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ABSTRACT 

Electro discharge machining (EDM) process is a non-conventional and non-contact machining operation which is used 

in industry for high precision products. EDM is known for machining hard and brittle conductive
 
materials since it 

can melt any electrically conductive material regardless of its hardness. The workpiece machined by EDM depends 

on thermal conductivity, electrical resistivity, and melting points of the materials. The tool and the workpiece are 

adequately both immersed in a dielectric medium, such as, kerosene, deionised water or any other suitable fluid. This 

paper provides an important review on different types of EDM operations. A brief discussion is also done on the 

machining responses and mathematical modelling. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Electro discharge machining (EDM) process is a non-conventional and non-contact machining operation which is used 

in industry for high precision products especially in manufacturing industries, aerospace and automotive industries, 

communication and biotechnology industries [1-7]. EDM as shown in Figure 1, is known for machining hard and 

brittle conductive
 
materials since it can melt any electrically conductive material regardless of its hardness [4-5]. EDM 

is a type of thermal machining where the material from the workpiece is removed by the thermal energy created by 

the electrical spark [5, 8, 9]. The workpiece machined by EDM depends on thermal conductivity, electrical resistivity, 

and melting points of the materials [10-12]. A series of electrical sparks or discharges occur rapidly in a short span of 

time within a constant spark gap between micro sized tool electrode and workpiece material. The nature of sparks 

is repetitive and discrete. The tool and the workpiece are adequately both immersed in a dielectric medium, such as, 

kerosene, deionised water or any other suitable fluid [5, 13, 14]. The non-contact nature of the process with nearly 

force free machining allows a soft and easy to machine electrode materials to machine a very hard, fragile or thin 

workpieces [15-17]. Thus, due to its non-contact nature; mechanical stresses, chatter, and vibration problems during 

machining can be eliminated [18]. This paper is reviewed comprehensively on types of EDM operation. A brief 

discussion is also done on the machining responses and mathematical modelling. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Schematic diagram of EDM. 
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2 TYPES OF ELECTRO DISCHARGE MACHINING (EDM) 

Some of the variations of EDM process that can be altered for micro fabrication applications are micro-EDM, wire 

EDM (WEDM), dry EDM [4, 19-21]. 

 

2.1 Wire EDM (WEDM) 

Wire electrical discharge machining (WEDM) was introduced because it has the ability to cut intricate shapes and 

extremely tapered geometries with high performance especially in precision, efficiency, and stability [5, 22, 23]. 

WEDM operation has a very similar material removal mechanism as EDM process except WEDM uses winding wire 

as an electrode [5, 6, 24]. Micro-WEDM operation uses a very small diameter wire (Ø 20-50 µm) as the electrode 

to cut a narrow width of cut in the workpiece. The wire is pulled through the workpiece from a supply spool onto 

a take-up mechanism. Discharge occurs between the wire electrode and the workpiece in the presence of a flood of 

dielectric fluid. The most important control parameters for this process are discharge current, discharge capacitance, 

pulse duration, pulse frequency, wire speed, wire tension, voltage, and dielectric flushing condition [6, 20, 25]. 

 

2.2 Micro-EDM 

EDM operation has already been developed in micro scale industries, as delicate micro tools can machine workpiece 

surface without any deviation or breakage. Micro-EDM follows the similar principle of conventional EDM 

technology. However, there are some differences between these two machining in terms of circuitry. EDM uses 

resistance capacitance relaxation (RC-relaxation) circuit while micro-EDM uses RC-pulse circuit. In RC-relaxation 

circuit, current and voltage are usually assumed as constant in modelling process. However, in reality, for RC-

relaxation circuit, current and voltage are controlled at a predefined level throughout the pulse on-time. In contrast, 

based on the modelling process and parametric analysis, RC-pulse generator for a single discharge shows that the 

current and voltage are not maintained to any predefined level. Still, the RC-pulse generator depends on capacitor 

charge state at any instant. The RC-pulse circuit type is known to have low material removal rate (MRR) since it can 

produce very small amount of discharge energy. Micro-EDM is particularly developed to manufacture component of 

sized between 1 and 999 µm. Hence, in order to produce high precision and high accuracy micro geometries products, 

micro-EDM is a suitable type of machining [26-29]. 

