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Abstract  
Introduction. When studying composite materials for construction purposes, it is needed to consider the mechanisms of 
formation of the structure and properties of modern concretes in the process of strength development. In studies of modern 
composite materials based on cement binder, there is no information about the development of structural defects and 
destruction of the material at the initial stages of strength development. This information can be obtained using X-ray 
computed tomography, a promising method of nondestructive testing of the state of the material. Therefore, the objective 
of this work was to study the formation and propagation of cracks in samples of fine-grained concrete with different 
fractional composition of sand due to natural processes of cement shrinkage, as well as the mechanics of destruction of 
samples of modified fine-grained concrete when applying a compressive load at the early stages of strength development. 
Materials and Methods. The study used fine-grained concrete mixtures of three compositions with different sand 
gradation. The tomography samples were made by placing fresh mixtures in polymer cylindrical containers. Tomography 
of the samples immediately after manufacture, as well as after 8 and 51 days, was performed in a YXLON Cheetah 
microfocus X-ray machine. The composition with two-fraction sand was modified by mechanical activation of the 
components, 20×20×20 mm cube samples were made. Further, compression tests were performed at the Instron 
installation after 3 and 7.5 hours, and then — tomography of the destroyed samples. 
Results. It was established that the destruction of contact zones depended on the ratio of the size of the fractions. In the 
presence of a bulk of coarse sand grains in concrete, the destruction of contact zones was more pronounced and had a 
main mode. When using fine or polyfraction sand, contact zones were destroyed locally and had a visually smaller area. 
The images of the destroyed modified sample, tested 3 hours after manufacturing, showed clear cracks and indents on the 
edges, which indicated the elastic-plastic nature of the destruction. In 7.5 hours, the edges of the sample upon destruction 
were covered with a network of small cracks; inside the sample there were also numerous cracks and microcracks, which 
indicated brittle fracture. Based on the obtained images of the deformed structure of modified concrete, the mechanism 
of transition from elastic-plastic destruction of the material to brittle one was clearly visible. 
Discussion and Conclusion. The studied dependences of the influence of the size of fine aggregate on the mechanisms 
of formation and propagation of structural defects contribute to the theory of the processes of destruction of fine-grained 
concretes. The results obtained prove the prospects of using X-ray computed tomography as a method of nondestructive 
testing of the internal structure of fine-grained concrete, including at the early stages of strength development. 
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Аннотация 
Введение. При изучении композиционных материалов строительного назначения актуальными являются иссле-
дования механизмов формирования структуры и свойств современных бетонов в процессе набора прочности. В 
исследованиях современных композиционных материалов на цементном вяжущем отсутствуют сведения о раз-
витии дефектов структуры и разрушении материала на начальных сроках набора прочности. Такие сведения 
можно получить с помощью рентгеновской компьютерной томографии — перспективного метода неразрушаю-
щего контроля состояния материала. Поэтому целью данной работы явилось изучение образования и распростра-
нения трещин в образцах мелкозернистого бетона с различным фракционным составом песка вследствие есте-
ственных процессов усадки цементного камня, а также механики разрушения образцов модифицированного мел-
козернистого бетона при приложении сжимающей нагрузки на ранних сроках набора прочности. 
Материалы и методы. В исследовании использовались мелкозернистые бетонные смеси трех композиций с 
различным гранулометрическим составом песка. Образцы для томографии были изготовлены путем помеще-
ния свежих смесей в полимерные цилиндрические контейнеры. Томография образцов сразу после изготовле-
ния, а также через 8 и 51 сутки проводилась в микрофокусной рентгеновской установке YXLON Cheetah. Со-
став с двухфракционным песком был модифицирован механической активацией компонентов, изготовлены 
образцы-кубики 20×20×20 мм. Далее на установке Instron проведены испытания на сжатие через 3 и 7,5 часов 
и затем — томография разрушенных образцов. 
Результаты исследования. Установлено, что разрушение контактных зон зависит от отношения размеров фрак-
ций. В присутствии большого количества крупных частиц песка в теле бетона разрушение контактных зон более 
выражено и имеет магистральный характер. При использовании мелкого или полифракционного песка контакт-
ные зоны разрушаются локально и имеют визуально меньшую площадь. На изображениях разрушенного моди-
фицированного образца, испытанного через три часа после изготовления, прослеживаются четкие трещины и 
выколы на гранях, что говорит об упруго-пластическом характере разрушения. Через 7,5 часов грани образца при 
разрушении покрываются сеткой мелких трещин, внутри образца также образуется множество трещин и микро-
трещин, что свидетельствует о хрупком разрушении. По полученным изображениям деформированной струк-
туры модифицированного бетона наглядно прослеживается механизм перехода от упруго-пластического разру-
шения материала к хрупкому. 
Обсуждение и заключение. Изученные зависимости влияния размеров мелкого заполнителя на механизмы об-
разования и распространения дефектов структуры вносят вклад в теорию процессов разрушения мелкозернистых 
бетонов. Полученные результаты доказывают перспективность применения рентгеновской компьютерной томо-
графии как метода неразрушающего контроля внутренней структуры мелкозернистого бетона, в том числе на 
ранних сроках набора прочности.  

