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Summary

The Random Finite Element Method (RFEM) is a robust stochastic method for slope reliability analysis
that incorporates the spatial variability of soil properties. However, the extensive computational time
associated with the direct Monte Carlo simulation limits its practical application. To overcome this prob-
lem, this study investigates the use of machine learning (ML) models as surrogate models for the RFEM
in both 2D and 3D contexts. It investigates the performance of two combined ML models– PCA-SVR
and PCA-RF– and a Convolutional Neural Network (CNN) in predicting slope stability by means of the
factor of safety (FoS) based on a generated random field of the undrained shear strength. Addition-
ally, a data augmentation technique is employed to improve performance. The models’ performance
is assessed for various slope cases, characterised by varying spatial variability.

Two surrogate modeling approaches are employed: semi-surrogate modeling and full-surrogate
modeling. In the semi-surrogate modeling approach, a small number of RFEM simulations are con-
ducted for a specified case. The machine learning models are trained using the generated random
fields as input data and the calculated factors of safety as output data. The mathematical models are
then used to predict outcomes of FoS for a large number of random fields for the same specific slope
case. In the full-surrogate modeling approach, many RFEM simulations are conducted for the training
set, covering a range of spatial correlation lengths. Once trained, the full-surrogate models are ready
for application to another different slope case without the need for any additional numerical simulation.

The results show that the best-performing semi-surrogate ML model, in both 2D and 3D contexts,
varies depending on the user’s objective. For accurate prediction of the factor of safety, PCA-SVR,
when combined with data augmentation, exhibits the best performance. In terms of accurately predict-
ing the probability of slope failure, the CNN outperforms the others. Among the full-surrogate models,
the CNN consistently shows the best performance for both objectives, in both 2D and 3D contexts.

The results also indicate that the prediction accuracy of the ML models typically decreases for slope
cases with smaller scales of fluctuation. Nonetheless, the FoS predictions by the best-performing semi-
surrogate model are highly consistent with the results from RFEM simulations for the whole range of
considered slope cases. In terms of predicting the probability of failure for 2D-modeled slopes, the
accuracy is high, with relative errors within 10% across the cases considered. This level of accuracy
is achieved using no more than 13% of the total number of realisations needed for RFEM analysis.
Consequently, the computational time for reliability analysis involving 4000 realisations reduces from
67 hours using the RFEM to between 4 and 8 hours using a semi-surrogate model, with the time
increasing as the spatial correlation length decreases. Predicting the pf for 3D slopes using a semi-
surrogate model showed larger errors, indicating a need for improvement.

The full-surrogate models prove to be accurate for testing cases characterised by spatial correlation
lengths within the training set’s range. Notably, the best-performing full-surrogate model in 3D predicted
the pf within a relative error of 10% for two slope cases. This model performs a stochastic analysis
of 4000 simulations within seconds, compared to 83 days of computational time required for RFEM
reliability analysis.
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1
Introduction

1.1. Background and Motivation
In the field of geotechnical engineering and environmental safety, slope stability analysis assesses the
potential for ground movement or failure in terrains with inclined surfaces, acting as a preventive mea-
sure to safeguard structures, infrastructure, and human lives against the harmful impacts of landslides
or other slope-induced failures.

Slope stability analysis
Traditionally, slope stability is indicated by the factor of safety (FoS), which is the ratio between the avail-
able shear strength and the acting shear stress along a potential sliding surface. It is either calculated
using limit equilibrium methods (e.g. [27, 54]) with a predefined slip surface (circular, plane, logarithmic
etc.) or numerical analysis methods (e.g. [20, 47]), such as the finite element method (FEM). In these
deterministic analyses, properties of a soil type are modeled using a fixed set of parameters, thereby
omitting the random spatial variability of these properties natural soils have [39]. Doing so, only a single
value of the FoS is obtained, which does not reveal the risks associated with the geotechnical problem
in a comprehensive way. As a result, engineers usually choose very conservative soil property values
during design and assessment, leading to a FoS » 1, and thereby leading to overconservative and
uneconomic designs.

A modeling solution that reveals the associated risks and reliability of a slope and that has arisen
in recent years is the random finite element method (RFEM). This method combines the random field
theory [45] with the FEM. Vanmarcke [45]’s random field theory characterizes the spatial variability in
geotechnical properties by treating them as continuous random fields. A random field is described by a
certain statistical distribution and a spatial correlation function, which collectively capture the inherent
uncertainty in a spatially variable property. By applying this theory, it becomes possible to incorporate
the spatial randomness inherent in natural materials directly into the FEM, offering a more realistic
representation of the underlying physical systems.

Using the Monte Carlo simulation (MCS) technique, with each FEM simulation having a different
realisation of random field(s), one can obtain the distribution of the FoS and subsequently assess the
probability of failure (pf ) [16].

For a meaningful reliability analysis, many realisations in the MCS are needed, especially when
one deals with a slope that has a small probability of failure. Specifically, the coefficient of variation
(COV) of the pf across multiple MCSs can be approximated by a function of the number of required
realisations NMC in each MCS and the mean pf value [5]:

COV [pf ] =

√
1− pf
pfNMC

(1.1)

A reasonable consistent probability of failure is often considered to have a COV of 0.1 [34, 28, 49].
This requires the number of simulations to be on the order of 100/pf . Given that each simulation might
take several minutes depending on the specific scenario, the total computational time needed to carry

1



1.1. Background and Motivation 2

out an RFEM analysis can be problematic. This drawback of the RFEM technique is one of the biggest
reasons that it is not yet widely adopted for realiability analysis.

Surrogate modeling
To overcome the computational demand of the RFEM, researchers have made efforts to reduce the
number of simulations (eg. subset-sampling [33, 28, 26] and importance sampling [36, 53]) or speed
up each simulation. For the latter, much attention has concentrated on so-called surrogate modeling.
Here, a mathematical approximation function of the system response is sought, which can then replace
the physics-based time-consuming simulations in an MCS.

Researchers working on surrogate modeling have mostly adopted the so-called polynomial re-
sponse surfaces [29], the Spectral Stochastic Finite Element Method (SSFEM) [14], and Machine
Learning (ML) methods [19, 18, 3, 4, 25, 49, 35].

Recently, ML methods have been increasingly researched as a surrogate model for RFEM because
the amount of data and computational power have grown. It has been shown that ML models can be a
promising surrogate model for a select number of slope reliability assessment cases (e.g. [50, 19, 18]).
However, three key gaps remain:

1. While a systematic evaluation has been conducted across a range of anisotropy levels for ML-
aided slope reliability analysis in two dimensions (2D), it only employed the stable/fail classifica-
tion [4]. This way, there remains a gap in understanding how ML models perform when the target
is the FoS, for various slopes cases characterised with different spatial variability levels. This
emphasis on the FoS as the target variable is relevant because a post-processing technique can
then be applied to fit the predicted FoS distribution, to gauge the lower end of the distribution
accurately. This is needed for analyses of slopes with a low probability of failure, which are of
particular interest to engineers.

2. Prior research on ML-aided reliability analysis mainly focused on ’semi-surrogate’ modeling. That
is, a subset of simulations on a specific case is used to train a MLmodel, after which the MLmodel
is then used to predict the remainder of simulations. In practice, this means that one still needs to
perform time-consuming numerical simulations. Therefore, there is an interest in understanding
the performance of a ’full-surrogate’ model. Such a model, once established, can be directly used
for application to a broader range of slope scenarios.

3. To the best of the author’s knowledge, prior research has only focused on the use of ML methods
as (semi-)surrogate models for reliability analyses of spatially varying slopes in 2D. Slope reliabil-
ity analyses in 2D are often preferred over those in three-dimensions (3D) due to their simplicity
and lower computing power requirements.
However, the foundational assumption for 2D analysis, the plane strain assumption, implies that
deformation occurs uniformly along the length of the slope, which is generally not the case. In
reality, failure mechanisms tend to follow the path of least resistance, which may not extend
uniformly across the entire slope in three dimensions. Consequently, the reliability of 2D and
3D slope analyses can be notably different. Moreover, the reliability analysis in 3D reveals the
potential deformation and slide volume from a more practical perspective.
Additionally, as pointed out earlier, the computational power and time required for 3D analysis are
much greater than for 2D analyses. A multiple of the number of elements used in 2D slope mod-
eling is needed in a 3D simulation, amplifying the computational demand. If the performance of
ML (semi-)surrogate models is comparable for 3D as compared to those previously applied in 2D
analyses, the total amount of computing power and time could then be reduced more significantly.
Taken together, there’s a need for research on ML-aided reliability analysis of spatially varying
slopes in 3D, which has also been addressed in recent literature reviews (published in 2023) of
machine learning in geotechnical reliability analyses by Kumar et al. [32], Xu et al. [51] and by
Zhang et al. [52].
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1.2. Objectives
This research has two objectives:

1. Assess the performance of ML-aided reliability analysis for 2D slopes, considering various
slope cases characterised with different scales of fluctuation. This assessment will use the
minimum, mean, and maximum scales of fluctuation for the strength property, as encountered in
practice and documented by Phoon and Kulhawy [39].
First, it starts with semi-surrogate modeling using various ML models. By directly comparing
the performance of various ML models on several slope cases with varying spatial variability
levels, a better understanding of ML semi-surrogate modeling in RFEM slope reliability analysis
is achieved.
Subsequently, a full-surrogate model will be developed. This model is designed for immediate
application to broader scenarios not covered in the training set, and its performance will be eval-
uated across various cases.

2. Explore and evaluate howMLmodels perform as semi-surrogate and full-surrogatemodels
for the RFEM in 3D slope reliability analysis. This involves investigating various ML models
to predict the FoS using generated random fields of the strength property. Both semi-surrogate
and full-surrogate modeling will be investigated. The performance of these surrogate models will
be assessed by comparing them with complete MCSs for various slope cases, characterised by
different scales of fluctuations in the strength property.

1.3. Research Scope and Simplifications
This research specifically targets 2D and 3D slopes with basic geometry, excluding the phreatic surface,
soil layering, and the use of advanced soil models. This focused approach serves two main purposes.
First, it allows for a direct comparison with earlier 2D studies that integrated ML-aided reliability analysis
and typically shared these characteristics. In past literature on this topic, either only the undrained shear
strength was used as the main soil strength input parameter [3, 4, 18, 48], or both cohesion and friction
angle were considered for drained behavior [18, 50, 19]. Secondly, due to the extensive computational
demands of 3D RFEM simulations, these streamlined conditions allow for a focused investigation into
how the spatial variability influences the efficacy of each ML model as a surrogate model.

While there are numerous ML models available, this study will only assess the most promising
ones due to time constraints. For the 2D reliability assessment, previously-used ML models for aided-
reliability analysis are examined, as well as a new method. For 3D ML-aided reliability analysis, which
is a new contribution from this work, the 2D ML models will be modified to handle 3D inputs.

1.4. Thesis Outline
This thesis is divided into the following chapters:

Chapter 2 discusses the fundamental concepts that underpin this thesis. This includes a brief de-
scription of the RFEM used for reliability analyses of slopes, and the basic concepts of machine learning,
as well as the conceptual fundamentals of the selection of ML models used.

Chapter 3 provides a literature review on (semi-)surrogate modeling for the RFEM using ML models.
Chapter 4 assesses the potential of ML models to be a semi-surrogate and full-surrogate model for

the RFEM, applied to a slope modeled in 2D. This way, the soil spatial variability in third dimension is
ignored, and consequently, the influence of it on the system response. Several slope cases, each char-
acterised by different spatial variability, are used to explore the performance of the ML (semi-)surrogate
models. Additionally, a data augmentation technique is employed to potentially improve ML perfor-
mance.

Chapter 5 extends the slope reliability analysis to 3D. Just as in Chapter 4, several slope cases,
each characterised by different spatial variability, are used to explore the performance of the ML
(semi-)surrogate models. Additionally, a new strategy for creating a full surrogate model is investi-
gated.

Chapter 6 summarises the main conclusions of this thesis, and gives recommendations for future
research.



2
Background Fundamentals

This chapter delves into the foundational concepts that underpin this thesis. The basic theory of the
Random Finite Element Method (RFEM) in geotechnical engineering is introduced and discussed in
Section 2.1. Next, Section 2.2 describes the basic working principle of the machine learning algorithms
used in this research.

2.1. Random Finite Element Method
The Random Finite Element Method (RFEM), introduced by Fenton and Griffiths [12], was developed
to account for the spatial variability of soil [39]. The RFEM involves generating random fields of soil
properties with certain point- and spatial variability, which is mapped onto a finite element mesh. Af-
terwards, the finite element method (FEM) is used to compute the variables of interest. This process
is repeated multiple times using a Monte Carlo approach. Once a sufficient number of simulations are
performed, one can obtain the distribution of the variable of interest. Each of these main components,
i.e. the random field, point- and spatial variability, FEM, and Monte Carlo Simulation is described next.

2.1.1. Random fields
The Random Field Theory (RFT), as proposed by Vanmarcke [46], has become an important tool in
addressing the uncertainties inherent in soil properties. These uncertainties stem from two primary
sources. First, soil investigations, aimed at determining soil properties, are conducted at limited loca-
tions. It is impractical and uneconomical to test at every possible location. Secondly, measurement
and testing errors can occur, which reduces the reliability of the data. Consequently, analyses and
decision-making usually proceed with incomplete knowledge of the site, highlighting the importance of
modeling the medium as a random field.

A random field assigns a random value to each point within a continuous domain, encompassing an
infinite set of random variables. However, from a computational standpoint, it is needed to represent
the random field with a finite set of variables. RFT accomplishes this by discretizing the continuum of a
soil body into a series of correlated random variables. In practical terms, this means that a continuous
spatial domain (e.g. a slope) is first transformed into a discretized grid or mesh. Each node or element
on this grid is then assigned a soil property value consistent with predefined point and spatial statistics.
This approach not only allows for the representation of localized variations in properties but also effec-
tively captures the intrinsic spatial correlations between them. A visualisation of four Gaussian random
fields using the same input statistics is shown in Figure 2.1.

Several techniques exist for generating random fields. These can be classified into point discretisa-
tion methods, average discretisation methods, and series expansion methods [43]. From the average
discretisation methods, the Local Average Subdivision method is highlighted as it will be used in this
research.

Local Average Subdivision
The LAS method, as developed by Fenton and Vanmarcke [13], represents a discretised random field
in each mesh element as an average of the original field over that element. Constructing a random field

4



2.1. Random Finite Element Method 5

Figure 2.1: Four generated Gaussian random fields of a soil parameter based on the same input statistics. From Hicks and
Samy [23].

using the LAS technique follows a top-down approach, as illustrated in Figure 2.2 for 1D discretization:

1. Stage 0: A global average Z0
1 is generated from a predefined distribution model.

2. Stage 1: The domain is divided into two equally sized regions, with local averages Z1
1 and Z2

2 .
The two values are determined such that their average equals the parent value, they are appro-
priately correlated with one another, and the correct variance according to local averaging theory
is maintained.

3. Stage 2: Each region from Stage 1 is further split into two equal parts. The same criteria as in
Stage 1 are upheld. Additionally, the random variables Z2

1 and Z2
2 should be properly correlated

with Z2
3 and Z2

4 .
4. Subsequent stages: These stages follow the same procedure as Stage 2.

Figure 2.2: Top-down approach to LAS construction in 1D. From Fenton and Vanmarcke [13].

In this procedure, a single material property is mapped onto a FEM mesh. However, geotechnical
problems often require the description of multiple material properties. To address this, one can either
use a multivariate approach or a reduced-variate approach [20]. In the multivariate approach, a sepa-
rate random field is generated for each property. In this approach, random fields can also be generated
to be cross-correlated to each other. For example, cohesion and friction angle have been reported to
be negatively correlated (eg. [11] [8]). In the reduced-variate approach, the total number of random
fields generated is reduced, and other parameters are back-figured. For example, the permeability can
be backfigured from a generated random field of porosity.

Advantages of the LAS method include its simplicity, the ability to produce scale-dependent reali-
sations, and the absence of aliasing and symmetric covariance problems commonly encountered with
other methods [13]. However, a limitation of this method is that it is difficult to use probability density
functions other than Gaussian to describe the random variables [37].

2.1.2. Point- and spatial variability
Soil is a complex material shaped through an interplay of diverse geologic, environmental, and physico-
chemical processes. Many of these processes remain active and can alter the soil in its natural state.
Due to these ongoing processes, soil properties exhibit variations both vertically and horizontally [39].
In geotechnical problems, these characteristics of a site are gauged on the basis of geotechnical tests,
including laboratory and in-situ tests. To assess the vertical variation of a soil parameter, the soil
parameter profile obtained from a geotechnical test is first decomposed into a trend function and a
fluctuation component:

ζ(z) = µ(z) + w(z) (2.1)
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where, ζ(z) is the in-situ soil property at depth z, µ(z) the trend function, and w(z) the fluctuating
component. The standard deviation of the fluctuating component is defined by:

σ =
√
E[w2] =

√∫ +∞

−∞
w2f(ξ)dx (2.2)

where f(ξ) is the probability density of the in-situ soil property. Since measurements are finite, one can
obtain the standard deviation by the discretized equation:

σ =

√√√√ 1

n− 1

n∑
i=1

(w(zi))2 (2.3)

where, n equals the number of measurement points, and w(zi) is the fluctuation at depth zi. More often,
the inherent point variability is described by the dimensionless coefficient of variation (COV), which is
defined as the standard deviation divided by the mean:

COV =
σ

µ
(2.4)

A common metric that is used to describe the inherent spatial variability is the scale of fluctuation,
also known as the spatial correlation length. This metric describes the distance in space over which
the soil parameter is similar or correlated. It is defined as the area under the autocorrelation function ρ
[46]:

θ =

∫ +∞

−∞
ρ(τ)dτ (2.5)

where τ is the distance between two points in space. The autocorrelation function describes the correla-
tion between the values of the same soil parameters measured at two different locations. Researchers
try to estimate the theoretical correlation model using various techniques, such as the method of mo-
ments or the maximum-likelihood estimation. This thesis will not delve into the specifics of these tech-
niques, as they are beyond its scope. A visualization of the scale of fluctuation and the point statistics
is given in Figure 2.3.