 

2.3 EDM of Non-Conductive Materials 

Materials that are able to provide a minimum electrical conductivity of 0.1 Scm
-1
 can be processed using EDM. Thus, 

materials like metals and conductive ceramics are capable to undergo this process [30-32]. Researchers are applying 

EDM and micro-EDM to machine ceramics since they are difficult to machine using conventional cutting techniques 

[33, 34]. But, in order to make the machining process to be continuous, the ceramics need to be conductive. So, one 

of the solutions is to create a composite with dopants such as titanium nitride (TiN) or tungsten carbide (WC) onto 

the ceramic. Other alternative is to create a conductive compound by embedding the ceramic particles in a metal 

matrix. Another approach is by using the ultrasonic assisted spark erosion. The ultrasonic energy can assist in creating 

spark erosion and lead to crack formation that causes spalling [10, 31, 32]. Non-conductive ceramics also have been 

successfully machined by EDM using the assisting electrode method (AEM) (Figure 2) with some modifications done 

in the process which is one of the commonly method used [31, 32, 35-37]. In AEM, a conductive layer is applied on 

top of the non-conductive ceramic in order to generate spark between the workpiece and the tool electrode. High 

temperature around the dielectric fluid will degenerate the polymer chains and creates carbon elements from cracked 

polymer chains. The carbon elements, together with the conductive debris cover the ceramic surface to sustain the 

conductivity [10, 31, 32, 36, 38-40].  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Schematic diagram of micro-EDM of non-conductive zirconia using adhesive copper assisting electrode [38]. 
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2.4 Dry EDM 

In EDM process, dielectric fluid plays an important role in order to flush away the debris from the machining gap. In 

addition, the dielectric fluid also helps to improve the efficiency of the machining operation as well as improving the 

quality and economy of the machined parts. The commonly used dielectric fluids are mineral oil-based liquid or 

hydrocarbon oils which cause fire hazard and environmental problems. This is because dielectric wastes generated 

during the machining operation are very toxic and non-recyclable. Besides that, during the machining operation, 

toxic fumes (CO and CH4) are produced because of the high temperature chemical breakdown of mineral oils. The 

toxic fumes also pose a health hazard to the machining operators [24, 41-45]. In order to avoid these problems, 

researchers introduce dry EDM which includes dry WEDM, dry micro-EDM, and dry micro-WEDM [4, 5, 24, 46, 47]. 

Dry EDM (Figure 3) is a green machining method where the electrode used is in a pipe form and gas or air flows 

through the pipe instead of the liquid as a dielectric fluid which removes the debris from the gap and cools the 

machining surface [48-52]. As for dry WEDM, also known as the WEDM using dry dielectric fluid is a modification 

of the oil WEDM operation where gas is used as dielectric fluid instead of liquid. The flow of gas with high pressure 

helps to remove the debris and also avoids unnecessary heating of the wire and workpiece at the discharge gap. 

Lower tool wear, better surface quality, lower residual stresses, thinner white layer, and higher precision in machining 

are the prime outcome of this dry technique [1, 24, 53-56]. This dry technique can be applicable for almost all micro 

level machining operation [52, 57].  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Schematic diagram of dry EDM. 

 

 

There are researchers who do not agreed with the idea of using the gas instead of the liquid as the dielectric fluid. 

It is because when the sparks happened in the air, the erosion effect would be very small since the electrical discharge 

loses its energy. Moreover, the bubble of vapour expands which resulted from the spark into the dielectric fluid and 

causes the dynamic plasma pressure to rise. It is due to the surrounding dielectric fluid restricts the plasma growth. 

