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There is a crack in everything,
that’s how the light gets in...

— Leonard Cohen, Anthem, from the album The Future (1992), Columbia Records.
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Summary

The need to renovate many European road bridges due to end-of-life conditions, fatigue,
corrosion, and increasing traffic loads drives the demand for innovative solutions. The Dutch
Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management (Rijkswaterstaat (RWS)) estimates that
50 bridges in the Netherlands will require renovation annually over the next three decades.
Lightweight, fatigue-resistant fiber-polymer composite panels have emerged as a promising
solution for deck replacement in steel bridges. However, the adoption of this technology is
hindered by the lack of a reliable connection method.

This research, conducted at Delft University of Technology in collaboration with RWS,
develops and evaluates the novel injected Steel Reinforced Resin (iISRR) connector to en-
able the use of glass fibre-polymer composite decks, often termed as GFRP. Initial tests
demonstrate that the iSRR connector offers superior static, fatigue, and creep performance
compared to existing GFRP-steel connection technologies.

The main objective of this PhD project is to understand the fatigue behavior of iSRR con-
nectors and provide prediction methods for their performance that can be used for efficient
design in engineering practice. The research pursues two specific goals: (1) characterizing
the fatigue behavior of iSRR connectors under realistic GFRP panel configurations and load
conditions, and (2) evaluating the effects of environmental conditions, such as moisture
and temperature, on connector performance.

The research involves extensive fatigue testing at both material and connector levels,
together with finite element analysis. A specialized test set-up is developed in the Stevin 2
laboratory to apply cyclic shear loads, replicating realistic boundary conditions and load
transfer. Temperature and moisture tests are also conducted to assess the impact of envir-
onmental conditions on the connectors.

At the material level, coupon experiments are carried out to evaluate the SRR properties,
and detailed finite element models are developed to better understand the mechanical
behavior and failure mechanisms of SRR material and iSRR connectors.

This dissertation identifies the fatigue mechanisms that lead to degradation in iSRR
connectors for GFRP decks on steel girders. It establishes a fatigue detail that characterizes
iSRR connectors, enabling the design of reliable connections between GFRP decks and steel
girders. Furthermore, it provides a methodology to describe the fatigue degradation of
iSRR connectors using a phenomenological model that builds upon existing Continuum
Damage Mechanics (CDM) principles.

The findings of this research fill a significant knowledge gap in understanding the
behavior of iSRR connectors, offering a practical and sustainable solution for the upcoming
bridge renovations in engineering practice. This project bridges theoretical understanding
and practical application, aiming to enhance the performance and longevity of GFRP-steel
bridge systems under growing traffic and environmental challenges.
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Preface

In July 2017, I found myself sitting in the ceremony hall of Aristotle University of Thessaloniki,
waiting for my name to be called so I could receive my Civil Engineering diploma. At that
moment, despite knowing I had already been admitted to TU Delft, I mistakenly thought
this was the end of my academic journey. I remember thinking, “Oh enjoy, you're done now”. Of
course, I was not. Not only did I push myself through a Master’s in Structural Engineering
at TU Delft, but I also stayed on for several more years to pursue a PhD.

During my studies, I took one course on fatigue, but the real lessons in fatigue came
from observing my own. Over almost eight years in the Netherlands, always affiliated with
TU Delft, I learned more about myself than anything else. Both in my MSc thesis and PhD
dissertation, I worked on structural connections, but the irony of my PhD was its focus
on fatigue characterization. Writing this book was challenging. The thought that I was
incapable often crossed my mind. Yet, unlike the connectors I tested, I proved to myself
that I could survive without failing under high stress levels. Or more accurately, I often felt
as though I had failed, but each time I found a way to begin again, ultimately leading me to
this book, which I am now proudly sharing with you.

In the following chapters, I won't be discussing my own struggles with fatigue. Instead,
we will explore the fatigue behavior of a novel type of a slip-resistant connector, capable of
efficiently joining together two different materials: the fiber-reinforced polymer of a deck
with the steel girders of a bridge.

As I'write these final words, I again believe that this book will officially mark the end of
my studies. But now, I'm not entirely certain, and maybe that’s okay. What I say now to you,
just starting to read this book, and to myself, having finished writing it, is: “Oh enjoy, you are
just beginning now”.