Ключевые слова: рентгеновская компьютерная томография, мелкозернистый бетон, деформация, упруго-пластическое 
разрушение, хрупкое разрушение 
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Introduction. X-ray computed tomography is a promising technique of nondestructive testing of the state of the 
material. In the concrete industry, tomography is suitable for determining the structure of concrete samples, microcracks, 
internal fractures, and studying the distribution of pores and aggregate particles. X-ray computed tomography provides 
the construction of a model of the microstructure of cement paste, allows us to study the development of cement hydration 
processes [1, 2], to make forecasts of the formation of mechanical characteristics and fracture conditions [3, 4]. Computed 
tomography is actively used for studying the average density and porosity of high-strength lightweight concretes [5], the 
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morphology of structural heat-insulating concrete [6], building a mesoscale 3D model of foamed concrete [7], 
investigating the formation and distribution of pores in lightweight concrete [8], analyzing the microstructural 
characteristics of concrete samples with various aggregates [9, 10], developing three-dimensional mesoscale models for 
constructing a finite element grid in modeling the structure of concrete [11, 12]. In comparison to standard 2D X-ray 
methods, the construction of 3D models of multicomponent concrete samples is promising for the study of the 
fundamental mechanisms of formation of the structure and properties of modern concretes. 

The most vulnerable area of fine-grained concrete under loading is the contact zone — the contact areas of cement 
stone and aggregates. When exposed to external loads, it is from these areas that the formation of microdefects and 
microcracks starts, whose development causes the defect formation at the macro level, which can lead to loss of bearing 
capacity and structural failure. The destruction of the contact zones occurs due to the difference in characteristics of the 
bordering components (Young's modulus, Poisson's ratio, thermal linear expansion coefficient, sizes of the contacting 
phases, microdefects on the interface of the phases) [13]. The X-ray computed tomography method is promising for 
studying the evolution of contact zones, including at the early stages of hydration. It provides studying the structure 
without destroying the sample directly during the hardening process. Contact zones, as a rule, have higher porosity and 
low strength, as a result of which cracks are formed in these zones [4]. The strength of the contact zones is also affected 
by the size of the aggregate. It has been established that homogeneous and more durable contact zones are formed in 
concretes with combined aggregates (coarse fraction and crushed) [14]. There are numerous modern studies on the 
formation of contact zones of cement stone with reinforcement [15], cracks in popcorn concrete [16], defects at the contact 
boundary of sand-cement mortar with a coarse aggregate [17]. However, along with this, the formation of contact zones 
in fine-grained concretes with different fineness and packing density of sand grains is poorly studied. In the modern 
scientific literature, there is no description of the effect of the size of a fine aggregate on the formation of contact zone 
defects in fine-grained concretes. Thus, the study of the formation of defects in the structure of fine-grained concrete 
containing sand of aggregate fractional make-up, to obtain a visual picture of crack propagation by X-ray computed 
tomography is urgent. 