The bubble collapses and removes the molten metal out of the crater when the temperature decreases during the off 

time. Even though there are some disagreements among the researchers, the dry EDM was first introduced and 

reported by NASA in 1985 [58]. The commonly used gases as the dielectric fluid are atmospheric air, compressed air, 

liquid nitrogen, oxygen, argon and helium gas [51, 56, 59]. Some research shows that material removal rate (MRR) 

improves when oxygen is used as the dielectric fluid [60, 61]. It is because the oxidation reaction occurs with the 

supply of the oxygen gas which increases the work removal volume during one discharge cycle. In addition, there is 

no corrosion on the machining surface but it may suffer from rusting due to the oxidation [61].  

Compared to conventional WEDM, the vibration of the wire electrode, narrower gap distance, and very 

negligible process reaction force in dry micro-WEDM assists this process to enable high accuracy in finishing of cut. 

Higher machining speed and lower electrode wear ratio are achieved in dry EDM milling. Three dimensional (3D) 

machining of cemented carbide can be done by using dry EDM milling [53, 62]. Higher material removal rate (MRR) 

can also be achieved in dry EDM when the workpiece is added with the ultrasonic vibration. This is because the 

ultrasonic vibration helps to flush of the molten metal from the craters [19]. Polarity is a one of the important factor 

in machining dry EDM. When the polarity of the tool electrode is negative, the tool wear ratio is smaller and the 

material removal rate is higher compared to the positive polarity [1, 56]. The machining operation stability is 

maintained when the tool is in rotation or planetary motion [63]. Low electrode wear ratio in dry EDM is due to 

the small physical damage of the tool electrode caused by the reactive force. It is because the dry EDM is free from 

the vaporization of liquid dielectric fluid when the discharge occurs. Besides that, adhesion of machining debris on 

the electrode helps to reduce electrode wear [61]. 
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3 MACHINING RESPONSES 

3.1 Kerf 

Kerf (Figure 4) is a width of the machined slots which is one of the most vital characteristics of WEDM [64, 65]. The 

corner errors and kerf variation are usually caused by the wire tool deflection and vibration in the discharge gap. 

These are the main factors that affect the WEDM machining accuracy. However, the kerf variations have higher 

influences on dimensional accuracy in micro-WEDM compared to the conventional WEDM. This is because, the 

relative error found in miniature parts produce by the micro-WEDM are bigger than the corresponding values in 

conventional WEDM [20]. Besides that, a stable machining performance in micro-WEDM is related to the debris free 

machined kerf. It is evident from the debris tracking analysis that the most debris are left out from the kerf section 

under any constant fluid flow rate. More effectively debris can be excluded and high micro-WEDM performance is 

obtainable with the improvement of jet flushing conditions of the working fluid from the nozzles [66].  

In another study, the spark locations using the recorded images, and the effects of servo voltage, pulse interval 

time, and wire running speed on the distribution of spark location were investigated. The spark distribution is found 

uniform when servo voltage is high, pulse interval time is long, and wire running speed is low when experimental 

results are clarified [67]. Based on the research, the kerf on germanium wafers in micro-WEDM process was analysed 

using different thin wires with various voltage and capacitor settings. Up to 57% more wafers can be sliced in micro-

WEDM which depends on wafer thickness and the thin wires. The wafer slicing with WEDM is suggested for mainly 

expensive semiconductor materials [68]. A model on lateral vibration of wire is established where co-related micro-

WEDM parameters and vibration amplitude of the wire are analysed. The wire vibration is affected by the open 

voltage which also measures the breakdown distance. Kerf width can be controlled and subsequently machining 

precision can be improved by controlling the parameter [20]. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: SEM micrograph of kerf produced by micro-WEDM with 70 µm diameter tungsten wire electrode. 