Figure 2.3: a): Inherent soil variability with depth. Adapted from Phoon and Kulhawy [39]. b) Point statistics under the
assumption of a Gaussian distribution.

The vertical scale of fluctuation (θv) can be estimated from in-situ tests, such as the cone penetration
test (CPT).

To express the anisotropy of a certain domain, researchers often use the anisotropy ratio, defined
by:

ξ =
θh
θv

(2.6)

To estimate the horizontal scale of fluctuation (θh), multiple closely-spaced in-situ tests need to be
compared at different depths. If θ approaches zero, all points within the domain become uncorrelated,
resulting in an infinitely rough field. Conversely, as θ increases, the soil property field smoothens,
displaying less spatial variability and ultimately approaching uniformity as θ tends towards infinity. An
illustration of this is given in Figure 2.4.
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Figure 2.4: Influence of the vertical and horizontal scale of fluctuation (θv and θh) in meters on the spatial distribution of a soil
parameter. Darker zones represent higher values.

2.1.3. Finite Element Method
The Finite Element Method (FEM) is a powerful numerical technique for solving partial differential equa-
tions (PDEs) that describe physical phenomena. It subdivides a large system or domain into smaller,
simpler parts known as elements. By approximating the solution locally within each element and then
assembling them globally, FEM transforms the complex differential problem into a more manageable
algebraic system. This method has found wide-ranging applications in engineering, physics, and other
disciplines, especially for problems involving complex geometries, boundary conditions, and material
behaviors. For the details of the working principle, the reader is referred to Reddy [40].

Determination of the factor of safety
For the specific application of calculating the factor of safety (FoS) of a slope using the FEM, the
Shear Strength Reduction Method (SSRM) is used. Initially, gravity loading is applied to the soil body
to generate in-situ stresses. The shear stresses are then checked against the Mohr-Coulomb failure
criterion and excess stresses are iteratively redistributed throughout the model. The shear strength
parameters are reduced in a subsequent step by a factor, called Shear Strength Reduction Factor
(SRF), and the loading-equilibrium process is repeated. The factored shear strength parameters are
given by:

cf =
c

SRF

tanϕf =
tanϕ
SRF

(2.7)

where, cf is the reduced cohesion, and ϕf is the reduction friction angle.
The lowest SRF to trigger failure is taken as the factor of safety (FoS) of the slope for that realisation.

In this study, failure is indicated whenever the FEM solution isn’t able to converge within a predeter-
mined number of stress-redistribution iterations set by the user. This implies that a stress distribution
that simultaneously meets the Mohr-Coulomb failure criterion and global equilibrium cannot be found.

The FoS at the moment of failure can be represented using a modified version of Eq. 2.7 as:

cf =
c

FoS

tanϕf =
tanϕ

FoS

(2.8)

Upon rewriting Eq. 2.8, the equation becomes:

tanϕf
cf

=
tanϕ

c
(2.9)
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Figure 2.5: Theoretical relationship between the strength reduction factor with the soil shear strength parameters. From Jiang
et al. [30].

This equation suggests that within c− ϕ space, there exists a linear relationship between original and
reduced shear strength parameters. This association is illustrated in Figure 2.5. Every point on the
theoretical linear line can be derived for any given factor of safety FoSi by:

cf =
ci

FoSi

tanϕf =
tanϕi
FoSi

(2.10)

Combining Eqs. 2.10 and 2.8 gives an equation that can calculate the shear strength parameters
ci and ϕi for any given factor of safety FoSi:

tanϕi =
FoSi

FoS
tanϕ

ci =
FoSi

FoS
c

(2.11)

The given equation shows that one can determine the shear strength parameters for any chosen
factor of safety by using a known set of shear strength parameters and its related factor of safety. This
method allows for the creation of new sets of shear strength parameters and their corresponding factors
of safety without additional numerical calculations. Eq. 2.11 forms the mathematical basis of the data
augmentation technique used in this study, which was originally proposed by Jiang et al. [30].

2.1.4. Monte Carlo Simulation
The Monte Carlo Simulation (MCS) is a computational technique that uses random sampling to obtain
numerical results for problems that are deterministic in principle. The RFEM uses the Monte Carlo
approach, wherein soil parameters in each simulation are described as random fields, accounting for
the spatial variability present at the considered site.

As the locations of weak and strong zones vary in each random field, each simulation leads to a
different FEM solution. In reliability analysis, the primary variable of interest is the probability of failure
pf , which is calculated as the total number of failed slopes divided by the total number of simulations:

pf =
1

NMC

NMC∑
i=1

I[FoSi < 1] (2.12)

where NMC represents the total number of simulations, FoSi denotes the factor of safety computed
by the FEM for the ith realisation, and I[·] is an indicator function determining slope failure. If FoSi is
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below a threshold of 1, I[·] = 1; otherwise, I[·] = 0. Conversely, reliability is computed as the chance
of not failing:

R = 1− pf (2.13)

The coefficient of variation of the probability of failure can then be estimated without having to do
many MCSs by [6]:

COV [pf ] =

√
1− pf
pfNMC

(2.14)

The number of simulations in a full MCS should be sufficient to ensure that the value for the pf has
converged. Past studies have typically considered COV [pf ] values around 0.1 to be sufficient [34, 28,
49].

In order to quantify and compare the efficiency of different probabilistic methods to the full MCS, the
unit coefficient of variation (Unit COV) is often calculated hereafter. In essence, it is a measurement of
the accuracy achieved and the computational effort spent. Smaller values of the Unit COV correspond
to higher computational efficiency. It is calculated by:

Unit COV = COV [pf ] ∗
√
Nsim (2.15)

where, Nsim equals the number of model simulations.

2.2. Machine Learning Methods
Having introduced the fundamentals of the RFEM, this section discusses potential ML surrogatemodels.
Specifically, the aim is to develop a surrogate model that accurately predicts the FoS, referred to as the
label, by processing the input values, known as features. In this research, the features in the RFEM
analysis for a ’simple’ undrained slope stability assessment consist of the strength parameter for every
random field cell in space. The goal is to discover a function f̂ that best approximates the label y using
the features x, which can be mathematically represented as:

f̂ = argmin
f

||f(x⃗)− y|| (2.16)

In ML, the approximation function in this optimisation problem is sought on a training set comprising
feature-label pairs. Once the approximation function is identified, it can be used to forecast the label
for new feature values.

This section describes the fundamental working principles of a selection of ML algorithms, which
are identified as potential (semi-)surrogate models for the RFEM. The Principal Component Analysis is
covered in Section 2.2.1, the Support Vector Regression in Section 2.2.2, the Random Forest regressor
in Section 2.2.3 and the Convolutional Neural Network in Section 2.2.4.

2.2.1. Principal Component Analysis
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) is a linear method used to reduce the dimensionality of large
datasets, increasing interpretability while minimizing information loss. It does so by identifying the
principal components, which are new, uncorrelated variables that capture most of the variance in the
data. These components are found by first computing the covariance matrix of the dataset, and then
determining its eigenvectors and eigenvalues. The eigenvectors represent the directions of maximum
variance, and the eigenvalues indicate their magnitudes. In practice, PCA involves standardizing the
data, computing the covariance matrix, and then selecting the top n number of eigenvectors based on
their eigenvalues. This process transforms the dataset into a simplified form with n dimensions, making
it easier to analyze without losing significant information.

2.2.2. Support Vector Regression
The Support Vector Regression (SVR) is the regression variant of the Support Vector Machine (SVM),
introduced by Boser et al. [7]. While the SVM is designed to find the optimal hyperplane that best
separates data points of different classes, the SVR operates differently. Instead of classification, SVR
focuses on finding a hyperplane that best captures a continuous relationship. The objective of SVR is
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to construct a ’tube’ around the regression line such that the errors for most of the data points remain
within a specified threshold, E . This means that errors falling inside this tube are considered insignificant
and are thus ignored. Outside of this tube, however, the errors are penalized. Figure 2.6 displays the
SVR tube for a non-linear and linear regression line.

The formal objective of SVR is to minimize the complexity of the model while ensuring that the
prediction errors are within the E-tube. Given a training set (x1, y1), ..., (xn, yn) where xi ∈ Rd and
yi ∈ R, SVR tries to find a function f(x) with the maximum of E deviation from the actual targets yi for
all the training data, while also ensuring that the function is as flat as possible. In its linear form, this
function can be written as:

f(x) = ⟨w⃗, x⃗⟩+ b (2.17)

where ⟨w⃗, x⃗⟩ denotes the dot product between the vectors w⃗ and x⃗, and b is a bias.
The SVR optimization problem is formulated as:

min
w⃗,b,ξ,ξ∗

||w⃗||2 + C

n∑
i=1

(ξi + ξ∗i ) (2.18)

subject to:
yi − ⟨w⃗, xi⟩ − b ≤ E + ξi

yi + ⟨w⃗, xi⟩+ b− yi ≤ E + ξ∗i

ξi, ξ
∗
i ≥ 0, ∀i

where:

• ||w⃗||2 is the squared norm of the weight vector w, emphasizing the flatness of the function f(x).
• C is a regularization parameter which determines the trade-off between achieving the flatness of
f(x) and the extent to which deviations greater than E are tolerated. C can take up any positive
value (C>0).

• ξi and ξ∗i are slack variables introduced to manage the E-insensitive loss. It is the amount by
which the prediction falls outside the E-tube.

For non-linear SVR applications, a kernel function is introduced to map the input space to a higher-
dimensional feature space, and the aforementioned principles apply in this transformed space (Figure
2.6).

Figure 2.6: Illustration of the Support Vector Regression (SVR) applied to a non-linear input-space. Data is first transformed
from an input-space, where non-linear seperation is unfeasible, to a higher-dimensional feature space using the kernel function.

Hereafter, data can be separated in the feature space by a linear hyperplane.
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2.2.3. Random Forest regressor
The random forest (RF) is a ML model that combines multiple decision trees, a technique known as
ensemble learning. A decision tree is a machine learning model used for both classification and regres-
sion tasks. It works by splitting a dataset into smaller subsets based on different criteria, and at each
level of the tree, it makes a decision that leads to a certain outcome or further splits (Figure 2.7). The
tree consists of a root node, internal nodes, and leaf nodes, where each path from the root to a leaf
represents a decision pathway.

Figure 2.7: Illustration of a decision tree.

Random forests enhance generalisability and robustness by aggregating predictions from multiple
decision trees, offering a significant advantage over relying on a single decision tree.

RF employs two key strategies for ensemble learning: Bootstrap Aggregation (often called ’bag-
ging’) and Feature Randomness.

• Bootstrap Aggregation (Bagging): This technique involves creating multiple subsets of the
dataset through sampling with replacement, meaning the same data points can appear in a subset
more than once. In RF, each decision tree is trained on a different subset. For example, from an
original dataset [1,2,3,4,5], a bootstrapped sample might be [2,4,5,1,2].

• Feature Randomness: The RF can enhance diversity by training each decision tree on a random
subset of features. This approach promotes variability among the trees, further improving the
model’s robustness.

In a regression task, the final prediction of the RF model is the average of the predictions from all
individual trees.

2.2.4. Convolutional Neural Network
Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) are a category of deep neural networks specially designed to
process data with a structured grid-like topology, such as an image (2D) or volume (3D). As they build
upon the principles of the feedforward neural network, often referred to as a multi-layer perceptron
(MLP), this is discussed first. Hereafter, the typical convolutional and pooling operations of CNNs are
discussed.

Multi-layer perceptron
The multi-layer perceptron is an ML model inspired by a human brain, designed to learn and predict
complex functions and patterns from data. It consists of a network of interconnected artificial neurons
arranged in layers: an input layer, one or more hidden layers, and an output layer. Figure 2.8 shows
an example of a neural network with two hidden layers. Each neuron within a layer typically accepts
multiple inputs, performs a weighted linear combination of the inputs, adds a bias term, and employs
an activation function to the summed inputs (to introduce non-linearity) before passing its output to its
subsequent layer. Mathematically, the neuron operation is expressed by:
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Figure 2.8: Schematic representation of a feedforward neural network, also known as a multi-layer perceptron.

ŷ = a

(
n∑

i=0

wixi + b

)
= a

(
w⃗T x⃗+ b

)
(2.19)

where, ŷ represents the output, x⃗ the input, w⃗ the associated weights, and a denotes the activation
function.

Convolutional layer
The convolutional layer in a CNN ’filters’ out features from the input, by convolving the input with a
kernel to a feature map. The convolution operation in a CNN architecture is always performed on the
input before feeding its output to the MLP. Typically, multiple kernels are used, each responsible for
computing a distinct feature map. To illustrate, this process for a 2D input can be visualized as sliding
an n×n window both horizontally and vertically across the input data with a specified stepsize, called
stride. At every window position, a dot product operation is performed with the corresponding n×n
subarray of the input. The dot product result is then summed up, and a bias is added to produce an
entry in the output matrix. Mathematically, the feature value at position (i, j) in the kth feature map of
layer l is:

zli,j,k = wlT

k x
l
i,j + blk (2.20)

where, wl
k and blk represent the weight vector and bias term of the kth filter of the lth layer respectively.

xli,j refers to the input patch centered at location (i, j) of the lth layer. A visualization of the operation
done in the convolutional layer is given in Figure 2.9.

Figure 2.9: Illustration of the convolution operation. Adapted from Wang et al. [49].

Pooling layer
The pooling layer, typically positioned after a convolutional layer, reduces the spatial resolution of
the feature maps. This reduction decreases the number of trainable parameters and enhances the
model’s robustness to spatial variations of features [17]. The pooling operation involves sliding a two-
dimensional filter over each feature map and summarising the features lying within the region covered
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by the filter. Mathematically, the pooling operation pool(·) that is performed on every feature map is
described by:

yli,j,k = pool(alm,n,k), ∀(m,n) ∈ Rij (2.21)

where, Rij is a local neighbourhood around location (i, j). The variables m and n are spatial indices
that navigate through this local neighborhood, and k denotes the specific feature map being processed.
Common pooling operations include Maximum Pooling and Average Pooling, where the maximum and
average value for each patch in every feature map is selected, respectively. A visualisation of the
pooling operations is shown in Figure 2.10.

Figure 2.10: Illustration of the pooling operation. Adapted from Wang et al. [49].

A visualisation of stacked convolution, pooling and fully connected layers is shown in Figure 2.11.

Training
In the previous sections, the MLP and the convolution operation were discussed, highlighting their
parameters that need adjustment to fit the target function. This adjustment involves measuring how
close the model’s output is to the desired output, a concept known as ’loss’ in machine learning. The
function aimed to be minimized to reduce this loss is called the loss function.

An algorithm known as the ’optimizer’ adjusts the network’s parameters to minimize the loss. This
process begins by passing data through the network. Next, it involves calculating the gradient of the
loss function with respect to the parameters through a process called ’backpropagation,’ which moves
backwards through the network. Finally, the parameters are updated by adjusting them in the direction
opposite to the gradient of the loss function.

The size of these updates is determined by a factor known as the learning rate. Selecting an
appropriate learning rate is critical because a rate that is too high can cause the optimizer to overshoot
the optimal point, whereas a rate that is too low can lead to slow convergence towards the minimum.

To address challenges associated with the learning rate selection, the Adam optimizer introduces
a momentum term [31], which helps to dynamically adjust the learning rate. This adjustment has been

Figure 2.11: Schematic structure of a Convolutional Neural Network (CNN).
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shown to converge faster compared to other optimizers and has the ability to escape local minima,
making it the most used optimizer nowadays [2].

In practice, updating the parameters is often done after a small batch of data is fed into to model,
instead of passing all data. This procedure enhances training speed and introduces a level of stochas-
ticity that can help prevent the optimization process from becoming stuck in local minima, thereby
facilitating more robust convergence towards the global minimum.



3
Literature review

This chapter reviews the current literature on ML surrogate modeling for the RFEM. First, studies that
used a semi-surrogate modeling technique applied to slope reliability analysis and other geotechnical
problems are summarized. Then, it highlights two papers where a full-surrogate model was used. Note
that all studies described here dealt with geotechnical problems in two dimensions (2D).

Most research on ML-aided slope reliability analysis focuses on ’semi-surrogate’ modeling. That is,
ML models are trained on a small subset of a full MCS, and are then used to efficiently predict outcomes
such as ’stand/fall’ or FoS for the remainder of random fields. In general, the main procedure of such
semi-surrogate modeling consists of the following steps [52] (Figure 3.1):

1. Use an MCS approach to generate multiple random field samples of geotechnical soil properties.
2. Undertake the FEM for a subset of random fields to compute the corresponding outcomes.
3. Feed the random field samples into an ML model with the computed outcomes as the targets.

Post-training, the ML model captures the relationship between the input samples and outcomes.
4. Utilize the trained ML model to efficiently and accurately compute outcomes for the remaining

random field samples.

Aminpour et al. [3] used the stable/fail indicator as the outcome from a slope stability analysis.
They chose this target variable to bypass the computational expenses related to the strength reduction
method, which is needed to obtain the FoS. They showed that using a Support Vector Classifier trained
on only 1% of the total simulations, the mean error in pf can be limited to a 0.7% margin of that deter-
mined by the exhaustive ’brute force’ MCS. However, the pf associated with their investigated slopes
was as large as 44%, which is an unrealistic value in practical cases.

In a subsequent study by the same authors, a probability summation method was proposed, where
the outcome of the ML model is the probability of failure-class instead of a single stable/fail outcome
[4]. This approach led to a reduction in the mean error in the probability of failure prediction, which
was then limited to 0.46% for a large range of anisotropy values (1<ξ<24) and point variability levels
(0.1<COV<0.5). Doing so, the CPU computational time was reduced from 306 days for a full MCS to
only 3 days using their method, which is a 100-times faster analysis. It should be pointed out that the
level of pf was again as large as 47%.

Works that focus on predicting the FoS have used the Support Vector Regression (SVR) [3, 19], the
Artificial Neural Network (ANN)[19, 3], and the Convolutional Neural Network (CNN)[50, 49, 48].

He et al. [19] showed that both the ANN and the SVR can be deployed on multilayered slopes to
accurately predict the FoS at a fraction of the time a full MCS using the RFEM would cost. A promis-
ing accuracy on the test set was obtained when training on only 200-300 samples along with their
corresponding FoSs. They reported that especially the SVR model needs extensive hyperparameter
optimisation.