To reduce the stresses that occur in the contact zones, microfillers, similar in their properties to cement stone, are used. 
These fillers, having an increased specific surface area, create additional contact zones between which the stresses arising 
from the hardening of the binder are redistributed. Hardening of the contact zones can be achieved through introducing 
mechanically activated components into the concrete mixture [13]. Mechanical activation of separate components 
contributes to the formation of a denser structure, the preservation of uniformity in composition, the development of initial 
strength due to the acceleration of the hydration reaction and the growth of crystallohydrates of cement stone, as well as 
the reduction in the setting time [18, 19]. The development of structural defects in fine-grained concretes modified by 
mechanical activation of components has also been poorly studied. Among modern scientific papers, there are very few 
works devoted to the study of crack propagation processes in the modified structure of fine-grained concretes at the initial 
stages of strength development. Therefore, the use of the computed tomography method to study the mechanics of 
destruction of samples of modified fine-grained concrete at the initial stages of hardening is important today.  

This work was aimed at studying the formation and propagation of cracks in samples of fine-grained concrete with 
different fractional make-up of sand due to natural processes of shrinkage of cement stone, as well as the mechanics of 
destruction of samples of modified fine-grained concrete when applying a compressive load at the early stages of strength 
development.  

Materials and Methods. In the research, to determine the defects of the contact zones of fine-grained concretes with 
different sand gradation, three samples of fine-grained concrete mixture of the following compositions were used: 

− composition No. 1: Portland cement Eurocem 500 super; CEM I 42.5 N (“Petersburg Cement” LLC); monofraction 
sand (fraction 0.63–0.315 mm); water. The ratio of the mixture components was 1:2.56:0.67; 

− composition No. 2: Portland cement Eurocem 500 super; CEM I 42.5 N (“Petersburg Cement” LLC); polyfraction 
construction sand according to GOST 8736-2014 with ISO=1.85; water. The ratio of the mixture components 
was1:2.56:0.67; 

− composition No. 3: Portland cement Eurocem 500 super; CEM I 42.5 N (“Petersburg Cement” LLC); two-fraction 
sand (fraction 2.5–1.25 mm — 80% of the total mass of sand, fraction 0.63–0.315 mm — 20% of the total mass of sand; 
no intermediate fraction 1.25–0.63 mm); highly active metakaolin (white) (manufactured by CG “Sinergo”, Chelyabinsk 
region); microsilica; water. The ratio of the mixture components was 1:1.75:0.43:0.23:0.15:0.67. 

Freshly-mixed compositions of fine-grained concrete mix were placed in a polymer cylindrical container with a 
diameter of 8 mm and a length of about 70 mm. The diameter of the container was determined in accordance with the 
size of the initial components of fine-grained concrete of the previously mentioned compositions based on the conditions 
of representativeness [20], and representativeness of the volume under study. To track changes in the structure under 



Puzatova AV, et al. Study of Structural Defects Evolution in Fine-Grained Concrete Using Computed Tomography Methods 

 

 

ht
tp

s:
//v

es
tn

ik
-d

on
stu

.ru
  

 

230 

cement hydration and cement stone shrinkage, tomography of the samples was performed immediately after mixing the 
components and after 8 days of hardening. Samples at the age of 51 days were taken as the final result. 

In the study on the evolution of the crack formation mechanism during the destruction of samples under the action of 
an external compressive force, composition No. 3 with two-fraction sand, modified by mechanical activation of the 
cement and sand composition, was used. Mechanical activation of the components (cement and sand) was carried out 
using a high energy ball mill Retsch EMax. The components were crushed at a rotation speed of the apparatus bowls of 
750 rpm for 5 minutes. Cubic samples of 20×20×20 mm in size were made from concrete mortars, to which an external 
compressive load was applied after 3 and 7.5 hours. After applying the load, tomography of the destroyed samples was 
performed to trace the evolution of the fracture mode of the material.  