Angeliki Christoforidou
Delft, January 2025
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Introduction

1.1. Background information on bridges

Since ancient times, humans have demonstrated an innate ability to solve challenges, driven
by the need not only to survive but to improve their quality of life. One of the earliest mani-
festations of this problem-solving instinct was the creation of pathways to traverse difficult
terrain. Initially, simple rows of stones were laid to form rudimentary paths. As engineering
knowledge advanced, these pathways evolved into elevated structures, ultimately leading to
the development of bridges.

Early bridges were constructed using natural materials such as stone, wood, and rope,
reflecting the technological capabilities of their time. Over the centuries, advancements in
materials and construction techniques allowed for longer spans, increased load capacities,
and improved durability. The introduction of iron and steel during the Industrial Revolution,
followed by the widespread use of reinforced concrete, transformed bridge engineering,
enabling more resilient and efficient designs.

Bridges play a fundamental role in modern infrastructure, providing essential connectiv-
ity and supporting economic activities. However, as these structures age, they are subjected
to increasing demands due to traffic growth and environmental exposure. Repeated loading
over time leads to fatigue, a primary concern in bridge engineering, as it can cause pro-
gressive damage and, in severe cases, structural failure. The collapse of the Silver Bridge
in 1967, attributed to a fatigue crack in an eyebar, underscored the significance of fatigue
assessment in ensuring the long-term safety of bridges. Since then, extensive research has
been dedicated to understanding and mitigating fatigue-related deterioration.

In the Netherlands, many bridges were constructed in the decades following World
War II, designed according to standards that did not anticipate current traffic loads. For
instance, the tandem system and uniformly distributed loads specified in Eurocode EN1992-
1 represent increases of 100% and 125%, respectively, compared to the standards in use
during the 1960s [1, 2]. As a result, fatigue and corrosion have become increasingly prevalent
issues, necessitating frequent inspections and maintenance interventions [3].

To address these challenges, infrastructure managers are shifting towards renovation



strategies that extend the lifespan of existing structures rather than opting for full replace-
ment. This approach aligns with sustainability objectives and the principles of a circular
economy, emphasizing the need to reinforce or replace critical components rather than
decommission entire bridges [4]. Consequently, a significant number of steel bridges with
orthotropic, timber, or concrete decks are scheduled for renovation, with estimates indicat-
ing that approximately 50 bridges per year will require repair over the coming decades [3],
as illustrated in Figure 1.1.

s T ™
Replacement and renovation of bridges
.
120 \
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100 -+ ,'5/
il n g{
80 T # QI
g - |-
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Figure 1.1: Overview of replacement and renovations that Rijkswaterstraat will be facing [5].

This status quo presents excellent opportunities for fostering research initiatives in
many directions. New studies are performed on implementing an infrastructure-for-service
approach [6] or utilizing a potential synergy program by bundling the renovation projects
[7]. Apart from developing efficient project management strategies, researchers are dealing
with crack prediction models that can allow for accurate determination of maintenance
and repair duration [8]. Several ideas are also explored to retrofit concrete decks, such
as applying external prestressing, composite, also termed as GFRP, laminas or advanced
cementitious materials [9, 10].

1.2. Fibre-polymer composites in infrastructure
Similarly to the approaches mentioned above, this research will target to tackle the increas-
ing demand for bridge renovation from another perspective. More specifically, the use of
composite panels as a replacement for the existing deteriorated steel, concrete or timber
bridge decks will be proposed since it is emerging to be one of the most attractive solutions
[11].

In recent years, fiber-polymer composite (also known as GFRP), sandwich panels with
either foam core or other core material (e.g. balsa wood), and with or without internal
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stiffening webs, have revolutionized numerous high-performance applications due to their
unique lightweight yet robust construction. Encapsulating a lightweight porous (foam,
balsa, etc.) core between resilient GFRP composite outer and inner skins, these panels offer
superior thermal and acoustic insulation properties, proving advantageous across various
sectors. Their versatile use extends from serving as effective materials in residential to
industrial construction, to enabling lightweight design in the shipbuilding, aerospace and
automotive sectors, and enhancing the resilience of wind turbine blades in the renewable
energy industry [12, 13]. Building on their broad applications, in mid 1990s the use of GFRP
sandwich foam core panels has permeated the field of bridge construction and renovation
[14, 15].