Wang and Goh [50] proposed a CNN as a semi-surrogate model and showed that the proposed
method compares favorably against other metamodel-based methods (spectral stochastic finite ele-
ment method (SSFEM) and the Multi quadratic response surface method) in terms of computational
efficiency and accuracy for the Congress Street case, involving a multi-layered soil system. It should

15
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(a) Slope reliability analysis using a full Monte Carlo Simulation

(b) Semi-surrogate machine learning method

Figure 3.1: Comparison between the conventional method and the approach enhanced by machine learning for slope
reliability analysis. Adapted from He et al. [19].

be noted that they used a vertical scale of fluctation of 10.63 meters, which is an unrealistic value from
a practical perspective.

Wang et al. [49] used a ML semi-surrogate modelling technique for the RFEM, applied to different
geotechnical problems. They applied the CNN to an excavation problem and a surface footing problem.
They reported that the CNN is better at handling sites that exhibit high heterogeneity in comparison with
the SSFEM technique in the sense that a significantly lower computational cost is required.

Research that has explored a ’full-surrogate’ ML model is scarce. Such a model, once trained,
can be applied directly to another different slope case without the need for any additional numerical
calculations. In this area, He et al. [18] trained a deep CNN on a dataset comprising more than 12.000
simulations of a bearing capacity problem. The pre-trained model is accurate on a wide range of new
cases without the need for retraining. They showed that full reliability analysis with NMC = 2 ∗ 105

predictions can be done within minutes, whereas a ’brute force’ MCS reliability analysis with NMC =
1000would take up to eight hours. High accuracy of the CNN predictions can be achieved, given that the
parameters of the new problems are well within the limits on which themodel was trained. A drawback of
using a CNN is the need for a uniform mesh. In numerical calculations, however, nonuniform meshes—
some parts having coarser and others finer discretization—are often preferred to get accurate results.

In a very recent work, Xu et al. [51] created a full-surrogate model for the RFEM applied to a slope
stability problem, with the FoS as outcome variable. Their presented model can handle slopes with
varying slope shapes, and is accurate with a mean-absolute-percentage-error of about 6% for the
testing dataset. They compared three kinds of artifical neural networks and noted the best results for a
locally connected network. This network comprises both convolutional layers and a locally connected
layer. Unlike a convolutional layer, where weights are shared across the entire input, a locally connected
layer applies a unique set of filters to each specific patch of the input, allowing for distinct processing
at each location.

However, using ML surrogate models for the RFEM in slope reliability analysis has its drawbacks.
Aminpour et al. [3] highlighted that ML methods can struggle to make accurate predictions on the slope
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stability status in instances of high heterogeneity and high anisotropy. This limitation is significant,
especially since RFEM is preferred in these scenarios over deterministic methods [15].

Another challenge, highlighted by Wang and Goh [48], Aminpour et al. [3], and He et al. [18], arises
when slopes with small probabilities of failures are dealt with. It’s possible that the training set for the
ML model does not contain any instances of a failed slope. Consequently, the ML model may not be
adequately trained to make predictions in the failure region. This means that the accuracy of predictions
for this region largely hinges on the model’s ability to extrapolate. This reliance on extrapolation can
compromise the accuracy of the ML model’s predictions. This problem is relevant as engineers are
mainly interested in slope instances that are close to failure. To address this problem, Wang and
Goh [48] introduced a post-processing approach to gauge the lower end of the FoS distribution using
the maximum entropy method. Using this approach, probabilities of failure in the order of 10-4 were
predicted with a 10% error using only a fraction of the total number of MC simulations that would have
been needed without this approach.



4
2D Slope Reliability Analysis

In this chapter, the investigation of machine learning-aided reliability analysis in two dimensions (2D)
is presented. The methodology is first explained, encompassing a description of setting up the RFEM
model, three investigated slope cases with varying point statistics and spatial correlation lengths, and
the utilisation and optimisation of three different ML models to make predictions of the FoS and proba-
bility of failure.

After going through the methodology, the results of the ML models as (semi-)surrogate models for
the 2D RFEM are presented. This starts by assessing the performance of the ML models to be a semi-
surrogate model for the 2D RFEM applied to the slope cases. Hereafter, a full-surrogate model for the
RFEM in 2D is evaluated, which eliminates the need for additional numerical simulations when applied
to a broader range of scenarios.

To conclude the analysis in 2D, the main insights are presented.

4.1. Methodology
4.1.1. Initialization of the RFEM
Figure 4.1 shows the idealised, fictive slope on a Cartesian x-z plane that is investigated in this research.
It is characterized by an angle of 45°and a height of 4.8 meters. The foundation of the slope is 2 meters
deep. The choice for this geometry is made to allow for the full development of possible slip surfaces
while limiting the computation demand to an acceptable level.

A rigid boundary is modeled to represent a hard rock bed at the bottom of the foundation, constrain-
ing all movements. Horizontal movements are constrained at the vertical boundaries.

The slope is discretized into 596, 8-node, quadrilateral elements, each of size 0.4×0.4 meters, ex-
cept for those along the slope face, that have been distorted to fit the slope geometry. Figure 4.1
displays the mesh of the slope. Each element has 2×2 Gaussian integration points. For optimal utilisa-
tion, random field (cell) values are mapped onto these points instead of the elements themselves. In
this configuration, four random field cells cover the same area as one finite element, leading to 2384
random field cells.

The slope consists of clay modeled by a linear elastic, perfectly plastic stress-strain behaviour using
the Mohr-Coulomb failure criterion and a non-associated flow rule (dilation angle = 0°). The elastic
component of this model is defined by Young’s Modulus E = 100.000 kPa, and Poisson’s ratio ν = 0.3.
The unit weight of the clay γsat = 20 kN/m3. The undrained shear strength su is a stochastic parameter
variable that is modeled by a random field, which is generated with the LAS technique (refer to Section
2.1.1), with an underlying Gaussian distribution. The point statistics and the spatial correlation lengths
of the shear strength are subject to change across several cases. Negative undrained shear strength
values are avoided by setting a truncating threshold of 10−5 kPa.

A maximum number of 500 iterations in the numerical calculations is used to indicate when failure
has occurred, which was previously identified by Hicks and Spencer [24] to be sufficient to define failure.
For the SSRM, a constant stepsize of 0.01 of the Safety Reduction Factor is used. This way, the FoS
is assessed with a 0.01 resolution.

18
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Figure 4.1: Slope geometry and element mesh of the FE model.

Table 4.1: Parameters that are being held constant in this thesis.

Parameter Symbol Value Unit

Saturated unit weight γsat 20 kN/m3

Young’s Modulus E 100.000 kPa
Poisson’s ratio ν 0.3 [-]
Dilation angle ψ 0 ◦

4.1.2. Investigated cases

Table 4.2: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation for the cases considered.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation Extra information
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θv [m] θh [m]

U1 27.76 0.3 Normal 6.1 60 Max scale of fluctuation values for su of clay, Phoon and Kulhawy [39]
U2 26.56 0.3 Normal 2.5 50.7 Mean scale of fluctuation values for su of clay, Phoon and Kulhawy [39]
U3 24.34 0.3 Normal 0.8 46 Min scale of fluctuation values for su of clay, Phoon and Kulhawy [39]

In this study, three slopes with varying point statistics and spatial correlation lengths are investigated,
as detailed in Table 4.2. These slopes, labeled Case U1, U2, and U3, use the maximum, mean, and
minimum of the scales of fluctuation respectively that are found in practice for the undrained shear
strength of clay, according to a literature review by Phoon and Kulhawy [39]. The input statistics for
the slopes used in other studies, such as those by Wang and Goh [50] and Wang et al. [49], who
also explored ML-aided slope reliability analysis in 2D focusing on the Factor of Safety (FoS), are not
considered in this research. This is because their studies involve slopes with different characteristics,
like soil layering and geometry irregularities, making direct comparisons challenging. Including such
features would overcomplicate the problem and purpose of this thesis.

The mean undrained shear strength is assumed constant in each case and has been determined
to ensure that the pf derived from 4000 FE simulations is within the range of 2.8 - 3.2%. The level
of pf is determined arbitrarily to strike a balance between the total number of simulations needed to
achieve a consistent pf and a practical value. In addition, considering slopes with the same probability
of failure ensures consistency and allows for a fair comparison between the errors in the ML predicted
pf and the pf obtained using 4000 FE simulations. The coefficient of variation (COV) of the undrained
shear strength is set constant to 0.3, which is within the typical range used in practice [39]. This value,
in combination with the selected mean undrained shear strengths, also ensures that the chance of
getting close to zero strength values is minimal. Figure 4.2 displays three examples of generated
random fields of the undrained shear strength su (a, b, c) along with the associated failure mechanisms
deduced from the computed shear strains at failure (d, e, f) for case U3, while Figures B.1 and B.2 in
the appendix show the corresponding examples for cases U1 and U2, respectively. Generally, there
is a deep-seated failure pattern with a near-circular failure surface. This aligns with the usual failure
modes seen in undrained slopes.
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(a) su (random field realisation 1) (b) FoS = 0.96 (random field realisation 1)

(c) su (random field realisation 2) (d) FoS = 1.24 (random field realisation 2)

(e) su (random field realisation 3) (f) FoS = 1.13 (random field realisation 3)

Figure 4.2: Three examples of random fields of the undrained shear strength su (a, c, e) and the deviatoric shear strains at
failure (b, d, f) computed using the FEM for the slope case U3.

The choice to use 4000 realisations in the RFEM analysis is based on the fact that the COV of the
pf is well below 0.1 when the slope is at a pf of 2.8%, according to Eq. 1.1. The stable behaviour of
pf is further illustrated in Figure 4.3, where the pf is plotted against the number of samples for every
considered case. These plots emphasize the evolution of pf with an increasing number of simulations
and include shaded areas that represent one and two standard deviations, illustrating the range of
potential pf values across multiple MCSs, as calculated by combining Eq. 1.1 with σ = COV [pf ] ×
µ[pf ]. Here µ[pf ] is the mean probability of failure calculated from a total of 6400 simulations due to
computational limits. Ideally, this value should be calculated from an infinitely large sample size. The
plots indicate that a stable value of pf is reached after approximately 3500 simulations in each case,
aligning with the estimated COV [pf ] of 0.1. Additionally, the plots indicate that the pf can take a wide
range of values when the number of simulations is small.

Histograms of the obtained factors of safety for each RFEM case using 6400 FE simulations are
shown in Figure 4.4. A normal distribution is fitted on each histogram and the mean and standard
deviation are displayed in the top left corner, denoted as µ[FoSR] and σ[FoSR], respectively. The
FoS obtained using a deterministic analysis based on the mean undrained shear strength is denoted
by the red dashed line and is denoted as FoSD. Consistent with prior studies (e.g., [24, 21]), the
mean FoS obtained by the RFEM differs from the deterministic FoS, highlighting the importance of
accounting for spatial variability of the soil. This discrepancy is larger for slope cases with smaller spatial
correlation lengths, as strong and weak zones within each random field alternate more frequently, and
consequently, the failure path can go through weak zones relatively easily.

Additionally, the histograms show a smaller range of obtained FoSs for slope cases with smaller
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spatial correlation lengths. This is because the failure surface for each realisation passes through more
diverse random field cells, leading to more strength averaging over the failure surface. Conversely,
slope cases with larger spatial correlation lengths exhibit a broader FoS distribution as their failure
surfaces traverse random field cells that are more uniform, either being more consistently strong or
weak.

Note that some slopes fail at an SRF close to zero. After inspection of these instances, a local weak
zone near the slope surface is observed on each of these slopes, where the undrained shear strength
is close to zero.

(a) Case U1 (b) Case U2

(c) Case U3

Figure 4.3: Relationship between the number of simulations in the RFEM analysis and the probability of failure pf for the three
considered cases. The shaded areas represent one and two standard deviations, illustrating the of range of potential pf values

across multiple MCSs.
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(a) Case U1 (b) Case U2

(c) Case U3

Figure 4.4: Histograms of the realised Factors of Safety using the RFEM analysis (FoSR) for the three considered cases. The
Factor of Safety based on the mean undrained shear strength is denoted by FoSD .

4.1.3. Splitting data
Before training the ML models, the data, containing random fields with the associated Factors of Safety,
is split into a training batch and a testing set, for every individual case. After this initial split, 20 random
training sets of sample size m are drawn from the training batch. This approach allows for the training
of 20 independent versions of the ML models. This way, the variation in predicted values of the ML
models can be assessed across 20 separate training and prediction cycles. Adopting this strategy
helps mitigate the risk of relying on a single training set, which might be favourable or non-favourable,
leading to skewed or non-representative results. Figure 4.5 illustrates this data-splitting process. The
training set size m is subject to change in this study.

Figure 4.5: Process of splitting up the data for each slope case into training set and testing set. The size of the training set m
is part of investigation in this study.
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Using the same testing set for every MLmodel allows for a valid comparison between theMLmodels.
The testing set comprises 4000 realisations, as this number ensures that a reliable pf is obtained (refer
to Section 4.1.2). Since this is the number of simulations needed when a traditional MCS is performed,
a fair comparison in terms of computational time with the suggested ML-aided reliability analysis can
be made.

4.1.4. Data augmentation technique
Data augmentation is a common strategy to enhance the learning capability of anMLmodel, particularly
when dealing with a limited dataset. It artificially increases the size of the dataset by creating new data
points from existing ones through methods such as rotation, flipping, or modifying the input features.
The underlying principle is that by diversifying the training data, the model can more effectively learn
the relationship between input features and their corresponding labels.

Following this concept, Jiang et al. [30] proposed a data augmentation technique specifically for
RFEM simulations. This study replicates this technique and applies it selectively across the cases,
ensuring to mention its usage wherever applicable.

The technique is based on the theory explained in Section 2.1.3. It expands the training dataset
by using the relationship between random fields and their corresponding FoS already present in the
training set, without having to perform any additional numerical simulations.

Suppose that a single random field is represented by x0 = (x10, x
2
0, . . . , x

D
0 )T , where D denotes

the total number of random field cells. Given its associated FoS0, a new random field sample xMg =
(x1Mg

, x2Mg
, . . . , xDMg

)T can be derived for a different specified FoSMg . The (random field) cell values for
the undrained shear strength can be calculated using:

Random field su :



s1u,Mg
= s1u,0 ∗

FoSMg

FoS0

s2u,Mg
= s2u,0 ∗

FoSMg

FoS0

...

sDu,Mg
= sDu,0 ∗

FoSMg

FoS0

(4.1)

where,Mg represents the number of new samples generated from the original sample. As an illustrative
example, consider a slope with an undrained shear strength random field s0 = (s10, s

2
0, . . . , s

100
0 )T . If the

FE simulation determines an FoS of 1.8, a new random field sample for a given Factor of Safety FMg

of 0.6 can be generated using Equation 4.1, resulting in su,FMg=0.6 = (
s10∗0.6
1.8 ,

s20∗0.6
1.8 , . . . ,

s1000 ∗0.6
1.8 )T . By

applying this process for various FoSMg
, a diverse range of new random field samples can be created,

without performing additional numerical simulations. For validation of this method, the reader is referred
to Jiang et al. [30].

In this study, a set of 15 extra samples is generated (Mg = 15) for each feature-label pair from a
FE simulation by applying the data augmentation technique. The chosen FoSMg

values are evenly
distributed between the minimum and maximum observed FoS of the training set. However, from
several experiments conducted, it is noted that the exact values for the lower and upper FoSMg

do not
influence the performance of the ML models much. Hence, in this study, for all cases considered, the
range of the FoSMg is between 0.6 and 2.0, i.e FoSMg = 0.6, 0.7, 0.8, …2.0. Consequently, for an
initial training sample size of 100, this approach yields an addition of 1500 random field samples, each
paired with a corresponding FoS.
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4.1.5. Machine learning models for FoS prediction
In this study, the Principal Component Analysis - Support Vector Regression (PCA-SVR) combination,
the Principal Component Analysis Random Forest regression (PCA-RF) combination, and the Convo-
lutional Neural Network (CNN) are used for FoS prediction. The choice for these three ML (combined)
models is twofold:

1. The prior application of a PCA-SVR and CNN to 2D slopes offers a relevant benchmark for this
work. Aminpour et al. [4] used the SVR in combination with a Principal Component Analysis
(PCA) to predict the FoS. Other studies only considered CNN architectures [18, 50, 48, 49]. By
proposing and adding a new ML combination (PCA-RF) to the comparison, a new ML surrogate
model for the RFEM is explored in this study.

2. The models are well known for their ability to handle high-dimensional data effectively. This ability
is needed as the number of random field (cell) values in the slope problem considered is very large,
and is likely to be in the same order of magnitude for other RFEM problems.

Recognizing that each model needs to be treated and used differently, they are covered individually
in the next sections. These sections detail the inputs and hyperparameters specific to each model and
include a description of the training procedure for the CNN. For foundational information on each model,
please refer to Chapter 2.

4.1.5.1 PCA-SVR
Input
The input for the PCA-SVR model, when used for FoS prediction, comprises a set of standardised
random fields generated by the RFEM program. Standardisation is needed to ensure that all features
contribute equally to the PCA, preventing features with larger scales from dominating the first compo-
nents. Each random field is represented by an array: x0 = (x10, x

2
0, ..., x

D
0 )T . Here, xi0 denotes the

random field value at each Gauss integration point and D is the total number of random field values.
When addressing problems characterized by multiple random fields, such as a drained slope with spa-
tially varying cohesion c and friction angle ϕ, it is necessary to stack the random field arrays and scale
each random field individually prior to passing them into the PCA-SVR model. This way, the input
dimension for the PCA-SVR is m×(D·p), where m is the number of samples in the training set, and
p represents the number of variables described by random fields. For the slopes considered in this
study, there are 2384 random field values of the undrained shear strength, making the size of the input
m×2384.

Figure 4.6 presents the scree plots resulting from the PCA conducted on the training sets for the
cases under study. It shows the percentage of total variance captured per principal component (left axis)
and the cumulative explained variance as a function of the number of components (right axis). It shows
that almost all the variance in the random fields is explained by using a limited number of components.
For slopes with smaller spatial correlation lengths, the same cumulative variance is explained by more
principal components, as expected.

