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In the realm of mechanical and materials engineering, the ASM Handbook Volume 20: Materials Selection and 

Design stands as a foundational pillar for professionals, researchers, and students alike. Since its publication in 

1997, this volume has bridged the critical gap between materials science and engineering design. The core 

objective of this handbook is to provide a systematic methodology for selecting materials and manufacturing 

processes that optimize product performance, ensure safety, and reduce overall costs. This integration is not 

merely an afterthought in the production cycle; it is a fundamental requirement of the Total Design Process.

The Strategic Intersection of Materials Science and Engineering Design

Engineering design is an iterative process that transforms a functional requirement into a physical product. Within 

this framework, materials selection serves as the conduit through which theoretical design meets physical reality. 

ASM Handbook Volume 20 emphasizes that materials should not be selected in isolation. Instead, the selection 

must consider the interdependency of material properties, shape, and manufacturing processes. The

materials engineer acts as a specialist who interprets design specifications into material performance indices,

ensuring that the selected material can withstand operational stresses while remaining economically viable.

Defining the Role of the Materials Engineer

In modern industrial environments, the materials engineer is no longer a peripheral consultant but a core member

of the design team. Their responsibilities include:

•  Technical Evaluation: Analyzing mechanical, thermal, and chemical requirements against candidate material 

properties.

•  Manufacturing Compatibility: Assessing whether a material can be formed, machined, or joined using 

available industrial techniques.

•  Failure Prevention: Identifying potential failure modes such as creep, fatigue, or corrosion-assisted cracking 

early in the design phase.

•  Cost Management: Balancing the performance-to-price ratio, focusing on long-term lifecycle costs rather than 

just initial material acquisition.

Theoretical Framework: The Four-Stage Selection Methodology

ASM Volume 20 outlines a rigorous structural approach to materials selection, often aligned with the methodologies

pioneered by figures like Michael Ashby. This approach is generally divided into four distinct stages:

1. Translation of Design Requirements

Before any material is considered, the design requirements must be translated into functional constraints and 

objectives. Constraints are non-negotiable (e.g., the material must be non-conductive), while objectives are 

variables to be optimized (e.g., minimize mass or maximize thermal conductivity). Key metrics at this stage include 

stiffness, strength, density, and fracture toughness.

2. Screening and Filtering



Using the translated constraints, the engineer performs a broad screening process to eliminate materials that 

cannot meet the minimum requirements. For example, if a component must operate at 800°C, all polymers and 

most aluminum alloys are immediately excluded. This stage utilizes Property Limitsto narrow down the thousands

of candidate materials to a manageable shortlist.

3. Ranking via Performance Indices

Once a shortlist is established, materials are ranked based on their ability to fulfill the design objective. This is 

where Performance Indices are applied. A performance index is a mathematical grouping of material properties 

that characterizes the performance of a component. For instance, for a light, stiff beam, the index is often defined 

as M = E^(1/2) / <� (where E is Young's Modulus and <��—2�FVç6—G’’à

4. Final Selection and Supporting Information

The final stage involves a deep dive into the top-ranked candidates. This includes reviewing detailed technical data 

sheets, availability in the supply chain, and case studies of previous applications. ASM Volume 20 provides 

extensive supporting information sources, including database references and metallurgical standards, to guide

this final decision.

Technical Analysis: Material Families and Their Application in Design

Materials selection requires a comprehensive understanding of different material classes. The following table 

provides a technical comparison of major material families as discussed in ASM Handbook Vol 20, focusing on

their typical roles in engineering design.



Material Category Core Characteristics Design Advantages Typical Limitations

Ferrous Alloys (Steel/Iron) High strength, high 
stiffness, wide range of 
heat treatments.

Cost-effective, highly 
predictable behavior, 
excellent recyclability.

High density, susceptibility 
to atmospheric corrosion.

Non-Ferrous Alloys (Al, Ti, 
Mg)

High strength-to-weight 
ratio, excellent corrosion 
resistance.

Ideal for aerospace and 
automotive sectors; 
reduces energy 
consumption.

Lower stiffness compared 
to steel, higher raw 
material cost.

Polymers and Elastomers Low density, high corrosion 
resistance, ease of forming.

Allows for complex 
geometric integration, 
excellent damping 
properties.

Low thermal stability, 
sensitivity to UV and creep.

Advanced Ceramics Extremely high hardness, 
high temperature stability.

Used in wear surfaces, 
cutting tools, and high-heat 
engines.

High brittleness (low 
fracture toughness), 
difficult to machine.

Composites (FRP/MMC) Anisotropic properties 
tailored to specific load 
paths.

Unmatched specific 
strength and stiffness.

High manufacturing cost, 
complex failure modes, 
difficult to recycle.

The Impact of Manufacturing Processes on Selection

A critical contribution of ASM Volume 20 is its emphasis that material selection and manufacturing process

selection are inseparable. A material might possess the perfect mechanical properties, but if it cannot be cast,

forged, or welded into the required shape, it is useless for the project. Process selection involves analyzing:

1.  Shape and Complexity: Some materials are suited for simple cross-sections (extrusion), while others excel in 

complex geometries (investment casting).

