
MECHANICAL ENGINEERING METALLURGY

Mastering ASTM E92: The Definitive Technical Guide to 
Vickers and Knoop Hardness Testing of Metallic Materials
Published: June 1, 2025  |  Index ID: #776

In the domain of materials science and mechanical engineering, the characterization of material properties is 

paramount to ensuring structural integrity, safety, and performance. Among the various methodologies for 

assessing material durability, hardness testing remains the most frequently utilized. Specifically, ASTM E92stands

as a cornerstone standard, providing rigorous guidelines for the Vickers and Knoop hardness testing of metallic

materials. This standard is critical for industries ranging from aerospace and automotive to tool manufacturing and

metallurgy, where the precision of hardness values can determine the success or failure of a component.

The Fundamental Scope of ASTM E92

ASTM E92 covers the determination of the Vickers hardness (HV) and Knoop hardness (HK) of metallic materials.

Historically, Vickers and Knoop tests were handled under separate standards; however, the consolidation into

ASTM E92 has provided a more unified framework for technical professionals. The standard addresses test forces

ranging from 1 gf (9.807 x 10^-3 N) up to 120 kgf (1176.80 N).

While ASTM E384 focuses specifically on microindentation (typically below 1 kgf), ASTM E92 encompasses a 

broader range, often referred to as macrohardness or low-load hardness testing when forces exceed 1 kgf. The 

most recent revisions, including ASTM E92-17 and the current ASTM E92-23, have refined the requirements for

machine verification, indenter geometry, and the statistical treatment of data to align with modern digital imaging

and automated testing capabilities.

Theoretical Framework: Vickers vs. Knoop Hardness

To understand the application of ASTM E92, one must distinguish between the two primary indentation methods it

governs. Both are based on the principle of forcing a diamond indenter into a material and measuring the resulting

permanent deformation, but they differ significantly in indenter geometry and stress distribution.

•  Vickers Hardness (HV): Utilizes a square-based pyramidal diamond indenter with a face angle of 136 

degrees. Because the indentation is symmetrical, it is less sensitive to material anisotropy than the Knoop test. The 

Vickers test is widely considered the standard for general metallurgical research.

•  Knoop Hardness (HK): Employs an elongated, rhombohedral (diamond-shaped) pyramidal indenter. The ratio 

of the long diagonal to the short diagonal is approximately 7:1. This geometry produces a shallower indentation, 

making it ideal for testing very thin layers, brittle materials (like ceramics), or measuring hardness gradients in 

narrow zones.

Technical Analysis of Indentation Mechanics

The mechanics of an ASTM E92 test involve three distinct phases: the application of the test force, the dwell time,

and the measurement of the indentation. The hardness value is not a fundamental physical property but rather a

measure of the material's resistance to plastic deformation.

Mathematical Models for Hardness Calculation

The Vickers Hardness Number (HV)is determined by the ratio of the applied load to the surface area of the



indentation. The formula is expressed as:

HV = (2 * F * sin(136°/2)) / d² = 1.8544 * (F / d²)

Where:F = Test force in kilograms-force (kgf)d= Arithmetic mean of the two diagonals (d1 and d2) in millimeters

(mm)

Conversely, the Knoop Hardness Number (HK) is calculated based on the projected area of the long diagonal:

HK = F / (c * L²) = 14.229 * (F / L²)

Where:F = Test force in kgfL = Length of the long diagonal in mmc = Indenter constant (0.07028)

The Role of Test Force and Dwell Time

Under ASTM E92, the selection of test force is critical. If the force is too low, the "Indentation Size Effect" (ISE) may

lead to inaccurately high hardness readings. If the force is too high, the indentation may exceed the specimen's

thickness or width, violating the "10x rule" (where the specimen thickness must be at least 10 times the depth of

the indentation). The standard dwell time is typically 10 to 15 seconds; deviations from this must be documented as

they can influence the creep behavior of certain metals.

Procedural Execution: Step-by-Step Field Guide

Executing an ASTM E92 compliant test requires meticulous preparation. Unlike Rockwell testing (ASTM E18),

which is relatively forgiving of surface finish, Vickers and Knoop tests require a high degree of specimen

preparation due to the optical nature of the measurement.

1. Specimen Preparation

The surface must be flat and polished. For macrohardness (loads > 5 kgf), a smooth ground surface may suffice.

For micro or low-load hardness, a metallographic polish (down to 1 micron or 0.25 micron diamond paste) is often

required to ensure the tips of the diagonals are clearly visible under high magnification.

2. Machine Calibration and Verification

ASTM E92 mandates two types of verification:Direct Verification: Performed upon installation or after major 

repairs. It involves measuring the indenter geometry, force accuracy, and the measuring microscope's magnification.