Hyperparameter optimisation
For hyperparameter optimisation, the full training set (2400 realisations) for each investigated case is
used, combined with 5-fold cross-validation. For details on cross-validation, the reader is referred to
Section A.1.

Given the PCA-SVR’s relatively quick training times and its limited number of hyperparameters,
a grid search is implemented for optimisation. This approach systematically evaluates a predefined
array of hyperparameter values by training the PCA-SVR model with every possible combination of
these values, thereby thoroughly examining the parameter space. The primary advantage of using
grid search in this context is its systematic nature, which ensures the identification of the best possible
model configuration within the explored grid. The hyperparameter grid tested for the PCA-SVR is
detailed in Table 4.3. The effectiveness of each hyperparameter combination is assessed using the
mean squared error (MSE), which is defined as:

MSE =
1

n

n∑
i=1

(FoSi − ˆFoSi)
2 (4.2)



4.1. Methodology 25

(a) Case U1 (b) Case U2

(c) Case U3

Figure 4.6: Scree plots for the three considered cases.

Table 4.3: Hyperparameter range for optimization of the Support Vector Regression.

Parameters Kernel Min Max Type Steps Scale
C linear, RBF, polynomial 0.001 10 Real 10 logarithmic
E linear, RBF, polynomial 0.001 1 Real 4 logarithmic
degree polynomial 1 5 Integer 1 linear
PCA components linear, RBF, polynomial 20 160 Integer 20 linear
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where ˆFoS is the ML predicted FoS and FoS the FoS obtained using the FEM.
The best hyperparameter combination appeared to be the same for every case considered: the

radial basis function (rbf) kernel, C = 0.25, E = 0, and PCA components = 100. Consequently, these
settings are used in training the PCA-SVR for all cases considered. Note that by setting E=0, the error
insensitive ’tube’ around the regression line is essentially removed.

With 100 components used, more than 99% of the variance in the random fields is captured for all
cases considered, as shown in Figure 4.6.

4.1.5.2 PCA-RF
Input
The input for the Principal Component Analysis - Random Forest regressor (PCA-RF) model is the
same as the 1D arrays containing the random field cell values, as for the PCA-SVR.

Hyperparameter optimisation
Due to the PCA-RF requiring considerably more computational time compared to the PCA-SVR, a
random-search, rather than a grid-search, is utilized along with 5-fold cross-validation on the entire
training set for each case under investigation. Using this method, 200 random combinations of hyper-
parameters in the parameter space are explored.

The ranges of the random-search hyperparameters are detailed in Table 4.4. For the description
of each hyperparameter, the reader is referred to Section A.2. The mean squared error (Eq. 4.2)
determined the best hyperparameter combination.

Table 4.4: Hyperparameter range for optimization of the PCA-RF.

Parameters Min Max Type

Min_samples_split 2 10 Integer
Min_samples_leaf 1 11 Integer
Max_features - - None, sqrt, log2
PCA components 5 200 Integer

For all cases considered, the PCA-RF demonstrated the lowest MSE with the following hyperpa-
rameters: PCA components = 10, Min_samples_split = 2, Min_samples_leaf = 1, and Max_features =
None. Setting Max_features to None means that all 10 PCA components are utilised in each decision
tree within the forest. This configuration essentially drops the ’Feature Randomness’ aspect of Random
Forests, as every tree has access to the full set of features (PCA components) rather than a random
subset for making splits. The number of trees in the forest that showed consistent performance was
found to be 200.

With 10 principal components used, between 70% (for Case U3) and 94% (for Case U1) of the total
variance in the data is captured, as shown in Figure 4.6.

4.1.5.3 CNN
Input
The input for the CNN consists of digital images of random fields, represented as rectangular 2D ma-
trices. These matrices are created using the ’closest pixel’ procedure, which involves several steps.
Initially, a 2D matrix of size m×n is constructed, where m and n represent the maximum number of ran-
dom field cells in the z and x directions, respectively. Coordinates are assigned to the pixels, aligning
them with the range of the random field. Then, each random field cell value corresponding to a Gauss
point is mapped to the pixel within the 2D matrix that has the closest Euclidean distance to it. As an
illustrative example, Figure 4.7 shows the associated 2D digital image of the slope realisation depicted
in Figure 4.2a.

There is a direct correspondence between the original random field and the 2D image: each random
field cell in Figure 4.2a is directly related to the spatially coincident pixel in Figure 4.7. The irregularities
along the slope face stem from translating the distorted random field cells into the square pixels of the
digital image.

Additionally, to ensure that the CNN receives a complete two-dimensional matrix as input, areas of
the matrix not depicting any part of the slope are filled with zeros. This step is a standard procedure
in image pre-processing. In the case of the two-dimensional slope investigated in this study, the input
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Figure 4.7: 2D digital image of a realised random field of the undrained shear strength.

images are structured with dimensions of 34×92 pixels. This number equals the number of elements
in each direction, multiplied by two, as 2×2 Gaussian integration is used.

Note that for the slope considered, only the undrained shear strength is described by a random field.
If one intends to describe more than one random soil property, the 2D matrices should be ’stacked’. For
example, if a slope’s spatially varying properties include cohesion and friction angle, the input size to
the CNN would be m×n×2.

Architecture
The CNN architecture is subject to hyperparameter tuning by iteratively adjusting the hyperparameter
until the model becomes complex enough to have good performance while maintaining a low number of
trainable parameters to reduce training time. Experiments were done using either one or two stacked
convolutional layers, and either one or two fully connected (FC) layers. Table 4.5 displays an overview
of the hyperparameters tested.

Table 4.5: Hyperparameters tested for the CNN model.

Layer Hyperparameters Settings tested

Conv2D layer 1 Kernelsize 3x3, 5x5, 7x7
Conv2D layer 1 Filters Conv2D layer 5, 10, 20
Conv2D layer 2 Kernel size Conv2D layer 3x3, 5x5
Conv2D layer 2 Filters Conv2D layer 5, 10, 20
Pooling layer 1 & 2 Pooling size 2x2
FC layer 1 Neurons 64, 128, 256
FC layer 2 Neurons 64, 128, 256
Dropout layer Dropout rate 0, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, 0.4, 0.5
- Batch size 128, 256
- Learning rate 0.01, 0.001, 0.0001
- Optimizer Adam
- Loss function Mean squared error

A single convolutional layer, MaxPooling layer, and a single FC layer appear to work best for all
cases (lowest validation loss). Specifically, the convolutional layer uses a kernel size of 5×5 and gen-
erates 20 feature maps. The MaxPooling layer uses a filter size of 2×2 with a stride of 2, which is
the most common form in CNNs. After the convolutional and MaxPooling layers, the feature maps are
flattened into a one-dimensional vector, which is a necessary step for transitioning to the FC layer. To
prevent overfitting, a dropout layer is included, which randomly sets a fraction of the output units from
the FC layer to zero during training. The dropout rate that works best is found to be 0.4, meaning that
40% of the output units in the FC layer are randomly dropped during training. By dropping out different
sets of neurons during training, dropout forces the network to not rely on any single neuron, thereby
promoting redundancy in the network. Consequently, neurons learn to function effectively even when
some are inactive, enhancing the network’s ability to generalise to new data. Given that the task at
hand is a regression problem, the output layer consists of a single neuron. To introduce non-linearity,
the convolutional and FC layers use the ReLU activation function. For more information on each layer,
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please refer to Section 2.2.4.

Training
During CNN training, 30% of the training data is allocated for validation, a technique known as a valida-
tion split. This approach reserves 30% of the data for validation, enabling the evaluation of the model’s
performance on unseen data during the training process. For example, when a training set with a size
of 200 is used, 140 simulations are used for actual training, and 60 simulations are used for validation.
After each training epoch (a single forward and backward pass of the training dataset), the model’s
performance is assessed using the loss function on both the training and validation datasets. Typically,
the loss on the training data decreases over time. However, monitoring the loss on the validation set is
crucial to ensure it also decreases, indicating good generalization of the model. In this study, the mean
squared error (MSE) is used as the loss function. The MSE is a widely used loss function for regression
tasks due to its effectiveness in heavily penalizing larger errors more than smaller ones, encouraging
the model to minimize significant inaccuracies.

To mitigate the risk of overfitting, an early stopping mechanism is employed. This technique halts
the training process when there is no improvement in the validation loss after a specified number of
epochs—in this case, 500 epochs. When this condition is met, the model restores the weights from the
epoch where the validation loss was at its lowest, ensuring optimal generalization performance.

The learning rate is set to 10-4, and the Adam optimizer is used. This optimizer is effective in
managing sparse gradients and adapting the learning rate for each parameter, enhancing the training
process. Training is performed on batches of 256 samples. Table 4.6 provides an overview of all
training hyperparameters, as well as the hyperparameters of the architecture of the CNN used in this
study.

Figure 4.8 displays an example of the evolution of the loss function (MSE) during training of the
CNN. It shows that both the training and validation losses decrease rapidly, with the validation loss
stabilizing after approximately 200 epochs. The training loss remains higher than the validation loss
over time, which can be attributed to the use of dropout during training; this involves randomly omitting
some neurons, whereas, during validation, all neurons are utilised.

Figure 4.8: Evolution of the losses (MSE of the FoS prediction) during training of the CNN model.

Table 4.6: Hyperparameters used for the CNN model.

Layer Hyperparameters Settings used

Conv2D layer Kernelsize 5x5
Conv2D layer Filters Conv2D layer 20
Pooling layer Pooling size 2x2
FC layer Neurons 128
Dropout layer Dropout rate 0.4
- Batch size 256
- Learning rate 0.0001
- Optimizer Adam
- Loss function Mean squared error
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4.2. Results and Discussion
This section shows the results of the ML models applied to the cases considered. Furthermore, the
performance of a full-surrogate model is discussed.

The performance criteria of each ML (semi-)surrogate model encompass two aspects: the total
computational time needed and the accuracy of the predictions. Computational time includes the time
needed to perform the FE simulations, the time required for training the ML model, and the time taken
to make FoS predictions on the random fields using the ML model. The accuracy of the predictions is
quantified by three metrics: the coefficient of determination (r2), the root mean squared error (RMSE),
and the relative error in the failure probability (pf ) predictions.

The r2 indicates the proportion of variance in the dependent variable that can be explained from the
independent variable(s). It is calculated as:

r2 = 1− SSres
SStot

(4.3)

where SSres and SStot are defined as:

SSres =

n∑
i=1

(yi − ŷi)
2

SStot =

n∑
i=1

(yi − ȳ)2
(4.4)

where yi represents the observed values from FE simulations, ŷi represents the predicted values
by the ML model, ȳ is the mean of the FEM-predicted FoSs, and n is the number of observations. A
higher value of r2 indicates that the predicted values by the ML model explain a greater portion of the
variance in the FoS values obtained by the FEM. The maximum value of r2 is 1, which indicates a
perfect fit between the predictions of the ML model and the FoS values obtained by the FEM.

The RMSE is a commonly used metric of the differences between values predicted by a model and
the values observed. It is defined by:

RMSE =

√√√√ 1

n

n∑
i=1

(yi − ŷi)2 (4.5)

The lower the RMSE, the better the predictions by the ML model.
The relative error of the pf predictions is defined by:

Relative error in pf [%] = ML-predicted pf − RFEM-predicted pf
RFEM-predicted pf

∗ 100 (4.6)

To further evaluate theMLmodels, the consistency of themodels’ predictions is assessed by training
20 distinct versions of each model for each training set size. This involves using 20 unique training sets
for each model, as detailed in Section 4.1.3. To illustrate, 20 CNNs were obtained, each with a different
set of 400 simulations as its training sample. The performance of each ML model is evaluated by
calculating the mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum values of each performance metric
across the 20 results.

The open-source library TensorFlow [1], implemented in Python, is used for training the CNNmodels.
The scikit-learn library [38] is used for training the PCA-RF and PCA-SVR. All computations, including
the RFEM simulations, are performed on the DelftBlue cluster, equipped with Intel XEON E5-6248R
24C 3.0GHz CPUs [10].

4.2.1. Case U1
For reference, the input statistics of Case U1 are repeated in Table 4.7.

Figures 4.9, 4.10, and 4.11 present the ML-predicted FoS values using the PCA-SVR, PCA-RF, and
CNN, respectively, against the FEM-predicted FoS values on the test set. The predictions are made



4.2. Results and Discussion 30

Table 4.7: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation of the random field for Case U1.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation Extra information
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θv [m] θh [m]

U1 27.76 0.3 Normal 6.1 60 Max scale of fluctuation values for su of clay,
according to Phoon and Kulhawy [39]

by training the ML models on 100, 200, and 400 random FE-simulations. Note that the predictions
displayed are made using a single training set (out of 20 sets). The r2 and RMSE are denoted in the
top left corner of every plot. A general observation is that the predictions made by all the models are
reasonably accurate, indicated by the close fit to the diagonal line in each subplot. The r2 is above
0.949 for all three models when using 400 training samples, indicating a strong relationship between
ML and FEM FoS predictions.

All three models exhibit improved performance with increased training size. In terms of r2 and
RMSE, the CNN outperforms the other two models at each training sample size. With all the ML
models, the predictions made in the lower and upper tails of the distribution are especially off. This
is most likely attributed to the low number of instances in these FoS regions that are included in the
training dataset.

It is interesting to point out that the tails of prediction distribution by the PCA-SVR are curved, which
is due to the choice of the RBF kernel. With increased training sample size, it is observed that these
tails become less apparent. Given this, the data augmentation technique (as explained in Section 4.1.4)
is employed to investigate its effect on the performance of the PCA-SVR and the other two models.

Figure 4.9: FEM vs. PCA-SVR predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 4.10: FEM vs. PCA-RF predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 4.11: FEM vs. CNN predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 4.12 illustrates the PCA-SVR predictions when the data augmentation technique is used
with a training set size of 100, 200, and 400. Notably, the distribution’s ’curved tails’ are indeed less
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prominent, particularly in the lower tail. This improvement is significant, as the most critical predictions –
those related to the failure probability that the RFEM analysis targets – are typically located in this lower
tail. Furthermore, the performance metrics showed positive changes: the r2 increased and the RMSE
decreased when using the data augmentation technique. These changes confirm the effectiveness
of the data augmentation method when integrated with the PCA-SVR. The data augmentation did not
lead to any performance improvements for the PCA-RF and CNN, as shown in Figure C.2 and Figure
C.3 in the appendix, respectively.

Figure 4.12: FEM vs. PCA-SVR predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes, with PCA-SVR employing the data
augmentation technique.

Figures 4.13a and 4.13b further examine how the RMSE and r2 evolve as the size of the training
set increases. In addition, they help assess the consistency of the ML models by displaying the mean,
minimum, and maximum values of the performance metric across the 20 training and prediction cycles,
using different training sets. The mean metric values are shown with dots, and the error bars indicate
the ranges, each spanning the lowest and highest values from the 20 training and prediction cycles.
Note that only the PCA-SVR makes use of the data augmentation technique, as discussed before.

It is observed that the r2 increases and the RMSE decreases with increasing training sample size.
These observations suggest that all three models are effectively learning the relationship between
random fields of su and associated FoS. In addition, the shrinking range of the error bars suggests
that the models become more robust with increasing training sample size.

One can observe that the metrics using the CNN and PCA-SVR in combination with the data aug-
mentation technique are comparable and that the two models outperform the PCA-RF.

(a) r2 (b) RMSE

Figure 4.13: Performance metrics r2 (a) and RMSE (b) obtained by the three ML models on the test set of Case U1 using
different training sample sizes. The dots indicate the mean metric value across 20 independent training and prediction cycles.

The error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across these 20 cycles.

Figure 4.14 displays the predictions of pf , calculated based on the ML-predicted FoS datasets,
for different training sample sizes. The right axis shows the relative percentage error of the ML pf
predictions to the pf obtained by the RFEM, which is itself depicted by the black dotted line. Again,
the dots in the plot represent the mean computed values, and the error bars indicate the range of the
computed pf . In line with observations from Figure 4.13, the pf predictions generally improve with
increasing training set size for the CNN and PCA-RF models. This does not hold for the PCA-SVR,



4.2. Results and Discussion 32

whose predictions hover around an 11% relative error for various training set sizes. Combined with an
improvement in r2 and RMSE, this indicates that, with increased training size, the PCA-SVR predictions
fit better in the ’body’ of the FoS distribution but not in the lower tail.

In addition, the figure shows that the range of the error bars generally decreases for all models with
an increased training sample size. This is in line with observations from Figure 4.13 and highlights
the increased consistency of the models. Notably, the PCA-RF model shows the largest percentage
decrease in error range, suggesting that it particularly benefits from larger training datasets to make pf
predictions.

The PCA-SVR and CNN models demonstrate superior performance in pf prediction compared to
the PCA-RF model, as indicated by the narrow range of predicted values and low mean relative error
across 20 training and prediction cycles. Accordingly, detailed results for the PCA-SVR and CNN
models are presented in Table 4.8 and Table 4.9, corresponding to Figure 4.14a and Figure 4.14c,
respectively.

These tables also include the COV of the ML predicted pf values obtained across the 20 training
and prediction cycles and the Unit COV, computed by a modified version of Eq. 2.15, to account for
the training and prediction time of the ML model:

Unit COV = COV (pf ) ∗
√
Nsim +

t∗

t
(4.7)

Here, Nsim is the number of simulations needed to train the ML model on, t∗ is the computational
time needed for the ML model to both train and predict the ’remaining’ FE simulations, and t is the
computational time needed for a single FE simulation. For a traditional MCS, the fraction t∗

t is set to
zero, as it doesn’t make use of a surrogate modeling technique. A relatively small value of Unit COV
indicates relatively high computational efficiency.

For this equation, the average summed training and predicting time for the PCA-SVR was within a
few seconds. To compare, for the CNN, the average training time ranged from 3 minutes for a training
set size of 100 realisations to 10 minutes for a training set size of 600 realisations. Predictions using the
CNN were made within two seconds. For the PCA-RF, the training time lasted on average 50 seconds,
and the prediction time was within a second. While the CNN requires on average more training time, it’s
notable that a single FE simulation for this slope typically takes around 60 seconds, providing context
for the training and prediction time by the ML models.