Fiber-polymer composite decks are lightweight, and as a result, the well-preserved steel
substructure in many bridges does not need to be strengthened in the future because of the
reduced permanent load from the deck. Additionally, GFRP is a durable material that can
act as a barrier for the steel girders, protecting them from exposure to harsh environmental
conditions. Most importantly, the high strength-to-weight ratio and the tailor-made nature
of composite elements make them highly fatigue resistant [16]. Nevertheless, one of the
main factors limiting their widespread implementation is the lack of a generic, robust, and
practical connection technology.

1.3. Development of the iSRR connector

While materials and bridge designs have evolved, so too have the methods for connecting
structural components, ensuring stability and effective load transfer. The development
of shear connectors has paralleled advancements in bridge construction, beginning with
simple dowels and fasteners and progressing to innovative solutions designed for hybrid
structures like GFRP and steel.

Currently, the most prevalent solutions for structural connections between composite
and steel are bolted and bonded solutions. Bolted connections are exposed to slip due to bolt-
to-hole clearances and, therefore, have insufficient initial stiffness [17]. Their relatively poor
fatigue and creep behavior due to localized bearing stresses around the hole in the composite
material has limited their application [18]. Bonded connections can be a viable solution
but can have a very unpredictable brittle failure and their susceptibility to environmental
influences is insufficiently known [19]. Additionally, such connections are generally not
demountable or reusable, posing limitations for sustainable structural designs.

A less frequently employed approach involves the use of injection materials to embed
mechanical connectors within composite structural elements. Presently, polymer resins or
cementitious grouts serve this purpose, albeit with certain limitations. Shear stud connec-
tions embedded in cement-based grout have exhibited satisfactory performance in static
and fatigue tests [20]. However, their effectiveness is contingent upon the degree of con-
finement within the composite member and the relatively low tensile strength of the grout,
raising the need for local spiral reinforcement around connectors. Moreover, the creep
behavior and environmental durability of grout-injected connections can be suspected and
have yet to be thoroughly investigated.

Injection bolts could be beneficial in terms of execution efficiency, demountability
and have shown improved level of fatigue performance vs. non-injected bolts. However,
the fatigue performance of this type of bolt remains constrained due to the small hole




diameter in the composite material, which generates high bearing stresses. These stresses
progressively weaken the connector, undermining both its short-term effectiveness and
long-term durability [21].

In light of the aforementioned, a novel type of connector, the injected steel reinforced
resin connector (iSRR), has been developed for GFRP deck panels in hybrid steel-GFRP
bridges. Figure 1.2a illustrates how the iSRR connectors are conceptually embedded within
a generic composite deck panel. This connector uses standard bolts or rods surrounded by a
steel-reinforced resin (SRR) matrix. The SRR injection material was originally developed by
Nijgh [22]. It consists of high-carbon, round, hardened steel balls (type $390) with diameters
between 1-2 mm and a hardness of 40-50 HRC, chosen for their stiffness, mechanical
stability, and long-term deformation resistance [23]. The steel balls are impregnated with a
polymeric resin to encapsulate the mechanical connector.

The SRR material is injected into a large, nearly cylindrical hole in the composite deck,
enclosing the bolt or rod (see Figure 1.2b). Here, the injected material is directly surrounded
by the bottom GFRP facing and the foam of the sandwich web-core panel. This connection
concept could also be applied to other soft materials, such as solid or cross-laminated
timber panels, or other GFRP-based structural elements like lock gates. The performance
and behavior of this shear connector system in GFRP bridge decks are the focus of the
present thesis.

By using a relatively large hole diameter filled with SRR material, bearing stress concen-
trations seen with traditional injected bolts in GFRP are alleviated. The SRR material also
provides superior stiffness and creep behavior compared to pure resin, and the large hole
diameter enhances assembly tolerances for multiple connectors. The design includes either
a steel rod with nuts mimicking a bolt head or an actual bolt, secured with nuts or couplers
as needed. Slip resistance is ensured by preloading the steel connector against the steel
flange, while preload loss due to the presence of the GFRP composite laminate is mitigated
by excluding the bottom facing and the SRR material from the preloading package and
relying on the SRR injection piece for the shear and pull-out transfer.