The structure of the concrete samples was studied using a YXLON Cheetah microfocus X-ray computed tomograph 
with Y. Cheetah configuration. The device specifications are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1  
YXLON Cheetah Tomograph Specifications 

Characteristic  Value  

X-ray tube Open-type 

Operating voltage range, kV 25–160 

Operating current range, mA 0.1–1.0 

Maximum tube power, W 64 

Maximum tube power on target, W 15 

Detector tilt angle ±70о (segment 140°) 

Magnification (geometric/maximum) 2000х/17500х 

Maximum sample dimensions, mm 800х500 

Time from sample loading to first image, sec <10 

Time for full tomography of the sample, sec 7 

Time for laminography of the sample, sec 20 

Overall dimensions, mm 1650х1400х1850 

Weight, kg 2,200 

From the perspective of micromechanics of composite materials, the assessment of effective characteristics can be 
introduced by sets of properties of a representative volume of the body under study. The test sample for tomography 
should correspond to a representative volume of material, which makes sense of the elementary macrovolume of a 
microinhomogeneous medium. 

During the experiment, after X-rays pass through the sample, a set of flat X-ray images with an uneven distribution 
of grayness in the images is obtained. This is due to the uneven absorption of X-rays by the components of the studied 
material — the presence of pores, defects, dense inclusions, etc. After reconstruction of 3D images of the sample, the 
grayness gradient is inverted relative to conventional X-ray images: the materials that are most transparent to X-rays, e.g., 
pores, correspond to black, and the densest material is white. The grayness density in full-color representation is 
considered in the range 0–255, where 0 corresponds to black, and 255 corresponds to white. This algorithm is used to 
determine the minimum size of features that could be differentiated as structural components of the sample under study: 
porosity, cement mortar, and aggregate in volume. Further, using this grayscale, highlighting certain numerical ranges, it 
is possible to analyze a separate internal structure, distribution of components and porosity [21]. 

The shooting parameters for all the studied samples remained constant: voltage — 85 kW; current — 45 µA; 
approximation — 8.9; scanning angle — 360°. The survey results represent 1,024 consecutive images of the internal 
structure of the samples. Further processing of the resulting array of two-dimensional images took place in the “Volume 
Graphics Studio” program. To improve the visualization of inclusions, editing layered images by brightness and contrast 
levels was performed. The result of the tomography was a 3D model of the sample and its three projections with the 
possibility of studying the internal structure in any section. 

https://vestnik-donstu.ru/
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Research Results. Images of the internal structure of samples of composition No. 1 with monofraction sand (fraction 
0.63–0.315 mm) at the age of 0, 8, and 51 days obtained by X-ray tomography are shown in Figure 1. The darkest areas 
in the images have the lowest density, in this case, the pores. The hardest particles correspond to the lightest areas.  

   
a) b) c) 

   
d) e) f) 

Fig. 1. Internal structure of sample No. 1 (monofraction sand):  a, d — immediately after preparation;  
b, f — at the age of 8 days; c, f — at the age of 51 days 

The images of the internal structure of the sample of composition No. 1 with monofraction sand showed no changes 
in the contact zones immediately after mixing. By the 8th and 51st days of hardening, dark stripes were visible around 
separate sand grains (indicated by red arrows), corresponding to voids that were formed due to shrinkage of the cement 
stone. Moreover, with the increasing age of concrete, such voids around the sand grains visually became more numerous. 
Enlarged images of separate fractured voids are shown in Figure 2. 

    
a) b) c) d) 

Fig. 2. Enlarged fragments of Figure 1: a — fragment 1; b — fragment 2; c — fragment 3; d — fragment 4 
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In fragments 3 and 4 corresponding to sample No. 1 at the age of 51 days, the mode of the manifestation of defects in 
the contact zones around sand particles was most pronounced. This was confirmed by the fact that by 51 days, the process 
of shrinkage of cement stone was almost complete, whereas at the age of 8 days, the shrinkage was in the active phase. 

Images of the internal structure of samples of composition No. 2 with polyfraction sand at the age of 0, 8 and 51 days 
are shown in Figure 3. Separate enlarged fragments are shown in Figure 4. 

   
a) b) c) 

   
d) e) f) 

Fig. 3. Internal structure of sample No. 2 (polyfraction sand): a, d — immediately after preparation;  
b, e — at the age of 8 days; c, f — at the age of 51 days 

   
a) b) c) 

Fig. 4. Enlarged fragments of Figure 3: 
a — fragment 1; b — fragment 2; c — fragment 3 

https://vestnik-donstu.ru/
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The development of defects in the contact zones of samples of composition No. 2 with a polyfraction aggregate, as in 
composition No. 1 with a monofraction aggregate, manifested itself by the 8th day of hardening, the number of defective 
areas increased by the 51st day. It can be noted that the destruction of contact zones around individual large sand particles 
is not observed. 