The tables show that the Unit COV can be reduced largely by employing PCA-SVR or CNN as a
semi-surrogate model while achieving low variance and error in the pf .

Table 4.8: Results from the full MCS and PCA-SVR-aided slope reliability analyses for Case U1.

Method Number of training samples Probability of failure pf Error in pf (%) COV of pf Unit COV Reduction in Unit COV (%)

MCS - 0.0298 0 0.0903 5.786 0
PCA-SVR 100 0.0327 9.83 0.1366 1.357 76.23

200 0.0338 13.73 0.0680 0.963 83.15
300 0.0333 11.97 0.0684 1.184 79.25
400 0.0326 9.45 0.0556 1.111 80.53
500 0.0360 13.94 0.0375 0.838 85.32
600 0.0348 10.63 0.0347 0.849 85.13

Table 4.9: Results from the full MCS and CNN-aided slope reliability analyses for Case U1.

Method Number of training samples Probability of failure pf Error in pf (%) COV of pf Unit COV Reduction in Unit COV (%)

MCS - 0.0298 0 0.0903 5.786 0
CNN 100 0.0354 18.95 0.1362 1.383 75.78

200 0.0329 10.46 0.0850 1.215 78.72
300 0.0325 9.24 0.0574 1.004 82.42
400 0.0327 9.75 0.0994 2.003 64.91
500 0.0319 7.27 0.0699 1.575 72.42
600 0.0319 7.27 0.0657 1.621 71.61
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(a) PCA-SVR (b) PCA-RF

(c) CNN

Figure 4.14: The predicted probability of failure pf on the test set of Case U1 using different training sample sizes by the
PCA-SVR (a), PCA-RF (b), and CNN (c). The dots indicate the mean metric value across 20 independent training and

prediction cycles. The error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 cycles. The
black dotted line indicates the pf obtained from a full MCS, comprising 4000 FE simulations.

4.2.2. Case U2
For reference, the input statistics of case U2 are repeated in Table 4.10.

Table 4.10: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation of the random field for Case U3.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation Extra information
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θv [m] θh [m]

U3 26.56 0.3 Normal 2.5 50.7 Mean scale of fluctuation values for su of clay,
according to Phoon and Kulhawy [39]

Figures 4.15, 4.16, and 4.17 present the ML-predicted FoS values using the PCA-SVR, PCA-RF,
and CNN, respectively, against the FEM-predicted FoS values on the test set. The predictions are
made by training the ML models on 100, 200, and 400 random FE-simulations. Again, only the PCA-
SVR makes use of the data augmentation technique as the performance of the PCA-RF and CNN did
not improve when using it, which is demonstrated in Figure C.5 and Figure C.6.

Compared to case U1, the models performed worse in terms of r2 and RMSE. It is clear from
this figure that all ML models have more difficulty predicting instances that have a low FoS. This is
particularly true for instances that fail almost immediately due to very local weak zones.

To improve performance in these challenging lower FoS regions, several approaches were at-
tempted. First, adding extra training data from a slope with different input statistics was experimented
with. The hypothesis was that including instances with a lower mean undrained shear strength would
enhance themodel’s ability to learn from low FoS instances, thereby improving performance in the lower
region of the FoS distribution of the original slope. However, this approach did not yield significant im-
provements, possibly because the COV in undrained shear strength in these additional instances was
necessarily lowered to 0.1 to minimize the occurence of locally very weak zones in the random field
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Figure 4.15: FEM vs. PCA-SVR predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 4.16: FEM vs. PCA-RF predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 4.17: FEM vs. CNN predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

that trigger immediate failure. Consequently, the added instances lacked variation compared to the
original training set and the models couldn’t effectively learn from them.

Secondly, experiments were conducted with a custom MSE loss function used by the CNN, which
penalised instances with low FoS more heavily. The hypothesis was that by better fitting in the lower
region, the model would also predict other instances in this region more accurately. However, this
modification did not lead to noticeable overall improvements.

Figure 4.18 further displays the evolution of the performancemetrics r2 and RMSE for the PCA-SVR,
PCA-RF, and CNN for case U2 trained on different training set sizes. Note that the data augmentation
technique is used solely for the PCA-SVR. The absolute metric values are worse in comparison with
case U1. This suggests that for slopes with smaller spatial correlation lengths, ML models perform less
satisfactorily in predicting the FoS.

Figure 4.19 displays the predicted pf by the ML models, calculated based on the ML-predicted FoS
datasets, trained on different training set sizes. It shows that the CNN outperforms the PCA-SVR and
PCA-RF in terms of the mean predicted value over 20 training and prediction cycles, with a maximum
relative error of 9% when 400 realisations or more are used for training. However, it should be noted
that the range of predicted pf by the CNN model remains significant when trained on an equivalent or
larger number of realisations, with a maximum of COV[pf ] equal to 0.125. In that light, the PCA-SVR
predicts the pf the most consistently over the 20 training and prediction cycles among the three ML
models, having a maximum COV[pf ] of 0.08 when trained on 400 or more realisations.

It is important to note that while the range of ML-aided predictions of pf can be wide, particularly with
fewer training samples, it remains significantly narrower than the range observed in traditional RFEM
analysis using an equivalent number of realisations, as shown in Figure 4.3.
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(a) r2 (b) RMSE

Figure 4.18: Performance metrics r2 (a) and RMSE (b) obtained by the three ML models on the test set of Case U2 using
different training sample sizes. The dots indicate the mean across 20 independent training and prediction cycles, and the

errorbars indicate the minimum and maximum values across these 20 cycles. Note that only the PCA-SVR makes use of the
proposed data augmentation technique.

(a) PCA-SVR (b) PCA-RF

(c) CNN

Figure 4.19: The computed probability of failure pf on the test set of Case U2 for different training sample sizes by the
PCA-SVR (a), PCA-RF (b), and CNN (c). The dots indicate the mean value across 20 independent training samples. The error

bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 training samples. The black dotted line
indicates the pf obtained from a full MCS, comprising 4000 FE simulations.
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4.2.3. Case U3
For reference, the input statistics of Case U3 are repeated in Table 4.11.

Table 4.11: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation of the random field for Case U3.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation [kPa] Extra information
Mean COV Distribution θv [m] θh [m]

U3 24.34 0.3 Normal 0.8 46 Min scale of fluctuation values for su of clay,
according to Phoon and Kulhawy [39]

Figures 4.20, 4.20, and 4.22 present the ML-predicted FoS values using the PCA-SVR, PCA-RF,
and CNN, respectively, against the FEM-predicted FoS values on the test set. The predictions aremade
by training the ML models on 200, 400, and 600 random FE-simulations. Here, the data augmenta-
tion technique is also deployed for the PCA-RF (in addition to the PCA-SVR), as the model showed
improvements in performance metrics. The enhancements achieved through data augmentation are
further detailed in Figure C.7 and C.8 in the appendix. Observations similar to those made for cases
U1 and U2 are noted.

Figure 4.23 further displays the evolution of the performance metrics r2 and RMSE for the PCA-
SVR, PCA-RF, and CNN for case U3 with different training set sizes. It shows that the PCA-SVR,
combined with the data-augmentation technique, again outperforms the other two models on these
metrics. This consistent observation across all three slope cases indicates that the PCA-SVR is best in
FoS prediction for a slope modeled with the min-max range of spatial correlation lengths as commonly
found in practice, according to Phoon and Kulhawy [39].

Additionally, while the performance metrics for case U3 are comparable to those for case U2, they
still fall short of the results for case U1. This pattern highlights a consistent challenge: the ML models
struggle more with predictions for slopes that exhibit smaller spatial correlation lengths.

Figure 4.24 displays the predictions of pf , calculated based on the ML-predicted FoS datasets, for
different training sample sizes. It shows that the pf predictions made by the CNN are again closest to
the pf obtained from a full RFEM analysis. This consistent observation across all three slope cases
indicates that the CNN is best capable of predicting the lower tail of the FoS distribution, especially with
smaller spatial correlation lengths. A possible explanation for the latter is that the CNN is capable of
capturing the relative position of the weaker to stronger zones in the random field by the convolution
operation. For smaller spatial correlation lengths, this becomes more and more important, as the failure
surface tends to ’search’ for the weakest travel path.

Furthermore, the figure shows that there are more realisations in the training set needed for the
CNN model to have a relative error within 10% and a COV[pf ] lower than 0.1, compared to case U1.
Specifically, 500 realisations are needed for the CNN model in the training set to reach this level of
accuracy, whereas only 300 realisations were sufficient for case U1.

Additionally, the figure again displays the smallest range of predicted pf values across the 20 training
and predicting cycles for the PCA-SVR, highlighting the outperforming robustness of this model.
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Figure 4.20: FEM vs. PCA-SVR predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 4.21: FEM vs. PCA-RF predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 4.22: FEM vs. CNN predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

(a) r2 (b) RMSE

Figure 4.23: Performance metrics r2 (a) and RMSE (b) obtained by the three ML models on the test set of Case U3 using
different training sample sizes. The dots indicate the mean value across 20 independent training and prediction cycles. The
error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 cycles. Note that the PCA-SVR and

PCA-RF make use of the proposed data augmentation technique.

4.2.4. Full-surrogate model
So far, the training instances used by the ML models originated from a stochastically diverse dataset for
a specific case with specified geometry, point statistics, and spatial variability. In practical terms, this
means that if one wants to use an ML model to aid slope reliability analysis, there is a need to perform
an n number of FE simulations of the identified case to serve as the training dataset. Although the total
computational time can be reduced largely with this ’semi-surrogate’ modeling technique, hundreds
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(a) PCA-SVR (b) PCA-RF

(c) CNN

Figure 4.24: The computed probability of failure pf on the test set of Case U3 for different training sample sizes by the
PCA-SVR (a), PCA-RF (b), and CNN (c). The dots indicate the mean value across 20 independent training and prediction
cycles. The error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 cycles. The black dotted

line indicates the pf obtained from a full MCS, comprising 4000 FE simulations.

of FE simulations and multiple steps are still required to achieve reasonable results. Hence, a step
further is to train a single surrogate ML model based on all available FE simulations such that no
additional simulations will be needed when applying this ’full-surrogate’ model to another different slope
case. Specifically, the ML models are trained on the FE simulations of the 3 investigated cases with
specified point statistics and scales of fluctuation as displayed in Table 4.2. Each case comprises 6400
simulations, adding up to a total of 19200 simulations. The trained models are then used to make
predictions on 8 cases: the 3 investigated cases on which the models are trained (Cases U1, U2, and
U3), and 5 cases that the models have not seen before (Cases N1, N2, N3, N4, and N5). The point
statistics and scales of fluctuation for all test cases are listed in Table 4.12.

The scales of fluctuations for Cases N1 and N2 are arbitrarily chosen values that are within the
range of values encountered in practice, according to Phoon and Kulhawy [39]. Specifically, Case N1
is assigned fluctuation scales between those of Case U1 and U2, while the values for Case N2 are
between those of Case U2 and U3. Cases N3, N4, and N5 use Case U2 as a baseline, but each alters
a statistical parameter of this case. For Case N3, the horizontal scale of fluctuation is decreased to
an arbitrary value that is smaller than the width of the slope. For Case N4, the mean undrained shear
strength is increased to an arbitrary value that is outside of the range on which the models have been
trained, thereby increasing the point variability (standard deviation) of the random field cells. For Case
N5, the COV of the undrained shear strength is lowered to 0.1, thereby reducing the point variability.

The mean of the undrained shear strength for cases N1 and N2 is adjusted until a pf between
2.8% and 3.2% is obtained. This adjustment isn’t made for Cases N3, N4, and N5, as the aim here
is to explore the models’ performances outside their training range. For each new case, 4000 FE
simulations were performed and used for testing to ensure a reliable pf (COV[pf ]<0.1) was obtained
by the RFEM analysis for cases N1 and N2.
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Table 4.12: The point statistics and spatial variability of the cases considered for the full-surrogate models.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θv [m] θh [m]

U1 27.76 0.3 Normal 6.1 60
U2 26.56 0.3 Normal 2.5 50
U3 24.34 0.3 Normal 0.8 46
N1 28.54 0.3 Normal 3.5 56
N2 25.71 0.3 Normal 1.5 48
N3 26.56 0.3 Normal 2.5 10
N4 33.39 0.3 Normal 2.5 50
N5 26.56 0.1 Normal 2.5 50

In the development of full-surrogate models, the hyperparameters and model architecture were
largely kept consistent with those used in semi-surrogate modeling. A single modification was made
for the PCA-RF: the number of trees (n_trees) in the forest was adjusted from 200 to 600. This was
done to reduce the variance across multiple training and prediction cycles using the same training
set. With this adjustment, the apparent variance in the r2 metric was decreased to a level of 0.001.
Ultimately, the variance is as low as possible for a reliable surrogate model.

(a) r2 (b) RMSE

Figure 4.25: Performance metrics r2 (a) and RMSE (b) obtained by the full-surrogate models on the test sets of 8 different
cases.

Figure 4.25 shows the r2 and RMSE of the predictions by the three full-surrogate models on the
considered testing cases. For the CNN model, the bars in the figure illustrate the mean values of
the metrics, averaged over 10 training and prediction cycles. Additionally, the error bars for the CNN
indicate the minimum and maximum values observed across the 10 cycles. This repetition was done to
account for the randomness of the training process of the CNN, stemming from random initialisations
of the trainable parameters. Although the Random Forest model also incorporates randomness in its
training via bagging, the effect on performance is minimal due to the large number of trees in the forest,
which ensures low variance. Therefore, no repetitions were conducted for the Random Forest model.
Similarly, repetitions were not done for the SVR due to the deterministic nature of the algorithm.

This figure is revealing in several aspects. First, all full-surrogate models demonstrate the ability to
reasonably accurately predict the FoS across all cases (except for PCA-SVR for case N4), as evidenced
by high r2 values (>0.8) and low RMSE (<0.10) values, even when applied to cases that were not part
of the training set.

Secondly, the CNN outperforms the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF on the test cases that were not part
of the training set. Furthermore, the CNN proves to be the most robust model, maintaining high per-
formance on cases N3, N4, and N5, which indicates its adaptability to different spatial variability. To
further illustrate the CNN’s high performance, Figure 4.26 presents histograms of the FoS predictions
for cases N1 and N2, made by both the CNN and the RFEM. Each histogram is fitted with a normal
distribution curve, showing that the probability density functions of FoS generated by the CNN closely
match those from the RFEM analysis.

Thirdly, the performance of the full-surrogate models on the test cases U1, U2, and U3, on which
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they have been trained, is comparable to and sometimes even exceeds the performance of the semi-
surrogate models applied to each case. This observation suggests that the performance of the full-
surrogate models across a broader range of cases can be enhanced by enlarging and diversifying the
training set with realisations having different input statistics.

Lastly, when comparing the performance of the full-surrogate models applied to test cases N1, N2,
and N3, which have spatial correlation lengths not included in the training set, it appears that the
performance improves with larger spatial correlation lengths. This observation aligns with previous
findings in semi-surrogate modeling.

(a) Case N1 (b) Case N2

Figure 4.26: Histograms of the CNN-predicted and RFEM realised Factor of Safety for case N1 and N2.

Figure 4.27: Relative error of the obtained pf by the surrogate models to the pf obtained by the FE-simulation for 5 different
cases.

Figure 4.27 presents the relative error in ML-predicted pf , calculated according to Eq. 4.6, for cases
that have a RFEM derived pf that is within the 2.8 - 3.2 % range. This condition is important because
the predictability of the pf is influenced by the number of failed instances in the training set, which is
positively correlated with the pf level. Consequently, the metric is not shown for cases N3, N4, and N5,
for which the level of pf is considerably different than this range.

This figure reveals some interesting points. First, the pf can be predicted with reasonable accuracy
(with a maximum relative error of 20%) by the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF for the slope cases that were
part of the training set. This level of relative error in pf is comparable or has decreased (for the PCA-
RF) when compared to the results obtained from the semi-surrogate modeling for each individual case.
Again, this suggests that the performance of the surrogate models can be improved on a broader range
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of cases in terms of pf prediction by diversifying the training set with realisations having different input
statistics.

Secondly, for all cases (except case U1) the surrogate models are underpredicting the pf . Under-
predicting is a considerable drawback as engineers prefer a conservative prediction.

Lastly, the CNN outperforms the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF on pf prediction when applied to cases
with different input statistics than the realisations in the training set.

Regarding computational time, the full-surrogate models made predictions on 4000 random fields
within seconds, whereas a full RFEM analysis consisting of the same number of simulations would take
up to 67 hours on a local computer.

4.3. Main Findings
4.3.1. Semi-surrogate modeling
The main findings for semi-surrogate modeling for 2D RFEM slope reliability analysis are summarised
as follows:

• All three machine learning semi-surrogate models predict the Factor of Safety with reasonable
accuracy (RMSE between 0.05 and 0.10) using the random field of the undrained shear strength.
This level of precision is reached when the models are trained on only 10% of the total number
of realisations in RFEM slope reliability analysis. The accuracy of FoS predictions in this study
is comparable with those obtained in previous research (e.g. [19, 50, 4]). This research found
the PCA-SVR, when combined with the data augmentation technique, to perform best as a semi-
surrogate model in FoS prediction. It achieved the highest performance in terms of r2 and RMSE
and demonstrated to be most robust to a varying training set.

• The performance of the considered ML models typically decreases for slope cases with smaller
spatial correlation lengths of the undrained shear strength random field.

• This research found the CNN to perform best in predicting the probability of failure pf . Using
this model, the mean relative error in pf prediction was as large as 10% for a slope case with
relatively large spatial correlation lengths and as large as 17% for a slope case with relatively
small spatial correlation lengths, when 400 realisations were used to train the model. However,
the range of predictions across multiple training and prediction cycles using independent training
sets can remain significant. As an illustrative example, a maximum COV[pf ] of 0.12 was noted
across the three cases considered when 400 realisations were used for training.

• The data augmentation technique, as proposed by Jiang et al. [30], increases the PCA-SVR
performance substantially, as evidenced by a consistently higher r2, lower RMSE, and smaller
relative error in pf prediction.

