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In the modern industrial landscape, the paradigm of material science has shifted from a primary focus on traditional 

metallurgy to a multi-disciplinary approach encompassing advanced nonmetallic materials. The Engineered 

Materials Handbook, particularly the Desk Edition published by ASM International, serves as the definitive

authoritative resource for engineers, researchers, and designers. This comprehensive analysis explores the

intricate world of nonmetallic engineering materials, focusing on the properties, processing, and application of

polymers, ceramics, and composites as detailed in the technical frameworks of the ASM Digital Library.

The Evolution of Materials Science: From Metals to Engineered Nonmetallics

For most of the 20th century, structural engineering was dominated by the study of metals and alloys. However, the

demand for higher performance-to-weight ratios, extreme temperature resistance, and chemical inertness led to the

formalization of "engineered materials." Unlike naturally occurring materials or standard industrial alloys,

engineered materials are often tailored at the molecular or microstructural level to meet specific functional

requirements.

ASM International, formerly known as the American Society for Metals, recognized this shift by expanding its 

scope to include the full spectrum of engineering solids. The ASM Handbook Set, now spanning over 43 volumes, 

represents the most comprehensive repository of material data in the world. The Engineered Materials Handbook 

Desk Editionwas specifically curated to provide a condensed, yet highly technical, overview of these nonmetallic

classes, filling a critical gap for professionals who require immediate access to the selection and processing

parameters of polymers and ceramics.

The Theoretical Framework of Nonmetallic Solids

To understand engineered materials, one must first analyze the atomic and molecular structures that differentiate 

them from metals. While metals are characterized by metallic bonding and a "sea of electrons" (providing 

conductivity and ductility), nonmetallics rely on covalent and ionic bonding.

•  Polymers: Consist of long-chain molecular structures held together by strong covalent bonds within the chain 

and weaker Van der Waals forces between chains. This unique architecture leads to viscoelasticity, a property 

where the material exhibits both viscous and elastic characteristics when undergoing deformation.

•  Ceramics: Defined by their inorganic, nonmetallic nature, ceramics utilize a combination of ionic and covalent 

bonds. These high-energy bonds result in materials with extreme hardness, high melting points, and low electrical 

conductivity, but also inherent brittleness due to the lack of mobile dislocations.

•  Composites: These are multiphase materials where two or more distinct constituents (a matrix and a 

reinforcement) are combined to produce properties that neither constituent could achieve alone. The synergy 

between the phases is the core of composite engineering.

Technical Analysis: Polymers and Elastomers

Polymers represent a massive segment of the Engineered Materials Handbook. They are classified primarily by 



their thermal behavior: thermoplastics, thermosets, and elastomers. Each class requires a different engineering

approach for selection and manufacturing.

Molecular Weight and Crystallinity

The mechanical properties of a polymer are heavily dependent on its average molecular weight (Mw) and its 

degree of crystallinity. Higher molecular weight generally increases impact strength and chemical resistance but

complicates processing due to increased melt viscosity. In semi-crystalline polymers, the alignment of molecular

chains increases density and stiffness, whereas amorphous polymers provide better optical clarity and dimensional

stability.

Processing Mechanics

The transition from raw resin to a finished component involves complex fluid dynamics and heat transfer. Common

procedures include:

1.  Injection Molding: A high-pressure process where molten polymer is injected into a precision-machined mold. 

It is ideal for high-volume production of complex geometries.

2.  Extrusion: Used for continuous profiles (pipes, sheets). The screw-to-barrel clearance and compression ratio 

are critical parameters in ensuring a homogenous melt.

3.  Thermoforming: A secondary process where plastic sheets are heated and formed over a vacuum or 

pressure mold.

Engineering Ceramics: Performance in Extreme Environments

Advanced or "technical" ceramics differ from traditional silicate-based ceramics (like pottery or bricks) through their 

high purity and controlled microstructures. The Engineered Materials Handbookcategorizes these into oxides

(e.g., Alumina, Zirconia) and non-oxides (e.g., Silicon Carbide, Silicon Nitride).

Mechanical Behavior and Fracture Mechanics

The primary challenge in engineering with ceramics is their low fracture toughness. Unlike metals, ceramics do 

not undergo plastic deformation at room temperature. Failure is typically catastrophic and stems from microscopic 

surface or internal flaws. Technical writing in this field emphasizes the Weibull Distribution, a statistical method

used to predict the probability of failure at a given stress level.

Table 1: Comparative Properties of Engineering Ceramics



Material Density (g/cm³) Elastic Modulus 
(GPa)

Fracture 
Toughness 
(MPa·m½)

Max Op Temp (°C)

Alumina (Al2O3) 3.95 380 3.5 - 4.5 1700

Silicon Carbide (SiC) 3.10 410 3.0 - 4.0 1600

Zirconia (ZrO2) 6.00 210 8.0 - 10.0 1200

Silicon Nitride 
(Si3N4)

3.20 310 5.0 - 7.0 1400

The Science of Composite Systems

Composites are the pinnacle of engineered materials, allowing for the precise placement of strength where it is 

most needed. The ASM Digital Library provides extensive data on Polymer Matrix Composites (PMCs), which

are the most common in aerospace and automotive applications.

