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SUMMARY: A process model that includes the coupled phenomenon of resin flow and preform
compaction was developed and used to simulate resin infiltration of a fibrous preform using the
vacuum assisted resin transfer molding (VARTM) process. Flow of resin through the
distribution medium and preform were modeled as flow through porous media. The finite
element/control volume method was used to calculate the infiltrating fluid pressure distribution
and track the progression of the flow front. The simulation results were compared with data
obtained during infiltration of a carbon fiber preform with an epoxy resin. The parameters
measured include the flow front location, resin pressure and preform thickness change. With
accurate inputs, the flow front locations and resin pressure distribution can be accurately
predicted. The predicted transverse displacements do not agree well with the experimental
measurements. The reasons for the differences are discussed, and further investigations are
recommended to develop a more accurate compaction model.
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INTRODUCTION

Vacuum Assisted Resin Transfer Molding (VARTM) is a variant of the traditional RTM process
in which one of the solid tool faces is replaced by a flexible vacuum bag. VARTM offers
numerous cost advantages over traditional RTM, such as lower tooling cost and shorter start-up
time. However, it has been well documented that resin infiltration of a fibrous preform is a
complex process and often dry or unimpregnated areas can occur in the preform. In addition, the
flexible nature of the vacuum bag makes it is difficult to control the cured thickness and fiber
volume fraction of the composite. Due to the complex nature of the VARTM process, trial and
error methods of process development are inefficient and expensive. The objective of this study
was to develop and verify a comprehensive VARTM simulation model as a cost effective design
tool.
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MODEL DEVELOPMENT

The VARTM process consists of two important mechanisms, the flow of the resin through the
preform and compaction and relaxation of the preform during infiltration. Hence, the simulation
model of the VARTM fabrication procedure consists of a flow submodel and a compaction
submodel.

Flow Model

The flow model was developed to track the flow of the resin through the distribution medium
and the preform. Both the high-permeable distribution medium and the preform can be modeled
as heterogeneous and anisotropic porous media. The resin fluid is assumed to be Newtonian and
incompressible. Assuming that the flow is quasi-steady state, the governing equations for the
flow problem are the continuity equation for an incompressible fluid, and Darcy's law of flow
through a porous medium:

V.5=0 (1)
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where, v is the interstitial velocity vector, g the superficial velocity vector, ¢ the porosity of the
preform, p the viscosity of the resin, S the permeability tensor of the preform, and P, is the

resin pressure.

Note that this is a moving boundary problem. The finite element/control volume (FE/CV)
method [1] is utilized to track the progression of the flow front. At each time step, the Galerkin
finite element method is used to solve for the pressure distribution in the fluid. The resin
velocities are then calculated using Eqn. (2). With resin velocities obtained, the flow front
location at that time is determined by means of the control volume technique.

Compaction Model

Due to the flexible nature of the vacuum bag, there is no direct control over the thickness or fiber
volume fraction of the composite part. The compaction of the reinforcement preform is complex
and depends on the compressibility and relaxation of the reinforcement under pressure, and the
interaction between the reinforcement and the resin flow.

It is well accepted that during the flow of the resin in the fiber preform, the total compaction
pressure is shared by the resin pressure and the pressure supported by the fiber network.
Therefore, Eqn. (3) is introduced to account for the transverse equilibrium inside the mold cavity
during impregnation [2]:

P.=P.+P, 3)

where, P. is the total compaction pressure, P, is the resin pressure, and P, is the effective
compressive stress in the preform, often referred to as the net pressure applied to the preform.
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For the VARTM process, the external pressure applied is the atmospheric pressure. At each
time step, once the resin pressure distribution is obtained from the resin flow model, the pressure
supported by the preform is computed using Eqn. 3. The normal strain in the preform along the
transverse direction (&) is a function of the net pressure applied to the preform.

The relationship between the compressive strain in the preform and the applied pressure is
obtained by fitting the compaction test results to an empirical model. Two important phenomena
are observed during the compaction experiments. First, because of the resin lubrication effect,
the fiber sample saturated with resin is compacted more than the dry reinforcement under the
same pressure. Second, the compressive response of the preform is not elastic and hysteresis
occurs during the unloading process [3].