Images of the internal structure of samples of composition No. 3 with two-fraction sand (fractions 2.5–1.25 mm and 
0.63–0.315 mm, no intermediate fraction) at the age of 0, 8, and 51 days are shown in Figure 5. 

   
a) b) c) 

   
d) e) f) 

Fig. 5. Internal structure of sample No. 3 (two-fraction sand): a, d — immediately after preparation;  
b, e — at the age of 8 days; c, f — at the age of 51 days 

In the images of the internal structure of the samples containing two fractions of sand, at the age of 8 and  
51 days, a clear formation of cracks around large grains of sand was observed, and the main mode of the crack formation 
was traced when the cracks were connected to each other (Fig. 6).  

   
a) b) c) 

Fig. 6. Enlarged fragments of Figure 5: 
a — fragment 1; b — fragment 2; c — fragment 3 
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The formation of main cracks near coarse sand grains indicated that the contact zones around coarse aggregate 
particles were most stressed and susceptible to destruction during the shrinkage of the cement stone.  

Based on the obtained images of the internal structure of samples with different sand sizes, it can be concluded that 
the development of contact zone defects due to shrinkage of the cement stone depends on the ratio of fraction sizes. In 
samples with mono- and polyfraction sand, the defective structure develops locally, the area of such defects is visually 
much smaller than in samples with two fractions of different sizes. In the presence of a coarse fraction of sand with a 
high-volume concentration, defects in contact zones develop near coarse grains and have the main mode. 

Cube samples of composition No. 3 with two-fraction sand, modified by mechanical activation of individual 
components, were subjected to the application of external compressive load at the age of 3 and 7.5 hours after preparation. 
Images of the deformed internal structure of the samples are shown in Figure 7. 

  
a) b) 

  
c) d) 

Fig. 7. Images of the internal structure of modified samples: a — frontal section at the age of 3 hours;  
b — frontal section at the age of 7.5 hours; c — horizontal section at the age of 3 hours; 

d — horizontal section at the age of 7.5 hours 

The images showed the evolution of hardening concrete samples from elastic-plastic to brittle fracture. The samples 
tested 3 hours after production had an elastic-plastic fracture pattern, with clear cracks and chips on the sample edges. At 
the age of 7.5 hours, the sample edges were covered with a network of small cracks during fracture, and there were also 
numerous cracks and microcracks inside the sample, indicating brittle fracture.  

Discussion and Conclusion. Thus, by means of mechanical tests and X-ray computed tomography, it is possible to 
track the processes of destruction in the structure of fine-grained concrete. The results obtained give rise to a new complex 
method for assessing the structural characteristics of modified fine-grained concrete at all stages of strength development.  

https://vestnik-donstu.ru/
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It has been established that the destruction of contact zones depends on the ratio of fraction sizes. In the bulk of coarse 
sand particles in the body of concrete, the destruction of contact zones is more pronounced and has the main mode. When 
using fine or polyfraction sand, contact zones are destroyed locally and have a visually smaller area. This indicates that 
contact zones near coarse aggregate particles are most stressed and are primarily subject to destruction under the shrinkage 
of cement stone. 

The studied dependences of the influence of the fine aggregate sizes on the mechanisms of formation and propagation 
of structural defects contribute to the theory of destruction processes of fine-grained concrete. The results obtained prove 
the prospects of using X-ray computed tomography as a method of non-destructive testing of the internal structure of 
fine-grained concrete, including at the early stages of strength development. Computer tomography, along with traditional 
methods of investigation of the structure and properties of building materials, gives rise to a new complex method that 
provides studying modern multicomponent concretes at all stages of strength development, the mechanisms of formation 
and propagation of structural defects due to natural processes of changing the state of the material and under various 
external loading conditions. 
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