 

3.2 Material Removal Rate (MRR) 

Dimensional accuracy becomes vital when it comes to EDM since close tolerance components are required for 

products like tools, dies, and mold for press works, plastic molding, and die casting. Thus, MRR has been one of the 

main concerns. The MRR is expressed as the weight of material removed from workpiece over a period of machining 

time. Many researchers have attempted to develop empirical models to estimate MRR. The MRR depends on the 

amount of pulsed current in each discharge, frequency of the discharge, electrode material, work material, polarity, 

and dielectric flushing condition. [12, 69, 70]. MRR is low when electrode is connected to negative polarity or 

cathode. This is due to the dissociated carbon element in dielectric fluid tends to remain to anode and formed the 

recast layer [41]. 

Material removal mechanism in micro-EDM is debatable according to some of the researcher. This is because they 

are certain deviations in fundamental process mechanism. Even though they are many uncertainties regarding the 

mechanism of the material removal in micro-EDM, this machining process is still widely being used in industry for 

high-precision machining for conductive materials. Micro-EDM has the capability in removing the material in sub-

grain size range (0.1-10 µm) regardless of their hardness [51]. 

 

4 MATHEMATICAL MODELLING 

There are quite a numbers of studies are found on parametric study and development of empirical model on micro-

WEDM parameters. Gap voltage, capacitance, and feed rate were considered as the control parameters and material 

removal rate (MRR), over cut, kerf, and surface roughness as the performance measures. The optimal parametric 

settings were derived using simulation. Some of the modelling are done through central composite design (CCD), 

response surface method (RSM), neural network method, regression analysis, neural network with back-propagation, 

kerf 
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neuro-fuzzy inference system (ANFIS), grey relational analysis, and Taguchi L18 orthogonal array method [20, 24, 

64, 71, 72]. Modelling is a strong tool for the integration of relationships between output performance and 

controllable input parameters. There are a few examples of mathematical modelling shown in this review. Eqn (1) is 

an example of mathematical model for vibration in micro end milling using Taguchi as the design while the analysis 

is done by the ANOVA [73]. As for Eqn (2) and (3), shows the mathematical model of hardness and MRR of non-

conductive zirconia using micro-EDM [38]. 

 

V = 65.94 + 2.13 ×  10−3n − 0.99f + 1.73 ×  10−3d − 6.84 × 10−5nf − 1.93 ×  10−3nd + 1.01fd      (1) 

 

Where; V is average vibration, n is spindle speed (rpm), f is feed rate (mm/min), d is depth of cut (µm). 

 

H = 9201.15 − 62n + 16v + 0.15n2 − 0.05nv − 1x10−4n3                        (2) 

 

Where, H = hardness (Hv), n = rotational speed (rpm), v = gap voltage (V). 

 

MRR =  −101.7 + 1.9n − 2.93v − 4.36 × 10−3n2 + 0.012v2 + 1.1 × 10−3nv + 3.1 × 10−6n3                                  (3) 

 

Where; MRR = material removal rate (µg/min), n = rotational speed (rpm), v = gap voltage (V). 

 

 

5 SUMMARY 

EDM process is a flexible machining operation which has the capability in producing complex three dimensional (3D) 

shapes especially in manufacturing industries, aerospace and automotive industries, communication and 

biotechnology industries. It is known for machining hard and brittle conductive
 
materials. The tool and the workpiece 

are adequately both immersed in a dielectric medium. This paper provides an important review on different types 

of EDM operations. A brief discussion is also done on the machining responses and mathematical modelling. This 

reviewed paper summarizes that: 

1. WEDM has the ability to cut intricate shapes and extremely tapered geometries with high performance. 

2. Micro-EDM is developed to manufacture micro geometries component with high precision and high 

accuracy. 

3. Non-conductive ceramics machined by EDM using assisting electrode method (AEM) which leads to new 

structuring of advanced ceramic without geometry diversity. 

4. Dry EDM is a process where gas is used as the dielectric fluid instead of the liquid. It is a process where 

certain modification during the machining operation is needed in order to achieve a stable machining 

process. 

5. Machining responses such as kerf and MRR are important in order to achieve maximum material removal 

with high accuracy and precision components. 
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