During the VARTM infusion process, before the resin front approaches, the dry reinforcement is
under vacuum compression. Thus, the compressive strain of the preform can be calculated from
the compaction response of the dry preform during the loading process. After the resin passes,
the local net pressure applied to the preform decreases as a result of the increasing resin pressure.
This is equivalent to an unloading process. Accordingly, the strain in the wet preform is
determined by the compaction response of the resin saturated preform during the unloading
process.

MODEL SIMULATIONS

The process simulation model was used to investigate resin infiltration of a 60.96 cm by 30.48
cm preform by the VARTM process. For the simulations, the properties of SAERTEX® multi-
axial warp-knit (MAWK) carbon fiber fabric were used for the preform and A.T.A.R.D.
Laboratories SI-ZG-5A epoxy were used for the resin. To assess the accuracy of the model, the
flow patterns and the changes in resin pressure and preform thickness were measured during
infiltration of the carbon preform. Fig. 1 shows the dimensions of the preform and the locations
of the pressure sensors and Linear Variable Displacement Transducers (LVDT). Details of the
instrumentation and the experimental procedures can be found in reference 4.
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For the flat panels investigated in this study, resin flow is uniform across the width of
the panels, except at the edges where there is no distribution medium. Hence, the resin velocity
in the width direction is negligible and the resin infiltration of the flat preform can be modeled as
a two-dimensional flow problem. Figure 2 shows the two-dimensional model of the preform and
distribution medium. Linear two-dimensional quadrilateral elements were used to create the
finite element mesh.
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Shown in Fig. 3 is infiltration time versus flow front position at the top and bottom surfaces of
the preform. The flow front at the top surface of the preform was recorded using a digital video
camcorder. The bottom flow front position was obtained from the tool mounted pressure sensor
responses recorded during the test. Overall, the agreement between the predicted and measured
flow front position was very good.
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Resin pressure as a function of infiltration time is reported in Fig. 4. The solid lines represent the
model predicted pressures, while the symbols represent the pressures measured by the three
transducers mounted in the tool (Fig. 1). Agreement between the calculated and measured
pressures at the three sensor locations was very good.

-0.1 -0.1
z -0.2 7 -0.2 e  Experiment Data
E o Experiment Data E Model Prediction
é -0.3 Model Prediction = -0.3
W
£ -
% -0.4 E -0.4
2 =
£ 2
0.5 8 s |
s 05 '."‘“m
06 0
0 20 40 60 380 100 120 140 160 0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160
Time (sec) Time (sec)
Fig.5 Displacement versus time at T1 Fig. 6 Displacement versus time at T2

The measured and calculated displacements are compared in Figs. 5 and 6. Qualitatively, the
calculated thickness changes of the preform agree well with the experimental measurements.
Before the resin inlet opens, the dry preform is compacted under vacuum and initial
displacements are induced. After the infusion process begins, the presence of the resin affects the
compaction of the preform by two different mechanisms [3]. First, the lubrication effect of the
resin causes rearrangement of the fiber network and an increase in the preform compaction.
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This mechanism is called the wetting compaction effect of the resin. On the other hand, the
increase of the resin pressure leads to a decrease of the pressure applied to the preform.
Consequently, the amount of the preform compaction decreases. This is called the springback
mechanism. During the infiltration process, the net compaction of the preform depends on the
relative magnitude of the wetting and springback deformation mechanisms. Therefore, both the
simulation and the experiment find that the compaction responses of the preform at the three
LVDT positions are different. T1 moderately decreased after the resin passed by, while T2
increased after the flow front approached. After the flow front reached the end of the
distribution medium, T1, T2, and T3 all decreased rapidly due to the sharp increase in the resin
pressure. The sudden increase in preform thickness was observed at 115 seconds in the
experiment, and the phenomenon was predicted to occur at 116 seconds in the simulation. Both
the simulation and the experiment find that at the end of the infiltration process, T1 < T2 <T3.
This indicates that the panel is less compacted on the resin inlet side and more compacted on the
vacuum side.

CONCLUSIONS

In this investigation, a comprehensive Vacuum Assisted Resin Transfer Molding (VARTM)
process simulation model was developed and verified. The model incorporates resin flow
through the perform and compaction and relaxation of the perform. The computer model can
analyze the resin flow details, track the thickness change of the preform, predict the total
infiltration time and final fiber volume fraction of the parts, and determine whether the resin
could completely infiltrate and uniformly wet out the preform.
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