• The total computational time needed to perform reliability analysis can be reduced largely with
ML semi-surrogate modeling. To illustrate, for a slope with large spatial correlation lengths for
the undrained shear strength random field [39], the computational time can be reduced from 67
hours for a full RFEM analysis to 4 hours (16-fold decrease) when the CNN is used as a semi-
surrogate model while achieving a relative error in pf of 8%. For a slope with smaller spatial corre-
lation lengths for the undrained shear strength random field [39], more realisations are needed to
achieve similar performance. Specifically, 500, instead of 300, realisations are needed to achieve
the same relative error. Additionally, the range of predictions remain larger, even when more real-
isations are used for training. Using 500 realisations in the training set reduces the computational
time to 8 hours, representing an 8-fold decrease.

4.3.2. Full-surrogate modeling
The main findings for full-surrogate modeling for 2D RFEM slope reliability analysis are summarised as
follows:

• A full-surrogate CNN model is developed that makes reasonable FoS predictions (RMSE<0.075
and r2>0.9) using the random fields of the undrained shear strength. This accuracy is achieved
on eight testing cases, including slope cases with input statistics that were outside the range used
in creating the training set. Predictions on thousands of random fields are made within seconds,
compared to multiple days of computational time for a full MCS.
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• The performance of the considered ML full-surrogate models typically decreases when applied
to slope cases with smaller spatial correlation lengths of the undrained shear strength.

• This research found the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF full-surrogate models to predict the pf most
accurately when applied to random fields that were also part of the training set (max. relative
pf error of 20%). When applied to slope cases with different input statistics than the realisations
on which the ML full-surrogate models were trained, the CNN demonstrated the best overall pf
predictions (max. relative pf error of 27%).

• The performance of a full-surrogate ML model is expected to improve across various slope sce-
narios when the training dataset is enlarged and diversified in terms of the input statistics of the
FE simulations.

Figure 4.28 presents an overview of the best performing ML (semi-)surrogate models for the 2D
RFEM found in this research, identified for various goals.

Figure 4.28: Overview of the best performing ML (semi-)surrogate models for the 2D RFEM found in this research.



5
3D Slope Reliability Analysis

In this chapter, the machine learning-aided slope reliability analysis is expanded to three dimensions
(3D). This expansion is driven by the fact that no slope is truly two-dimensional. The presence of
heterogeneous materials in the third dimension means that slope failures typically occur in 3D, which
significantly influences the computed response and the predicted reliability [24].

This chapter starts by explaining the methodology, encompassing a description of setting up the
RFEM model, two investigated slope cases with varying point statistics and spatial correlation lengths,
and the utilisation and optimisation of three different ML models to make predictions of the FoS and
probability of failure.

After going through the methodology, the results of the ML models as (semi-)surrogate models for
the 3D RFEM are presented. This starts by assessing the performance of the ML models as semi-
surrogate models for the 3D RFEM applied to the slope cases. Hereafter, full-surrogate models for the
RFEM in 3D are evaluated, eliminating the need for additional numerical simulations when applied to
a broader range of scenarios. Here, two strategies for creating such a surrogate model are compared.

To conclude the analysis in 3D, the main insights are presented.

5.1. Methodology
5.1.1. Initialization of the RFEM
Figure 5.1b shows the idealised, fictive slope with respect to a Cartesian x, y, z coordinate system that
is investigated in this research. The slope is characterised by an angle of 45◦, a height of 5 meters, and
a width of 10 meters, which are the same dimensions of the cross-sectional geometry used by Hicks
and Spencer [24] and Varkey et al. [47]. In contrast to the slope geometry considered for the 2D RFEM
analysis in this research, this slope doesn’t have a foundation, which is done to reduce the overall
number of elements and hence lower the computational cost. The length of the modeled slope is 50
meters, which proved to be long enough to cause failure through horizontal semi-continuous weaker
zones [47]. This is important because such failure usually exhibits a lower FoS compared to a 2D
solution.

The nodes on the base are fixed, preventing any movement in x-,y-, and z-direction. On the mesh
ends, the boundary conditions are set as rollers, allowing movement only in the vertical direction. The
nodes on the back side of the slope (vertical plane at x=0) are set as rollers, allowing movement in both
the vertical as the out-of-plane direction. The validity of these adopted boundary conditions has been
tested by Spencer [42].

The slope is discretized into 4000, 20-node, regular hexahedral elements, with each of size 1.0 ×
1.0×0.5, except for those along the slope face, which have been distorted to fit the slope geometry. A
cross-section of the slope mesh is shown in Figure 5.1b. Each element has 2×2×2 Gaussian integration
points. For optimal utilisation, random field (cell) values are mapped onto these points instead of the
elements themselves. In this configuration, eight random field cells cover the same volume as one
finite element, leading to 32.000 random field cells.

43
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(a) Isometric projection of the slope (b) Element mesh through cross-section

Figure 5.1: Isometric projection of the slope geometry (a) and element mesh of cross-section (b).

The slope consists of clay modeled by a linear elastic, perfectly plastic stress-strain behaviour using
the Mohr-Coulomb failure criterion and a non-associated flow rule (dilation angle = 0◦). The elastic
component of this model is defined by Young’s modulus E = 100.000 kPa, and Poisson’s ratio ν = 0.3.
The unit weight of the clay γ = 20 kN/m3. The undrained shear strength su is a stochastic parameter
modeled by a random field, generated by the LAS technique with an underlying Gaussian distribution.
The point statistics and the spatial correlation lengths are subject to change throughout several cases.

A maximum number of 500 iterations in the numerical calculations is used to indicate when failure
has occurred, which was previously identified by Hicks and Spencer [24] to be sufficient to define failure.
Using the SSRM, the FoS is computed with a resolution of 0.01.

5.1.2. Investigated cases
In this study, two slopes with varying point statistics and spatial correlation lengths are investigated, as
detailed in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation for the cases considered.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θz [m] θx [m] θy [m]

T1 21.96 0.25 Normal 1 20 20
T2 22.04 0.25 Normal 1 20 100

These slopes, labeled T1 and T2, have a consistent vertical scale of fluctuation θz of 1 meter, align-
ing with the value used by Varkey et al. [47] and Hicks and Spencer [24]. The scales of fluctuation in
the horizontal plane, θx and θy, are set equal to each other for case T1, which is a common assumption
made in 3D modeling. The value is set to 20 meters, which ensures ’mode 2’ failure. This mode of
failure is characterised by discrete three-dimensional failure that tends to pass through horizontal (semi-
continuous) weaker zones [24]. According to Hicks and Spencer [24], such failure can be modeled if
the horizontal scale of fluctuation θh meets the condition H < θh < L

2 , where H is the height of the
slope and L is its length. Ensuring this mode of failure is occurring is important because it typically has
a lower FoS compared to a 2D solution. Therefore, this failure mode is considered the most critical.

In case T2, the scale of fluctuation along the slope length, θy, is increased to 100 meters. This
modification is based on findings from a study conducted on a Dutch dike, as reported by De Gast et al.
[9]. Their research highlighted that the spatial correlation length along the dike’s direction can vary
significantly and often exceeds the correlation length across the dike.

The mean undrained shear strength su is assumed constant in each case and has been determined
to ensure that the pf derived from 4000 FE simulations is within the 2.8 - 3.2% range. The level of pf
is determined arbitrarily to strike a balance between the total number of simulations needed to achieve
a consistent pf and a practical value. In addition, considering the slopes with the same probability of
failure ensures consistency and allows for a fair comparison between the errors in the ML-predicted
pf and the pf obtained using 4000 FE simulations. The COV for the undrained shear strength is set
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(a) su (random field realisation 1) (b) su (random field realisation 2) (c) su (random field realisation 3)

(d) FoS = 1.33 (random field realisation 1) (e) FoS = 1.07 (random field realisation 2) (f) FoS = 1.43 (random field realisation 3)

Figure 5.2: Three examples of random fields of the undrained shear strength (a, b, c) and the displacements (magnification =
500) at failure (d, e, f) computed using the FEM for slope case T1.

constant to 0.25 for both cases, which is within the typical range used in practice [39]. This represents a
slight decrease from the COV value used in the previous 2D slope investigation. The adjustment aims
to reduce the presence of extremely weak random field cells near the slope face, which can trigger
local failures. The likelihood of encountering these weak random field cells near the slope face was
expected to rise in 3D for two reasons: first, because of an increase in the portion of random field cells
near the slope face, and second, because of the use of a lower mean undrained shear strength. Figure
5.2 presents three examples of generated random fields of su along with the resulting displacements at
failure for case T1. It shows that discrete 3D failure occurs and that the failure surface passes through
a weak zone (mode 2 failure) located in the lower portion of the slope. Figure B.3 in the appendix
presents three examples of random fields generated for su and the resulting displacements at the point
of failure for case T2. These examples show that mode 2 failure can still be the failure mode even if
the spatial correlation length in y direction is much larger than the length of the slope. This finding is in
agreement with the observations reported by Hicks et al. [22].

The choice to use 4000 realisations in the RFEM analysis is based on the fact that the COV of the
pf is well below 0.1 when the slope is at a pf of 2.8%, according to Eq. 1.1.

In addition to calculating the FoS for each realisation, the slide volume is computed based on the
number of elements having an average out-of-face displacement greater than a calibrated threshold
value, following the methodology as described in Hicks et al. [22]. For case T1, the calibrated threshold
was 23% of the maximum computed out-of-face displacement.

Histograms of the obtained factors of safety for each RFEM case using 6400 FE simulations are
shown in the lower plots of Figure 5.3. A normal distribution is fitted on each histogram, and the
mean and standard deviation are displayed in the top left corners, denoted as µ[FoSR] and σ[FoSR],
respectively. The FoS obtained using a deterministic analysis based on the mean undrained shear
strength is denoted by the red dashed line and is denoted as FoSD. The computed failure volume,
expressed as a percentage of the total mesh volume, is plotted against the corresponding FoS for
each realisation in the upper plots of Figure 5.3.

The figure points out that, despite efforts to reduce their occurrence by decreasing the COV of the
undrained shear strength, a considerable number of realisations in both slope cases still exhibit an
extremely low FoS. These realisations skew the fit of the normal distribution to the histogram. The
corresponding failure consequence in terms of volume % for the majority of these outliers is very small,
especially noticeable for case T1. Such small failure consequences are considered insignificant for



5.1. Methodology 46

(a) Case T1 (b) Case T2

Figure 5.3: Histograms of the realised Factors of Safety using the RFEM analysis (FoSR) for the two considered cases. The
Factor of Safety based on the mean undrained shear strength is denoted by FoSD .

reliability analysis, as it is (very) likely that they will not compromise the slope’s overall functionality
or the associated risk is very small. Consequently, instances where the slide volume was less than
2% of the total mesh volume were excluded from the datasets, resulting in the removal of 166 and 26
realisations for cases T1 and T2, respectively.

Additionally, Figure 5.3 points out that some realisations exhibit an extremely low FoS alongside
a relatively large failure volume. Closer examination showed that these realisations also have a very
locally failed zone but that the maximum displacement did not occur at the center of the failed zone
but rather at a different location within the slope. An example of this is shown in Figure 5.5, where the
displacements at the point of failure are depicted. This situation led to an automatic overestimation
of the slide volume, presenting a consistent challenge to approximate the slide volume for such small
local failures. As a workaround to exclude all very locally failed slopes, a simple strategy has been
implemented: instances with a FoS below 0.75 are excluded. This led to an additional exclusion of
56 and 52 realisations for cases T1 and T2, respectively. Adopting this threshold value led to a closer
match between the histogram and the fitted normal distribution, as depicted in Figure 5.4. Achieving this
match is considered important, as normal distributions have previously been used to describe the FoS
distribution effectively for 3D spatially varying slopes that are characterized by a Gaussian distribution
of strength parameters (e.g., [20, 47]).

Consistent with prior studies (e.g., [24, 21]), the mean FoS obtained by the RFEM differs from
the deterministic FoS, highlighting the importance of accounting for spatial variability of the soil. This
discrepancy is relatively large for slope case T1, as strong and weak zones within each random field
alternate frequently (relatively small θy), and consequently, the failure surface can go through weaker
zones more easily. Conversely, for slope case T2, the random field instances appear to be composed
of horizontally more uniform ’layers’ (relatively large θy), and therefore it becomes more difficult for the
failure surface to avoid crossing the strong zones, ultimately leading to an overall higher FoS.

Additionally, the histogram of case T1 shows a relatively small range of outcomes. This is because
the failure surfaces pass through more diverse random field cells, leading to more strength averaging
over the failure surface. Conversely, slope case T2 exhibits a relatively large range of outcomes as the
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(a) Case T1 (b) Case T2

Figure 5.4: Histograms of the realised Factors of Safety using the RFEM analysis (FoSR) for the two considered cases. The
Factor of Safety based on the mean undrained shear strength is denoted by FoSD .

failure surface passes through random field cells that are more alike, either being more consistently
strong or weak.

Figure 5.5: Example of a locally failed slope where the maximum displacement did not occur at the center of the slope. The
calculated Factor of Safety for the slope is 0.25. The approximated failure volume, being 30% of the total volume, is likely to be

inaccurate.

Note that a single realisation typically takes up to 30 minutes on average on the DelftBlue cluster,
equipped with Intel XEON E5-6248R 24C 3.0GHz CPUs [10].

5.1.3. Data splitting
The same data splitting technique as used in 2D slope reliability analysis is employed (refer to Section
4.1.3). Thus, for each slope case, the initial dataset consists of 6400 random fields with associated
FoSs. Note that slopes with very local failures have already been excluded from this dataset.

5.1.4. Machine learning models for FoS prediction
The same (combined) ML models are explored for 3D RFEM (semi-)surrogate modeling as are done
for 2D RFEM (semi-)surrogate modeling. Specifically, the PCA-SVR, PCA-RF, and CNN models are
investigated. This selection is based on their demonstrated effectiveness in 2D RFEM analysis. Ad-
ditionally, there is a lack of previous research on 3D RFEM (semi-)surrogate modeling to serve as a
benchmark, making this exploration novel.
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The procedure for applying the ML models as a (semi-)surrogate model for 3D RFEM analysis is
mostly the same as for 2D RFEM analysis, with a few adjustments to the inputs and the hyperparame-
ters. This section lists these for every model considered.

5.1.4.1 CNN
Input
Following the same procedure for inputting 2D slopes into the CNN, the 3D random fields are first
mapped onto 3D digital images. This mapping is done using the ’closest voxel’ procedure, which is the
3D counterpart to the 2D ’closest pixel’ procedure, as detailed in Section 4.1.5.3. In addition, zeros are
added to the 3D digital images for parts that do not represent any part of the slope. As an illustrative
example, Figure 5.6 shows the associated 3D digital image of the slope depicted in Figure 5.2a. For
the 3D slope geometry considered in this study, the 3D digital images are structured with dimensions
of 20×100×20 voxels.

Figure 5.6: Example of a pre-processed 3D random field represented in a matrix format.

Architecture
The CNN architecture is subject to hyperparameter tuning by iteratively adjusting the hyperparameter
until the model becomes complex enough to have good performance while maintaining a low number of
trainable parameters to reduce training time. Experiments were done using either one or two stacked
convolutional layers, and either one or two fully connected (FC) layers. Table 5.2 displays an overview
of the hyperparameters tested.
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Table 5.2: Hyperparameters tested for the CNN model.

Layer Hyperparameters Settings tested

Conv3D layer 1 Kernelsize 3x3, 5x5, 7x7
Conv3D layer 1 Filters 10, 20
Conv3D layer 2 Kernelsize 3x3, 5x5
Conv3D layer 2 Filter 10, 20
Pooling layer 1 & 2 Pooling size 2x2
FC layer 1 Neurons 128, 256, 512
FC layer 2 Neurons 128, 256, 512
Dropout layer Dropout rate 0, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, 0.4, 0.5
- Batch size 256
- Learning rate 0.0001
- Optimizer Adam
- Loss function Mean squared error

Two FC layers within the CNN architecture showed a competitive advantage over one for both slope
cases, highlighting the increased complexity of the 3D slope problem compared to the 2D problem.
Specifically, the network that showed the lowest loss on the validation set comprises two convolutional
layers, two MaxPooling layers, and two FC layers. The two convolutional layers use a kernel size of
7×7 and 5×5, and the two stacked MaxPooling layers have a filter size 2×2. The pooled maps are
flattened after the second MaxPooling layer, and the two FC layers are included hereafter. Finally, a
dropout layer with a dropout rate of 0.4 is added. The output layer is a single neuron. All convolutional
and FC layers use the ReLU activation function.

Training
During training, 30% of the training data is allocated for validation. A maximum of 5000 epochs is
used for training, and an early stopping mechanism is employed to halt training when there is no im-
provement in the validation loss after a specified number of epochs—in this case, 500 epochs. The
learning rate is set to 10-4, and the Adam optimizer is used. Training is performed on batches of 256
samples. An overview of the training hyperparameters used, as well as the hyperparameters for the
CNN architecture, is shown in Table 5.3.

Figure 5.7 displays an example of the evolution of the loss function (MSE) during training of the
CNN. It shows that both the training and validation losses decrease rapidly, with the validation loss
stabilizing after approximately 400 epochs. The training loss remains higher than the validation loss
over time, which can be attributed to the use of dropout during training; this involves randomly omitting
some neurons, whereas, during validation, all neurons are utilised.

Figure 5.7: Evolution of the losses (MSE of the FoS prediction) during training of the CNN model.
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Table 5.3: Hyperparameters used for the CNN model.

Layer Hyperparameters Setting used

Conv3D layer 1 Kernelsize 7x7
Conv3D layer 1 Filters 20
Conv3D layer 2 Kernelsize 5x5
Conv3D layer 2 Filter 20
Pooling layer 1 & 2 Pooling size 2x2
FC layer 1 Neurons 512
FC layer 2 Neurons 256
Dropout layer Dropout rate 0.4
- Batch size 256
- Learning rate 0.0001
- Optimizer Adam
- Loss function Mean squared error

Due to the high computational demands of training the CNN on 3D matrices compared to 2D, the
process is carried out on the Delft University of Technology’s Geoscience & Engineering (GSE) server,
which is equipped with an Nvidia A100 80GB GPU.