Indirect Verification:Performed periodically using standardized reference blocks. The machine must produce

values within the specified tolerances for the block's certified hardness.

3. The Indentation Process

The specimen is placed on the anvil, and the indenter is lowered at a controlled rate (approaching speed). The

force is applied without shock or vibration. Any lateral movement of the specimen during the cycle will result in a

distorted "kite-shaped" or offset indentation, which invalidates the test.

4. Measurement and Data Analysis

Using an optical microscope or an automated image analysis system, the diagonals are measured. ASTM E92-23

places heavy emphasis on the resolution of the optical system. The operator must be able to resolve the ends of

the diagonals to within 0.25 microns or 0.5% of the diagonal length, whichever is greater.

Comparison Matrix: Vickers, Knoop, and Rockwell

To assist engineers in selecting the correct testing methodology, the following table summarizes the key differences



between the most common ASTM hardness standards.



Feature ASTM E92 (Vickers) ASTM E92 (Knoop) ASTM E18 (Rockwell)

Indenter Shape 136° Square Pyramid Asymmetrical Rhombus 120° Cone or Ball

Measurement Basis Optical (Diagonal) Optical (Long Diagonal) Depth of Penetration

Sensitivity to Surface Very High Extremely High Moderate

Common Load Range 1 kgf - 120 kgf 1 gf - 5 kgf 15 kgf - 150 kgf

Typical Application Small parts, hard zones Thin coatings, brittle mats Bulk materials, production

Anisotropy Detection Low High None

Advanced Engineering Considerations

Indentation Size Effect (ISE)

One of the most complex aspects of ASTM E92 is the Indentation Size Effect. As the test force decreases, the

measured hardness often appears to increase. This is attributed to the elastic recovery of the material and the

density of dislocations at the surface. When comparing data across different laboratories, it is vital to ensure that

the same test force was used, as HV10 (10 kgf) may not directly equate to HV0.5 (500 gf) for the same material.

Geometric Tolerances and Error Sources

Errors in ASTM E92 testing often stem from three sources: the machine, the specimen, and the operator.

•  Machine Errors: Friction in the loading spindle or a chipped diamond indenter tip. Even a microscopic chip at 

the apex of a Vickers indenter can lead to significant measurement errors at low loads.

•  Specimen Errors: Non-parallel surfaces (tilting) can lead to asymmetrical indentations. If the difference 

between the two Vickers diagonals exceeds 5%, the test is generally considered suspect.

•  Operator Bias: In manual systems, different operators may perceive the "end" of a diagonal differently. 

Automated systems using threshold-based edge detection have significantly reduced this variance.

Case Study: Heat-Treated Gear Profiles

In the automotive industry, measuring the effective case depth (ECD) of carburized gears is a critical application of

ASTM E92. A traverse of Vickers indentations is made from the edge of the gear tooth toward the core. The

hardness is plotted against the depth. The ECD is defined as the distance from the surface to the point where the

hardness drops to a specific value (e.g., 50 HRC equivalent or 515 HV). Without the precision of the Vickers test at

low loads (typically HV0.5 or HV1), accurately mapping this gradient would be impossible.

Implementation and Compliance Checklist

For laboratories seeking ISO 17025 accreditation or adhering to strict ASTM E92 requirements, the following

checklist should be implemented:

1.  Daily Verification: Perform at least five indentations on a certified reference block before the start of each 

shift.

2.  Environmental Control: Ensure the testing area is free from constant vibrations (e.g., away from heavy 

stamping presses) and maintains a stable temperature.



3.  Indenter Inspection: Use a 100x magnification to periodically check for diamond cracks or contamination.

4.  Documentation: Record the test force, the mean diagonal length, the calculated hardness, and the specific 

version of the standard (e.g., ASTM E92-23).

5.  Operator Training: Conduct Round Robin testing to ensure consistency between different technicians.

Broader Implications in Metallurgy and Manufacturing

The continued evolution of ASTM E92 reflects the broader trends in manufacturing: the push toward miniaturization

and the development of high-performance alloys. As components become smaller and coatings become thinner,

the ability to accurately measure hardness at the microscale becomes a competitive advantage. Furthermore, the

integration of ASTM E92 data into Finite Element Analysis (FEA) allows engineers to predict the wear life and

fatigue resistance of parts with unprecedented accuracy.

While newer techniques like nanoindentation are emerging for research at the atomic level, ASTM E92 remains the

industrial workhorse. Its balance of theoretical robustness and practical applicability ensures that it will remain the

definitive standard for metallic hardness for decades to come. Professionals who master the nuances of indenter

geometry, load selection, and specimen preparation not only ensure compliance but also gain deeper insights into

the material behavior that drives innovation in modern engineering.
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