At TU Delft, the Steel and Composite Structures research group within Engineering
Structures Department, with support from RWS, investigated innovative connection meth-
ods for hybrid bridge systems. The iSRR connector demonstrated outstanding static, fatigue
and creep performance compared to other connection solutions available for composites,
such as injected or blind-bolts. From static push-out tests, the iSRR connector with an M20
bolt diameter illustrated a comparable stiffness and shear resistance with the steel-concrete
hybrid structures connected with same bolts’ diameter [24]. Tests on a glass fibre composite-
to-steel single-lap joint (SL]) configuration revealed that iSRR connectors yielded a 42%
lower creep deformation compared to injected bolts with conventional resin [21].

Moreover, under a fully reversed cyclic shear load of +40 kN (R = -1), iSRR connectors
withstand 2.31E+06 cycles without failure, compared to 2.37E+04 cycles for traditional
resin-injected bolts and only 8E+03 for blind bolts, which fail prematurely due to GFRP
bearing deformation and bolt loosening [21, 25]. The exceptional fatigue performance of
iSRR connectors is attributed to their load-transferring mechanism, which preloads the
bolt to prevent shear stress cycles. In contrast, blind bolts exhibit significant displacement
increases and delamination under cyclic loading, making them unsuitable for high-cycle
fatigue scenarios.
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Figure 1.2: Cross section of a bridge with iSRR bolted connections between composite deck panel and steel girder:
(2) Global view, (b) Close-up view of iSRR connectors.

1.4. Understanding damage in iSRR connector

To understand the potential damage mechanisms during cyclicloading of an iSRR connector,
it is crucial to examine the dominance of shear loads generated by the hybrid interaction
between the GFRP deck and the steel girder. Allowing for hybrid interaction ensures that
the primary load transferred through the iSRR connector is shear, rather than compressive
or tensile forces. These shear loads are introduced by wheel traffic and are conveyed through
the GFRP top facing to the webs, and then to the bottom facing. The load is subsequently
transferred through the SRR material to the bolt rod and, ultimately, to the steel girder. Un-
derstanding this load transfer mechanism is critical to evaluating the fatigue performance
of the iSRR connector.




From preliminary cyclic testing on the iSRR connector, the development of a crack
reaching the surface of the SRR injection piece was reported, as shown in Figure 1.3. This
crack initiated and propagated within the first few thousand cycles without leading to
failure, emphasizing the importance of understanding the behavior of the SRR material
under cyclic loading. Literature highlights that in such connectors, cracks predominantly
develop within the SRR material. Gaining this understanding is critical for predicting crack
initiation and progression, which are important for the long-term durability of the iSRR
connector.

]
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Figure 1.3: Load transfer mechanism and crack through SRR injection piece found in fatigue experiment [21].

Throughout this research, the iSRR connector is studied exclusively in combination with
a GFRP sandwich deck. Both experimental and numerical investigations are conducted
using this specific composite structure as the host material. No other embedding materials,
such as concrete, are considered within the scope of this work. This decision ensures consist-
ency and enables a focused evaluation of the connector’s mechanical performance in hybrid
GFRP-steel systems. While the potential application of the iSRR connector in alternative
deck materials (e.g., concrete or timber) may be explored in future studies, the current
research is confined to configurations where load transfer occurs directly through the GFRP
sandwich panel to the steel substructure. Therefore, understanding the possible damage
mechanisms in the iSRR connector must be interpreted in the context of its embedding in
the GFRP sandwich deck, as this host material fundamentally influences the connector’s
stress distribution, crack development, and long-term performance.

More specifically the GFRP sandwich deck panel to be analyzed in this work is produced
by FiberCore Europe using vacuum infusion, following a method aimed at minimizing
delamination risk and ensuring robustness near connection zones [26]. The deck is manu-
factured upside down to yield a wavy bottom surface (against the vacuum bag) and a smooth
top surface (against the mold), which is relevant to this research. The panelis fabricated from
continuous 1.27 m wide fabrics and foam blocks without splices to avoid resin accumulation
and reduce distortion during testing.