5.1.4.2 PCA-SVR
Input
The input for the PCA-SVR in 3D RFEM analysis is similar to that used in 2D RFEM analysis, in that
both utilise 1D arrays. However, there’s a difference in how these arrays are generated. Because of
storage limits on the DelftBlue cluster, either the 3D matrices or 1D arrays could be stored remotely.
Due to the memory limits of the personal laptop (8GB of RAM), the matrices could not be created out of
the 1D arrays locally. This way, the choice was made to create the 3Dmatrices remotely and backfigure
the 1D arrays from the 3D matrices locally by flattening the 3D matrices and removing the zeros. As
the nearest voxel procedure used for creating the 3D matrices overwrites some random field cells close
to the slope face, the dimensionality of the 1D arrays was reduced to 30.500, compared to the original
32.000 random field cell values. However, this information being lost is not considered crucial, as the
undrained shear strength of neighboring cells is very similar to that of these cells with the specified
spatial correlation lengths.

Figure 5.8 presents the scree plots resulting from the PCA conducted on the training set for the
cases under study. The plots display the percentage of total variance each principal component ex-
plains (shown on the left axis) and the cumulative explained variance as a function of the number of
components (shown on the right axis). Similar to the 2D PCA results, a small number of components
capture most of the variance. However, due to the additional dimension affecting the strength param-
eter, explaining an equivalent portion of the total variance requires a significantly larger number of
components. Specifically, for case T1, which features a shorter spatial correlation length in the y direc-
tion, achieving the same level of cumulative variance as in case T2 necessitates a greater number of
principal components, aligning with expectations.

(a) Case T1 (b) Case T2

Figure 5.8: Scree plots for the cases under study.

Hyperparameter Optimisation
For hyperparameter optimisation, a grid search in combination with 5-fold cross-validation is employed
using the full training set (2400 realisation) for each investigated case.
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The hyperparameter grid that is tested for the PCA-SVR is detailed in Table 5.4. The metric that
decided the best hyperparameter combination is the mean squared error (MSE).

Table 5.4: Hyperparameter range for optimization of the Support Vector Regression.

Parameters Kernel Min Max Type Steps Scale

C linear, RBF, polynomial 0.001 10 Real 10 logarithmic
E linear, RBF, polynomial 0.001 1 Real 4 logarithmic
degree polynomial 1 5 Integer 1 linear
PCA components linear, RBF, polynomial 100 300 Integer 10 linear

The hyperparameter combination that showed the lowest MSE appeared to be the same for both
cases considered: the radial basis function (rbf) kernel, C = 0.3, E = 0, and PCA components = 130.
With 130 principal components used, between 85% (for Case T1) and 95% (for Case T2) of the total
variance in the data is captured (Figure 5.8).

Note that during semi-surrogate modeling, the number of PCA components must be equal or smaller
than the number of training simulations, for the PCA algorithm to calculate a full rank covariance matrix
of the input features. Consequently, the number of principal components is set to match the number of
available training instances but does not exceed 130.

5.1.4.3 PCA-RF
Input
The input for the PCA-RF model is the same as the 1D arrays containing the random field cell values,
as for the PCA-SVR.

Hyperparameter optimisation
For hyperparameter optimisation, a random search is deployed in combination with 5-fold cross-validation
on the full training set for both investigated cases. Using this method, 300 random combinations of
hyperparameters in the parameter space are explored. The ranges of the random-search hyperparam-
eters are detailed in Table 5.5. For the description of each hyperparameter, the reader is referred to
Section A.2. The metric that decided the best hyperparameter combination is the mean squared error
(MSE).

Table 5.5: Hyperparameter range for optimization of the PCA-RF.

Parameters Min Max Type

Min_samples_split 2 21 Integer
Min_samples_leaf 1 21 Integer
Max_depth 20 50 Integer
Max_features - - None, sqrt, log2
PCA components 3 200 Integer

For both cases considered, the PCA-RF demonstrated low MSE performance with the following hy-
perparameters: PCA components = 6,Min_samples_split = 2,Min_samples_leaf = 4, andMax_features
=None. SettingMax_features toNonemeans that all six PCA components are utilized in each decision
tree within the forest. This configuration essentially drops the ’feature randomness’ aspect of random
forests, as every tree has access to the full set of features (PCA components) rather than a random
subset for making splits. The number of trees in the forest that showed consistent performance was
found to be 200.

With six principal components used, between 30% (for Case T1) and 57% (for Case T2) of total
variance in the data is captured (Figure 5.8).
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5.2. Results and Discussion
5.2.1. Case T1
For reference, the input statistics of Case T1 are repeated in Table 5.6.

Table 5.6: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation for Case T1.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θz [m] θx [m] θy [m]

T1 21.96 0.25 Normal 1 20 20

Figures 5.9, 5.10, and 5.11 present the ML-predicted FoS values using the PCA-SVR, PCA-RF, and
CNN, respectively, against the FEM-predicted FoS values on the test set. The predictions are made by
training the MLmodels on 100, 300, and 600 random FE-simulations. Here, the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF
used the data augmentation technique, as they showed significantly improved performance compared
to without it, as shown in Figures C.10 and C.11. Note that the predictions displayed are made using
a single training set (out of 20 sets). The r2 and RMSE are denoted in the top left corner of every plot.
A general observation is that the predictions made by all models are reasonable, as indicated by the
reasonable fit to the diagonal line in each subplot. However, a strong relationship between ML and
FEM FoS prediction is only observed when the PCA-SVR and CNN models are used with 600 samples
in the training set, as indicated by an r2 above 0.8.

All three models exhibit improved performance with increased training size, with the PCA-SVR and
CNN especially benefiting largely from a larger training set. It should be pointed out that for every
training set size shown here, the models underpredict the FoSs in the upper tail of the distribution and
overpredict the FoSs in the lower tail of the distribution.

Figure 5.12 further displays the evolution of the performance metrics r2 and RMSE for the PCA-
SVR, PCA-RF, and CNN for case T1 for different training set sizes. In addition, they help assess the
consistency of the ML models by displaying the mean, minimum, and maximum values of the perfor-
mance metric across the 20 random training samples that are used. The mean metric values are shown
with dots, and the error bars indicate the ranges, each spanning the lowest and highest values from the
20 training runs. Note that the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF make use of the data augmentation technique,
as discussed before. It is observed that the r2 increases and the RMSE decreases with increasing
training sample size. These observations suggest that all three models are effectively learning the rela-
tionship between random fields of su and associated FoS. In addition, the shrinking range of the error
bars suggests that the models become more robust with increasing training sample sizes. It can be
seen that the average performance of the PCA-SVR model, when used in combination with the data
augmentation technique, is comparable to that of the CNN and surpasses the PCA-RF model. Notably,
the PCA-SVR model produces a narrower range of predictions compared to those of the CNN, indicat-
ing a more robust model for varying training sets. This comparison of ML model performance aligns
with findings from ML semi-surrogate modeling in 2D.

Figure 5.13 displays the predictions of pf , calculated based on the ML-predicted FoS datasets,
for different training sample sizes. The right axis shows the relative percentage error of the ML pf
predictions to the pf obtained by the RFEM, which is itself depicted by the black dotted line. Again,
the dots in the plot represent the mean computed values, and the error bars indicate the range of the
computed pf .

In line with observations from Figure 5.12, the predictions generally improve with increasing training
set size. The relative error in pf remains high (ranging from 40 to 100%) for all training set sizes. Such
high errors make the ML semi-surrogate models unsuitable for reliability analysis.

Among the models analysed, the CNN exhibits the smallest relative error. Furthermore, the CNN
appears to be the most effective in learning from more data, as indicated by the steepest gradient in
pf predictions with increasing training set size. This gradient remains prevalent even after increasing
the training set size from 700 to 800 realisations, suggesting that the performance of the CNN could
be enhanced significantly when more realisations are added to the training set.
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Figure 5.9: FEM vs. PCA-SVR predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 5.10: FEM vs. PCA-RF predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 5.11: FEM vs. CNN predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

(a) r2 (b) RMSE

Figure 5.12: Performance metrics r2 (a) and RMSE (b) obtained by the three ML models on the test set of case T2 using
different training set sizes. The dots indicate the mean metric value across 20 independent training and prediction cycles. The
error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 cycles. Note that the PCA-SVR and

PCA-RF make use of the data augmentation technique.
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(a) PCA-SVR (b) PCA-RF

(c) CNN

Figure 5.13: The predicted probability of failure pf on the test set of case T1 using different training set sizes by the PCA-SVR
(a), PCA-RF (b), and CNN (c). The dots indicate the mean metric value across 20 independent training and prediction cycles.
The error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 cycles. The black dotted line

indicates the pf obtained from a full MCS, comprising 4000 FE simulations. Note that the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF make use of
the data augmentation technique.

5.2.2. Case T2
For reference, the input statistics of case T2 are repeated in Table 5.7.

Table 5.7: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation for case T2.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θz [m] θx [m] θy [m]

T2 22.04 0.25 Normal 1 20 100

Figures 5.14, 5.15, and 5.11 present the ML-predicted FoS values using the PCA-SVR, PCA-RF,
and CNN, respectively, against the FEM-predicted FoS values on the test set. The predictions are
made by training the ML models on 100, 200, and 400 random FE-simulations. Notably, the PCA-SVR
and PCA-RF used the data augmentation technique, as it showed significantly improved performance
to as without it, as shown in Figures C.12 and C.13.

Similar findings to those observed for case T1 are noted again.
Figure 5.17 further displays the evolution of the performance metrics r2 and RMSE for the PCA-

SVR, PCA-RF, and CNN for case T2 for different training set sizes. Similar to case T1, PCA-SVR, when
combined with data augmentation, outperforms the other models based on these metrics. However,
compared to case T1, an improvement in performance is noted, as evidenced by a higher r2 and a
lower RMSE. This highlights the positive correlation between the performance of ML semi-surrogate
models and the scale of fluctuation, a trend also observed in 2D analysis.

Figure 5.18 displays the predicted pf for different training sample sizes. Similar observations as for
the pf predictions of case T1 are noted. A notable difference is the decrease in the relative error of pf .
This improvement suggests that the models are better at predicting the pf for slope cases with larger
spatial correlation lengths, a finding that aligns with results from 2D analysis. However, the relative
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Figure 5.14: FEM vs. PCA-SVR predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 5.15: FEM vs. PCA-RF predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

Figure 5.16: FEM vs. CNN predictions on the FoS for three different training set sizes.

(a) r2 (b) RMSE

Figure 5.17: Performance metrics r2 (a) and RMSE (b) obtained by the three ML models on the test set of case T2 using
different training set sizes. The dots indicate the mean metric value across 20 independent training and prediction cycles. The
error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 cycles. Note that the PCA-SVR and

PCA-RF make use of the data augmentation technique.
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error in pf , even if the large number of 800 realisations are used for training, is considered too large
for effective reliability analysis.

(a) PCA-SVR (b) PCA-RF

(c) CNN

Figure 5.18: The predicted probability of failure pf on the test set of case T2 using different training sample sizes by the
PCA-SVR (a), PCA-RF (b), and CNN (c). The dots indicate the mean metric value across 20 independent training and

prediction cycles. The error bars show the range, indicating the minimum and maximum values across the 20 cycles. The
black dotted line indicates the pf obtained from a full MCS, comprising 4000 FE simulations. Note that the PCA-SVR and

PCA-RF make use of the data augmentation technique.
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5.2.3. Full-surrogate model
Similar to the full-surrogate model in 2D analysis, a single full-surrogate model is here developed, such
that no additional simulations are needed when applying this full-surrogate model to different slope
cases.

Two sets of full-surrogate models are developed, each using a distinct training set:

1. Case-Based Training Set: This training set consists of realisations from cases T1 and T2, with
each case contributing an equal number of realisations.

2. Distributed Sampling Training Set: This training set is made up of realisations, each generated
with input parameters drawn from a specified distribution.

The performance of the two sets of surrogate models, trained on their respective datasets, is eval-
uated and compared to determine the effectiveness of the proposed strategy for developing a full-
surrogate model, as detailed in the section on 2D full-surrogate modeling (Section 4.2.4).

To allow for a correct performance comparison of the two sets of surrogate models, only the scale of
fluctuation in y direction (θy) is sampled from a uniform distribution in the Distributed Sampling Training
Set. This approach is taken because θy is the sole changing input parameter in the realisations within
the Case-Based Training Set. Additionally, to ensure a correct comparison, a total of 4000 realisations
are included in both training sets. The choice for this number is to strike a balance between the compu-
tational costs and marginal ML performance improvements with a larger training set size. An overview
of the input statistics of the two considered training sets is depicted in Table 5.8.

Table 5.8: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation of the training sets used to develop the full-surrogate models.

Training set reference Case reference Number of simulations Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θz [m] θx [m] θy [m]

Case-Based Training Set T1 2000 21.96 0.25 Normal 1 20 20
T2 2000 22.04 0.25 Normal 1 20 100

Distributed Sampling
Training Set - 4000 22.00 0.25 Normal 1 20 ∼U(20, 100)

The trained ML models are then used to make predictions on 5 slope cases: the two investigated
cases on which the Case-Based Training approach was trained (cases T1 and T2), and three new
slope cases (cases V1, V2, and V3). The new slope cases use case T1 as a baseline, but each alters
a single aspect of this case. For case V2, θy is chosen to be the theoretical mean value of θy of the
realisations in the training sets. For cases V1 and V3, the value of θy is set to be 10 and 120 meters
respectively, outside the range of θv values used for the realisations in the training set.

The mean undrained shear strength for cases V1, V2, and V3 is adjusted until a pf between 2.8%
and 3.2% was obtained. For each case considered, 4000 FE simulations are performed and used for
testing, which ensures a reliable pf (COV[pf ]<0.1). The COV of the undrained shear strength is set
constant to a value of 0.25. An overview of the point statistics and scales of fluctuation for all test cases
are detailed in Table 5.9.

Table 5.9: The point statistics and scales of fluctuation of the test cases considered for the full-surrogate models.

Case Undrained shear strength Scale of fluctuation
Mean [kPa] COV Distribution θz [m] θx [m] θy [m]

T1 21.96 0.25 Normal 1 20 20
T2 22.04 0.25 Normal 1 20 100
V1 21.19 0.25 Normal 1 20 10
V2 22.00 0.25 Normal 1 20 60
V3 22.00 0.25 Normal 1 20 120

Figure 5.19 shows the r2 and RMSE of the predictions by the two sets of three surrogate models
on the testing sets of the considered cases. For the CNN model, the height of the bars in the figure
illustrates the mean values of the metrics, averaged over 10 training and prediction cycles. Additionally,
the error bars for the CNN indicate the minimum and maximum values observed across the 10 cycles.
This repetition was done to account for the model-induced variance of the trained CNN, stemming from
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factors such as random initialisation of the trainable parameters and numerical errors. In contrast, such
repetition was not done for the PCA-RF model, as the large number of trees in the forest ensures mini-
mal variance in performance. Similarly, repetitions were not done for the SVR due to the deterministic
nature of the algorithm.

(a) r2 (b) RMSE

Figure 5.19: Performance metrics r2 (a) and RMSE (b) obtained by two sets of full-surrogate models on the test sets of 4
different cases.

A few things can be pointed out from the figure. First, both sets of PCA-SVR and CNN surrogate
models demonstrate a strong ability to accurately predict the FoS for slope cases with a θy within the
range of values they have been trained on, as evidenced by high r2 (>0.83) and low RMSE (<0.05)
values for cases T1, T2, and V2. The CNN outperforms the other two models overall on both metrics.
Additionally, both sets of ML models show high performance when applied to case V3, even though its
θy, specifically being larger than 100 meters, falls outside the range used for training. This supports
previous findings that ML (semi-)surrogate models perform better with larger spatial correlation lengths.
Upon examining the slope realisations for this case, it was found that the failure mode of many realisa-
tions was similar to what is called failure mode 3, as described by Hicks and Spencer [24]. This failure
mode is characterized by the failure extending along the length of the slope, which mirrors slope failure
in 2D. Consequently, slope analysis in 2D would be sufficient for such a case.

Secondly, both sets of models show the weakest performance when applied to case V1, charac-
terised by the smallest longitudinal correlation length (θy) of 10 meters among all the tested cases.
While the RMSE remains within an acceptable range, the r2 is significantly low. This observation can
be attributed to the models almost consistently overpredicting FoS for this case, which is illustrated
in Figure 5.20a. The reason behind this overestimation lies in the smaller spatial correlation lengths,
which cause more frequent alternations in the random field. This condition allows the failure surface
to pass through fewer strong zones, consistently resulting in a lower FoS. These realisations were not
included in the training dataset, leading to the observed overestimation. Note that although case V3
also features a θy not represented in the training set, the ML surrogate performance on this case is
high. This is due to the relatively minor change in θy compared to an edge case in the training set and
the fact that model performance generally improves with larger spatial correlation lengths.

Lastly, when comparing the performance of ML models trained on the Distributed Sampling Training
Set with those trained on the Case-Based Training Set, there isn’t a consistent trend of under- or over-
performance between them. Consequently, the full-surrogate model development strategy deemed
promising based on 2D analysis might not be as effective as anticipated.

Figure 5.21 presents the relative error in ML-predicted pf , calculated based on the ML-predicted
FoS datasets, and the pf derived from 4000 FE simulations for all cases under study.

The figure reveals some interesting things. First, both sets of CNN models demonstrate superior
performance over both sets of PCA-RF and PCA-SVR models applied to all cases.

Secondly, the models make better predictions for cases with larger spatial correlation lengths. No-
tably, the relative error in pf prediction by the CNN is as low as 6.6% for the slope case where the
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θy is 60 meters. To further demonstrate the accuracy of the predictions by the CNN model applied
to this slope case, Figure 5.20b displays the CNN-predicted and RFEM-computed Factors of Safety,
presenting both sets of results in histograms with a fitted normal distribution curve.

Lastly, the set of ML models trained on the Case-Based Training Set consistently outperforms those
trained on the Distributed Sampling Training Set across all considered cases. This implies that the full-
surrogate model development strategy deemed promising based on 2D RFEM analysis is unsuitable
when the primary aim is to accurately predict the pf . A user would be better off including realisations
in the training set with input statistics of edge cases, characterised by minimum and maximum spatial
correlation lengths.