2.  Tolerance and Surface Finish: Precision components require materials that maintain dimensional stability 

during machining or finishing.

3.  Economic Batch Size: High-volume production may justify expensive tooling (injection molding), whereas low-

volume production favors flexible methods (CNC machining or Additive Manufacturing).

Integration of Additive Manufacturing (AM)

While the original Volume 20 was published before the explosion of industrial 3D printing, modern interpretations of 

its principles must account for AM. The design for additive manufacturing (DfAM) allows for topological optimization, 

where material is only placed where stress flows. This reduces mass significantly—a core objective in materials 

selection—but introduces new challenges in anisotropy and surface porosity.

Economic Analysis and Lifecycle Costs

Materials technology is leveraged in Volume 20 not just for performance, but for cost reduction. Engineers must 

distinguish between the Initial Material Cost and the Total Lifecycle Cost. A more expensive titanium alloy might

be cheaper in the long run than a stainless steel part if it eliminates maintenance costs over a 20-year operational

life.

Cost Comparison Matrix

To evaluate the economic feasibility, engineers often use a weighted scoring system based on the following factors:



•  Material Availability: Lead times and global supply chain volatility.

•  Fabrication Costs: Energy consumption during processing and tooling wear rates.

•  Waste Management: The value of scrap material (buy-to-fly ratio) and environmental disposal fees.

•  Regulatory Compliance: Costs associated with meeting REACH, RoHS, or environmental impact standards.

Case Study: Material Selection for Aerospace Structural Components

Consider the design of a wing spar for a commercial aircraft. The primary objectives are to minimize weight and 

maximize fatigue life. Following the ASM Handbook Vol 20workflow, the engineer would perform the following

analysis:

The Technical Workflow

Step 1: Constraint Identification.The spar must endure high cyclic loading (fatigue), resist corrosion from

atmospheric moisture, and maintain a high Young's Modulus to prevent excessive wing flex. Minimum fracture

toughness is set at 25 MPa"�m.

Step 2: Candidate Evaluation.Candidates include Aluminum 7075-T6, Titanium Ti-6Al-4V, and Carbon Fiber

Reinforced Polymer (CFRP).

Step 3: Optimization and Ranking. Using the Ashby index for weight minimization of a beam (<�ôUâƒ�ó"’’Â�4e%��

ranks highest, followed by Titanium and then Aluminum. However, when manufacturing costis introduced as a

constraint, Aluminum 7075-T6 emerges as a highly competitive candidate for regional aircraft where the extreme

cost of CFRP might not be justified.

Step 4: Failure Mode Analysis. The engineer identifies that 7075-T6 is susceptible to stress corrosion cracking 

(SCC). To mitigate this (as guided by ASM Volume 20 failure analysis sections), the engineer may switch to a 7050

or 7085 alloy which offers superior SCC resistance while maintaining the required strength-to-weight ratio.

Failure Prevention and Troubleshooting in Design

The ASM Handbook Vol 20 provides extensive data on why designs fail from a materials perspective. Most failures 

are not due to a lack of material strength, but due to a failure to account for environmental synergy. Common

troubleshooting steps include:

•  Stress Analysis: Ensuring that stress concentrations (notches, sharp corners) are minimized, as these are the 

birthplaces of fatigue cracks.

•  Material Compatibility: Preventing galvanic corrosion when two dissimilar metals are in contact.

•  Thermal Mismatch: Accounting for different coefficients of thermal expansion (CTE) in assemblies involving 

both metals and ceramics.

Digital Tools and Material Databases

The handbook highlights the shift toward digital integration. Today, Integrated Computational Materials 

Engineering (ICME)allows designers to simulate material behavior at the microstructural level before physical

prototyping. Volume 20 serves as the theoretical backbone for these software tools, providing the empirical

constants and physical laws that govern the simulations.

Synthesis: The Future of Material-Driven Design

The principles established in ASM Handbook Volume 20 remain as relevant today as they were at the time of 

publication. As industry shifts toward sustainability, the selection criteria are expanding to include carbon footprint 



and circularity. The methodology of balancing performance, process, and cost is the only way to meet the rigorous

demands of the 21st-century engineering landscape.

By leveraging materials technology effectively, organizations can create products that are not only lighter and 

stronger but also more economical and durable. Whether designing a simple household appliance or a complex 

interplanetary probe, the systematic approach to Materials Selection and Designoutlined in ASM Volume 20

provides the essential roadmap for engineering excellence. The integration of materials engineers into the earliest

stages of conceptual design is no longer an option—it is a requirement for competitive success in a globalized

manufacturing economy.

In summary, the handbook serves as more than just a reference; it is a tactical manual for the modern engineer. It

demands a holistic view of the product lifecycle, emphasizing that the best design is one where the material, the

manufacturing process, and the structural form are in perfect harmony. As materials science continues to evolve

with the development of metamaterials and smart alloys, the core methodologies found in Volume 20 will continue

to provide the framework for analyzing and implementing these innovations in the physical world.
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