Reinforcement Geometry and Anisotropy

The performance of a composite is a function of the reinforcement's geometry (particulate, whisker, or continuous 

fiber) and its orientation. Continuous fiber composites exhibit anisotropy, meaning their properties vary 

significantly depending on the direction of the applied load. Engineers use the Rule of Mixturesto provide a first-

order approximation of the composite's modulus (E):

E_c = V_f * E_f + (1 - V_f) * E_m

Where:E_c = Modulus of the compositeV_f = Volume fraction of the fiberE_f = Modulus of the fiberE_m= Modulus

of the matrix

Manufacturing Methodologies for Composites

Selection of a manufacturing process for composites is dictated by the part's complexity, the required fiber volume

fraction, and production rate:

•  Autoclave Processing: Layers of pre-impregnated (prepreg) fibers are cured under high pressure and 

temperature. This produces the highest quality parts with minimal void content.

•  Resin Transfer Molding (RTM): Liquid resin is injected into a closed mold containing a dry fiber preform. This 

balances cost and performance for mid-to-high volume production.

•  Filament Winding: Continuous fibers are wound around a rotating mandrel, ideal for pressure vessels and 

piping.

Material Selection Framework: A Systematic Approach

Choosing the right material requires more than just looking up values in a table; it requires a multi-objective 

optimization strategy. The Engineered Materials Handbook Desk Editionfacilitates this by providing comparative

data across different material classes.

The Ashby Method for Material Selection

Modern engineering often employs Material Property Charts (Ashby Plots). For instance, if an engineer needs to 

design a light, stiff beam, they would look at the ratio of the Elastic Modulus (E) to Density (<�•. Materials with high 



E/<� ratios (like Carbon Fiber Reinforced Polymers) are prioritized for aerospace structures.

Table 2: Selection Matrix for Specific Engineering Requirements



Design Requirement Primary Material Class Key Property to Evaluate ASM Handbook 
Reference

High Wear Resistance Advanced Ceramics Vickers Hardness Vol. 15 (Casting/Ceramics)

High Strength-to-Weight Composites Specific Tensile Strength Vol. 21 (Composites)

Corrosion Resistance Fluoropolymers (PTFE) Chemical Inertness Engineered Materials Desk 
Ed.

Cryogenic Ductility Specialty Elastomers Glass Transition Temp (Tg) Vol. 11 (Failure Analysis)

Practical Implementation and Field Guide: Design Considerations

When implementing nonmetallic materials in real-world applications, several critical factors must be considered that

are often overlooked in traditional metallic design.

1. Environmental Stress Cracking (ESC) in Polymers

Polymers can fail at stress levels far below their yield strength when exposed to certain chemical environments 

(solvents, surfactants, or oils). Engineers must consult the Chemical Resistance Tables  in the Engineered 

Materials Handbook to ensure compatibility between the polymer and the operating fluid.

2. Thermal Expansion Mismatch

When joining ceramics or composites to metals, the Coefficient of Thermal Expansion (CTE)  mismatch can lead 

to massive internal stresses during thermal cycling, often resulting in bond-line failure or cracking of the brittle 

ceramic component. Strategies such as using compliant layers or graded interfaces are necessary.

3. Hygroscopic Expansion

Many polymers and composite matrices are hygroscopic (they absorb moisture from the atmosphere). This leads to 

dimensional changes and a reduction in the Glass Transition Temperature (Tg) , which can compromise the

structural integrity of the component in humid environments.

Case Study: Failure Analysis in Composite Aerospace Components

In a documented instance involving an aircraft control surface, a composite component experienced delamination

—the separation of the individual ply layers. Using the protocols established in ASM Handbook Volume 11: 

Failure Analysis and Prevention, investigators determined that the failure originated from a combination of

manufacturing-induced voids and high interlaminar shear stresses.

Solutions and Preventative Measures

•  Non-Destructive Evaluation (NDE): Implementing Ultrasonic Testing (UT) to detect voids or delaminations 

post-manufacturing.

•  Toughened Matrix Systems: Incorporating thermoplastic particles into thermoset resins to increase resistance 

to crack propagation.

•  Optimized Ply Layup: Re-orienting fiber directions to better distribute shear loads between the matrix and 

reinforcements.

The Broader Implications of Advanced Materials Informatics



As we move into the era of Industry 4.0, the data contained within the ASM Digital Library is being integrated into 

Integrated Computational Materials Engineering (ICME). This allows for the digital twinning of materials, where

the entire lifecycle—from synthesis to failure—is modeled in a virtual environment.

The Engineered Materials Handbook Desk Editionremains a cornerstone of this digital transition. By providing the

foundational empirical data required for these models, it ensures that the simulation of a ceramic turbine blade or a

composite chassis is grounded in physical reality. The transition from "finding a material for a design" to "designing

a material for a function" is the ultimate goal of modern materials science.

In summary, the field of engineered materials is one of constant evolution. Whether it is the development of bio-

compatible ceramics for medical implants or high-temperature composites for hypersonic flight, the technical 

principles of structure, property, and processing remain paramount. The ASM Internationalresource suite

provides the necessary intellectual infrastructure to navigate these complexities, offering a roadmap for innovation

across every sector of modern engineering. Professionals who master the contents of these handbooks are better

equipped to solve the increasingly difficult material challenges of the 21st century, ensuring safety, efficiency, and

sustainability in the built world.
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