(a) Case V1 (b) Case V2

Figure 5.20: Histograms of the CNN-predicted and RFEM realised Factors of Safety (FoS) for cases V1 and V2.

Figure 5.21: Relative error of the obtained pf by the surrogate models to the pf obtained by RFEM analysis for 5 different
cases.
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5.3. Main Findings
5.3.1. Semi-surrogate modeling
The main findings for semi-surrogate modeling for 3D RFEM slope reliability analysis are summarised
as follows:

• The CNN and PCA-SVR, when combined with the data augmentation technique, both demon-
strated to predict the FoS with reasonable accuracy (RMSE<0.06) using the random field of the
undrained shear strength. Only 15% of the total number of realisations within an RFEM analysis
is needed to achieve such results. The PCA-SVR, when combined with the data augmentation
technique, exhibited superior performance (highest r2 and lowest RMSE) compared to both the
CNN and PCA-RF models.

• The performance of the considered ML models typically increases for slope cases with larger
spatial correlation lengths of the undrained shear strength.

• All three considered ML models demonstrated difficulty in predicting the probability of failure pf
accurately, as evidenced by large relative errors (>50%). This indicates a need for further explo-
ration of ML semi-surrogate modeling for 3D reliability analysis.

• The data augmentation technique introduced by Jiang et al. [30] significantly enhances the per-
formance of both PCA-SVR and PCA-RF models. Employing this technique led to consistent
improvements in r2, RMSE, and pf predictions for both models.

5.3.2. Full-surrogate modeling
The main findings for full-surrogate modeling for 3D RFEM slope reliability analysis are summarised as
follows:

• A full-surrogate ML model is developed that can make good FoS predictions (max. RMSE of
0.04) using the random fields of the undrained shear strength. It is demonstrated that the spatial
correlation length along the length of the slope (θy) in a new case should be within or exceed the
range of values used for the realisations in the training set to have accurate results. A large FoS
prediction bias is observed when θy is taken smaller due to the lack of extrapolation ability.

• The performance of the considered ML surrogate models typically decreases when applied to
slope cases with smaller spatial correlation lengths of the undrained shear strength random field.

• This research found the CNN surrogate model to predict the pf most accurately. This model
predicted the pf with a 30% to 0.47% relative error, given that the θy of the new slope case was
within or exceeded the range of θy used for the realisations in the training set.

• Improved pf predictions result when the training set of the full-surrogate model includes realisa-
tions featuring edge cases of θy, rather than sampling θy for each realisation from a distribution.

Figure 5.22 presents an overview of the best performing ML (semi-)surrogate models for the 3D
RFEM found in this research, identified for various goals.
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Figure 5.22: Overview of the most effective ML (semi-)surrogate models for the 3D RFEM found in this research.



6
Conclusions

This thesis investigated the performance of machine learning (ML) models as surrogate models for
RFEM slope reliability analysis, aiming to reduce the extensive computational time associated with
direct Monte Carlo (MC) simulation. Three distinct (combined) ML models– PCA-SVR, PCA-RF, and
CNN– were used for predicting the Factor of Safety (FoS) of a slope with spatial variability. The random
field variable was the undrained shear strength. Semi-surrogate and full-surrogatemodeling techniques
were investigated. For semi-surrogate ML model development, a small portion of the total number of
realisations in direct Monte Carlo simulation was used for training. The models were then used for
prediction on random fields that had the same input statistics as the random fields in the training set.
For full-surrogate ML model development, a large dataset of realisations covering a range of spatial
correlation lengths was used for training. The trained full-surrogate model was then ready to make
predictions for another different slope case without additional numerical simulations and training. This
study conducted both 2D and 3D analyses, applying these ML models to a variety of slope cases,
characterised by varying spatial variability. Additionally, it utilised a data augmentation technique with
the aim of improving ML performance. The conclusions of this thesis are split up into two main sections:
2D analysis and 3D analysis. Within each of these sections, the conclusions are further split for semi-
surrogate modeling and full-surrogate modeling.

6.1. 2D Slope Reliability Analysis
6.1.1. Semi-surrogate modeling
This thesis further confirms previous work (e.g., [4, 19]) that ML models can be effectively used as
semi-surrogate models for slope reliability analysis in 2D. Predictions for thousands of realisations are
made with reasonable accuracy (RMSE between 0.05 and 0.10) at a fraction of the computational cost
of an RFEM analysis. Notably, by training with just 10% of the total number of RFEM realisations, the
ML models achieved high accuracy levels, comparable to those reported in prior studies [19, 50, 4].
However, the thesis also reveals that the performance of these semi-surrogate models varies with the
scale of fluctuation, with reduced performance observed at smaller scales.

Among the ML models investigated, the PCA-SVR, when combined with the data augmentation
technique, demonstrated the best performance in predicting the FoS. It achieved the highest perfor-
mance in terms of r2 and RMSE and demonstrated to be most robust to a varying training set. For
pf prediction, the CNN showed the best performance. Using this model, the mean relative error in
pf prediction is within 10% when the training set includes up to 300 realisations for slopes with large
spatial correlation lengths of the strength property, and up to 500 realisations for slopes with small
spatial correlation lengths. As a result, the total computational time required for reliability analysis of
the considered slope cases can be reduced from 67 hours for a full RFEM analysis to between 4 and
8 hours using the CNN as a semi-surrogate model.

The variation in optimal models for different objectives emphasizes the importance of careful ML
model selection, reinforcing the idea that there is no such thing as free lunch.
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6.1.2. Full-surrogate modeling
The potential of developing a ready-to-use surrogate model for 2D RFEM slope reliability analysis, as
demonstrated by Xu et al. [51] and He et al. [18], is further underscored in this work. The developed
full-surrogate models make FoS predictions that are highly consistent with the results from RFEM simu-
lations. Similar to semi-surrogate models, this thesis finds that the performance of full-surrogate models
is positively correlated to the scales of fluctuation of the strength property, based on the range of scales
of fluctuation considered in this project.

The CNN emerged as the most robust model, consistently performing well across eight test cases.
Notably, the CNN maintained high performance for cases with spatial variability levels different from
those in the training set. Predictions on thousands of random fields aremade within seconds, compared
to multiple days of computational time for MC simulation.

6.2. 3D Slope Reliability Analysis
6.2.1. Semi-surrogate modeling
This thesis explored the potential of semi-surrogate modeling for RFEM slope reliability analysis in 3D. It
showed that the FoS can be predicted most accurately by the PCA-SVR, when combined with the data
augmentation technique. Reasonable FoS prediction accuracy is obtained when 600 realisations are
used for training. However, the study revealed that semi-surrogate modeling is less effective in 3D than
in 2D, reflecting the greater complexity of 3D system responses. Additionally, all three tested models
struggled to accurately predict the pf , with relative errors exceeding 50%. This significant inaccuracy
underscores the current limitations of semi-surrogate modeling in 3D and points to the necessity for
further research in this area.

6.2.2. Full-surrogate modeling
This thesis demonstrated the potential of developing a full-surrogate model for the RFEM used in 3D
slope reliability analysis. Five testing cases, characterised by a varying spatial correlation length along
the length of the slope (θy), provided the basis for the investigation. Two sets of full-surrogate models
were created, using distinct training sets. The results indicate that the full-surrogate models can make
FoS predictions that are highly consistent with values from RFEM simulations, given that θy of the
testing case is within or exceeds the range of values used for the realisations in the training set.

Among the models tested, the CNN demonstrated superior performance in terms of both FoS and
pf prediction across all cases. Furthermore, the analysis concluded that better pf predictions are
obtained when the training set of the surrogate model includes realisations featuring edge cases of θy
rather than sampling θy from a distribution for each realisation. The full-surrogate model performs a
stochastic analysis of 4000 realisations within seconds, compared to 83 days of computational time
required for RFEM reliability analysis.

6.3. Recommendations
Building on this thesis, the following recommendations for future research are given:

• This research investigated the effect of varying spatial variability levels on ML (semi-)surrogate
modeling performance by using various slope cases. Future research should expand the range
of spatial variability levels examined in this study. Specifically, it is recommended to cover a
wider range of spatial correlation lengths, extending from very small to very large. This way, the
ML (semi-)surrogate performance is also assessed for 2D cases where the horizontal scale of
fluctuation is smaller than the slope domain itself. Additionally, it is recommended to investigate
how changes in point statistics affect the performance of ML (semi-)surrogate models.

• In this research, the ML (semi-)surrogate models demonstrated relative weak performance in the
tails of the FoS distribution, likely due to an insufficient number of realisations in these regions
for training. Consequently, the ML models relied on their extrapolation capabilities, which are
generally not very effective. Since engineers are primarily concerned with the probability of failure,
which typically pertains to the lower tail, it is advisable to enhance the training set with more
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realisations from this region by using subset simulation (e.g. [44]). This approach could lead to
better ML (semi-)surrogate performance in the lower tail and consequently better pf predictions.

• This investigation is limited to three MLmodels, of which two (PCA-SVR and CNN) were based on
their demonstrated effectiveness in previous research for 2D slope reliability analysis [4, 50, 19].
The PCA-RF model was added to the investigation to include a new ML model in the comparison.
For (semi-)surrogate modeling of the RFEM analysis in 3D, no previous research existed to com-
pare to, making this selection of models novel. However, many ML models remain unexplored in
both 2D and 3D contexts, suggesting the need for further research. When more complex geome-
tries are dealt with in the future, the Graph Neural Network (GNN) shows promise. Like the CNN,
the GNN is complex and highly adaptable, but unlike the CNN, it does not require a structured
mesh.
Additionally, potential ways to improve the current investigated model types are to investigate
different CNN architectures and to replace PCA with different feature compressing tools in PCA-
SVR and PCA-RF. While PCA is effective for compressing the high-dimensional random field
in this research, exploring other tools is recommended when more complex problems involving
random fields for multiple properties are dealt with. In such cases, more advanced methods, like
autoencoders, may be required.

• The current investigation was limited to slopes with basic geometry without a phreatic surface, soil
layering, or the use of advanced soil models. However, from a practical perspective, these stream-
lined conditions are rarely applicable. Therefore, it is recommended to increase the complexity
of the RFEM model by changing these conditions one by one and investigating the performance
of ML (semi-)surrogate models for such modifications. This way, a better understanding of how
ML models perform as (semi-)surrogate models applied to such cases can be obtained.

• The PCA, used in combination with SVR and RF, reduced the high-dimensional random field to
a small set of principal components. This reduction improved the computational efficiency of the
combined ML models and reduced data noise. Future research should investigate the extent
to which PCA captures the physical features of the system that are key for accurate prediction.
When such features are identified, a better understanding of the system response is obtained,
potentially improving prediction performance by selectively incorporating these features in the
training set.

• The full-surrogate models developed for both 2D and 3D RFEM analysis were tested on slope
caseswith the same geometry as those in their training set. Future research should aim to develop
and investigate the performance of a full-surrogate model capable of accurately handling slopes
of various dimensions and angles, similar to the approach by Xu et al. [51]. The CNN model is
particularly promising due to its flexibility: it only requires that the input matrix dimensions remain
consistent between training and testing phases. Specifically, it does not require the number of
random field cells within the slope to be identical, as areas not displaying any part of the slope
are simply filled with zeros.

• In this research, a challenge was encountered with the occurrence of very locally failed realisa-
tions in the RFEM analysis. These failures had minimal consequences and were thus considered
insignificant for reliability analysis. The question arises if these realisations just appeared to have
such small consequences or if the FEM defined failure at a too-low Strength Reduction Factor.
To address this issue, a method was adopted that initially excludes these minor failures based
on the automatically approximated sliding volume and, subsequently, eliminates instances that
fall below a certain FoS threshold. However, more sophisticated approaches for handling such
localised failures are recommended for future research. This includes refining the sliding approx-
imation method and modifying the failure criterion used in the FEM program. For the former, a
potential modification is to compute a spatial gradient for displacements and set a minimum of this
value for the elements to be considered as failure within the elements having a larger out-of-face
displacement than the calibrated threshold. For the latter, potential modifications include increas-
ing the number of iterations to better identify non-convergence, reducing the plastic tolerance, or
adopting a different or combined criterion for defining failure. One such alternative criterion could
be the bulging of a slope [41].
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A
Machine Learning Concepts

This chapter provides an overview of two machine learning practices employed in this thesis. Section
A.1 discusses the cross-validation technique, while Section A.2 details the hyperparameters used in
the Random Forest regressor.

A.1. Cross-validation Technique
Cross-validation is a widely used technique in machine learning that aims to maximize the usage of the
available data for both training and validation. Although this study does not have a limit on the amount
of available data (extra data can be generated using the FEM program), it is still a useful technique
during hyperparameter optimization by reducing the risk of overfitting and ensuring that the model is
not overly biased toward a specific subset of the training data.

Figure A.1: 5-fold cross-validation technique.

Cross-validation starts by dividing the full training dataset into n distinct folds. In an n-fold cross-
validation process, the model is trained and validated n times, each time using a different fold for
validation and the remaining n−1 folds for training. Figure A.1 illustrates this process for a 5-fold cross-
validation. It is important to note that each fold serves as the validation set exactly once throughout the
process. After the model has been trained and validated across all folds, the performance metrics from
each iteration are averaged to provide a comprehensive assessment of the model’s performance.

A.2. Random Forest Hyperparameters
This section outlines the tuned hyperparameters in the Random Forest regressor.

1. n_estimators: Number of trees in the forest. Increasing the number of trees can improve the
model’s performance but also increases computational cost. More trees help in reducing overfit-
ting by averaging predictions.

2. max_depth: Maximum depth of each tree. Unset by default, which means that nodes expand
until all leaves are pure or contain less than min_samples_split samples. Controlling the depth
can prevent the model from becoming overly complex and overfitting.
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3. min_samples_split: Minimum number of samples required to split an internal node. Higher
values can prevent creating over-specific models, thus avoiding overfitting. Too high values might
lead to underfitting.

4. min_samples_leaf: Minimum number of samples a leaf node must have. Aids in smoothing the
model, especially in regression, by avoiding overly complex branches in the tree.

5. max_features: Determines the number of features to consider when looking for the best split.
Options include:

• ’sqrt’: Takes the square root of the total number of features, adding randomness and increas-
ing tree diversity.

• ’log2’: Uses logarithm to base 2 of the number of features, similar to ’sqrt’.



B
RFEM realisations

This chapter illustrates the appearance of the modeled slopes. Section B.1 is dedicated to realisations
in 2D, while Section B.2 is dedicated to realisations in 3D.

B.1. 2D Random Field Examples
Figures B.1 and B.2 present an example of a generated random field for su (a) along with the asso-
ciated failure mechanisms deduced from the computed shear strains at failure (b) for cases U1 and
U2, respectively. Together with Figure 4.2, these figures demonstrate that the frequency of alternating
weak and strong zones increases in the order of case name U1, U2, and U3.

(a) Generated random field of su (b) FoS = 2.17

Figure B.1: Example of a generated random field of the undrained shear strength su (a) and the deviatoric shear strains at
failure (b) computed using the FEM for the slope case U1.

(a) Generated random field of su (b) FoS = 1.67

Figure B.2: Example of a generated random field of the undrained shear strength su (a) and the deviatoric shear strains at
failure (b) computed using the FEM for the slope case U2.
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B.2. 3D Random Field Examples
Figure B.3 displays three examples of generated random fields of su along with the resulting displace-
ments at failure for case T2. It shows that discrete 3D failure occurs and that the failure surface passes
through a weak zone (mode 2 failure) located in the lower portion of the slope.

(a) su (random field realisation 1) (b) su (random field realisation 2) (c) su (random field realisation 3)

(d) FoS = 1.28 (random field realisation 1) (e) FoS = 1.39 (random field realisation 2) (f) FoS = 1.48 (random field realisation 3)

Figure B.3: Tree examples of random fields of the undrained shear strength su (a, b, c) and the displacements (magnification
= 500) at failure (d, e, f) computed using the FEM for slope case T2.



C
Data Augmentation Effectiveness

This chapter displays the performance of the selected ML models as semi-surrogate models for the
RFEM, particularly when combined with the proposed data augmentation technique. Section C.1 dis-
plays the performance of the ML models when applied in 2D context, while section C.2 displays the
performance in 3D context.

C.1. 2D Analysis
Figures C.1, C.2, and C.3 illustrate the performance of the PCA-SVR, PCA-RF, and CNN, respectively,
for case U1, as a standalone model and when used in combination of the proposed data augmentation
technique. Similarly, Figures C.4, C.5, C.6 and C.7, C.8, C.9 show the performance outcomes for
cases U2 and U3, respectively, under the same conditions. These figures demonstrate a consistent
improvement in the performance of the PCA-SVR model when combined with the data augmentation
technique across all evaluated cases.

C.2. 3D Analysis
Figures C.10 and C.11 illustrate the performance of the PCA-SVR and PCA-RF, respectively, for case
T1, as a standalone model and when used in combination of the proposed data augmentation tech-
nique. Similarly, Figures C.12 and C.13 show the performance outcomes for case T2 under the same
conditions. These figures demonstrate a consistent improvement in the performance of the PCA-SVR
and PCA-RF models across all evaluated cases.
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Figure C.1: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U1 obtained by the PCA-SVR using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.2: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U1 obtained by the PCA-RF using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.3: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U1 obtained by the CNN using different
training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).
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Figure C.4: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U2 obtained by the PCA-SVR using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.5: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U2 obtained by the PCA-RF using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.6: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U2 obtained by the CNN using different
training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).
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Figure C.7: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U3 obtained by the PCA-SVR using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.8: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U3 obtained by the PCA-RF using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.9: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case U3 obtained by the CNN using different
training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.10: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case T1 obtained by the PCA-SVR using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.11: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case T1 obtained by the PCA-RF using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).
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Figure C.12: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case T2 obtained by the PCA-SVR using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).

Figure C.13: Performance metrics r2 (a), RMSE (b), and relative pf error (c) for case T2 obtained by the PCA-RF using
different training sample sizes, combined with and without the data augmentation technique (abbreviated with ’+aug’).
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