length width. Residual stresses
induced during tape manufacturing is a source of waviness formation,
which is also a significant contributor to the arc-length width increase.
Based on the results, the following conclusions can be derived for the
LAFP process. Higher placement speeds are expected to reduce the
amount of decompacted fibers at the tape surface at the nip point, which
is beneficial for effective intimate contact development. In order to keep
the width of the tape at the nip point constant during a process where the
placement speed is variable, the heated length and laser power should be
continuously optimized. Heating a larger portion of the tape would lead
to more waviness formation, which causes non-uniform temperature at
the tape surface and may result in non-uniform pressure distribution
under the compaction roller. Increased thickness at the nip point should
be considered to calculate void compaction and heat transfer during the
process accurately. For future work, it is suggested that the effects of the
heating phase are further quantified using constitutive models and
implemented in numerical models developed for the analysis of the
LAFP process.
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