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The phase-field approach to fracture has emerged as a powerful tool to simulate the nucleation
and growth of cracks in a structure. In the past two decades, it has been extensively applied
to fracture problems as it captures crack initiation, propagation, and interaction without
explicitly tracking the crack path.

One of the most popular algorithms to solve phase-field problems is alternate minimization.
However, it can suffer from slow convergence, especially when dealing with unstable crack
propagation. Moreover, force-controlled loading often leads to unstable crack propagation and
the lack of equilibrium solution after the crack propagation, preventing their use.

Path-following methods offer a promising solution to those limitations, enabling the track-
ing of unstable crack propagation while preserving the equilibrium during the whole loading
(Rastiello et al., 2022). Based on various control strategies, these methods also improve the
solver stability. Singh et al. (2016) and May et al. (2016) proposed path-following approaches
specifically tailored to the resolution scheme of Miche et al. (2010) based on crack surface and
fracture dissipation. Additionally, Wu (2018) adapted the nodal displacement control (Borst,
1987) and the fracture surface control (Singh et al., 2016) to the alternate minimization. Nev-
ertheless, the first approach is problem-dependent, and the second approach may fail under
force loading (Rastiello et al., 2022).

This work proposes a generic path-following method applicable to various fracture problems,
regardless of geometry, boundary conditions, or fracture model complexity, by leveraging
the maximum strain increment control (Chen & Schreyer, 1990). This method is model-
independent, as it relies solely on the displacement field, and problem-independent, it does not
rely on a specific choice of control DOF.

After presenting the modified alternate minimization solver, we demonstrate its effectiveness
through simulations of crack propagation in the SENT test. The results are compared to a
semi-analytical solution based on LEFM and to the alternate minimization solution. Notably,
the classic alternate minimization fails to capture the snap-back (instability under displacement
control) observed in the semi-analytical method. The proposed approach correctly captures



this phenomenon, which converges towards the semi-analytical solution. Then, this method is
also applied to the simulation of Compact Tension (CT) experiments, in which the selection
of numerical boundary conditions at the pinhole significantly influences the fracture behavior
(Triclot et al., 2023). The proposed solver renders the application of force boundary conditions
possible, better representing the experimental conditions.
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