As illustrated in Figure 1.4, the production process involves multiple steps: each PUR
foam core is first wrapped three times with a [+45/ — 45]33 fabric (Figure 1.4a), promot-
ing shear continuity across the web zone. This is followed by the application of three
UD layers [90]3 across four adjacent cores (Figure 1.4b), and subsequently by Z-layers
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[02/90,/ + 45/ — 45] applied from top to bottom over a five-core region (Figure 1.4c). These
steps are repeated until each core is covered with four UD layers and five Z-layers (Fig-
ure 1.4d). This combination of overlapping layers ensures structural integrity and minim-
izes interfacial discontinuities. A centralized injection channel is incorporated to reduce
distortion during infusion. Once complete, the full-size panel was cut into 300x600 mm
specimens in a single operation to ensure dimensional consistency.

B NRNNNNNN

O 100 R

Figure 1.4: Production method of GFRP sandwich panel deck with integrated webs: (a) Wrapping of each core three
times with a [+45/ — 45]3 fabric, (b) Application of three UD layers [90]3 with a four-core overlay, (c) Application of
Z-layer [02/902/ + 45/ — 45] with five-core overlay, (d) Repetition of steps 2 and 3 until full coverage is achieved
with 4 UD layers and 5 Z-layers.

Due to the continuity of fabrics from the top skin, through the web, to the bottom skin,
the stacking sequence is constrained and the result of a manual iterative process. Three
fabric types are employed in the laminate: unidirectional (UD), bidirectional 0°/90°, and
+45°. All fabrics have an areal weight of 1200 gsm. For a fibre volume fraction of 54% in
the skins, this corresponds to an approximate layer thickness of 0.838 mm (or 0.419 mm
when using 600 gsm). In contrast, the webs exhibit a lower fibre content of 27%, for which a
1200 gsm fabric translates to a nominal thickness 0f 1.676 mm.

The final stacking sequence, summarized in Table 1.1, is selected to comply with CUR
recommendations and to provide a balanced distribution of fibre orientations around the
connection zones [27]. The facings consist of 62.5% 0°, 12.5% +45°, 12.5% —45°, and 12.5%
90°, while the integrated webs follow a lay-up optimized for shear transfer. The facing
thickness is set at 25 mm, and the webs are placed at 150 mm center-to-center spacing with a
10 mm thickness, in accordance with the mechanical requirements for the selected 3-meter
span. This span length represents the most probable cross-girder spacing, based on an
inventory study of Dutch bridges conducted by Koetsier [28], as shown in Figure 1.5. These
design decisions ensure that the specimens meet stiffness and hybrid interaction demands
under the expected loading conditions.

Table 1.1: Stacking sequence of laminates of GFRP deck.

[45/-45/45/-45/45/-45/0,/90,/45/-45/903/0,/90, /45/-45/903/0, /90, /45/-45

Facings (skins) /903/0,/90, /45 |-45/903/0, /90, /45/-45]

Webs | [-45/45/-45/45/-45/45/-45/45]90, /0, /-45/45/-45/45]-45/45]
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Figure 1.5: Distribution of center-to-center distances between cross-girders in existing RWS bridges, grouped by
deck material [28].

1.5. Scope and research questions

Lightweight and fatigue-resistant composite panels offer a competitive solution for deck
replacement on steel bridges. However, the integration of these relatively new materials
into one of the most critical structural elements i.e., the connection between the deck and
the girder, has presented significant challenges. The joints in this region are particularly
critical, as they largely govern the fatigue performance of the overall structural system. The
lack of a generic, reliable, and predictable connection technology has historically hindered
the widespread application of composites in bridge construction.

Although the preliminary research performed at TU Delft [24, 21, 25], concluded that
the novel iSRR connectors have potential for connecting composite decks on steel girders,
systematic understanding of the connectors’ behavior and ability to predict its performance
in cyclic load regime is still lacking. The primary goal of this thesis is to advance under-
standing of the fatigue behavior and performance of shear connection technologies for
composite-to-steel hybrid highway bridges. This goal is pursued through a combined focus
on both the material-level properties of SRR and the structural performance of the iSRR
connector.

To achieve these objectives, the research incorporates systematic experimental testing
and numerical modeling. The work begins with characterizing the mechanical and fatigue
behavior of the SRR material under compressive and tensile loading to establish a detailed
understanding of its properties. The optimal resin composition for the SRR material is
selected based on its mechanical and durability properties, ensuring improved long-term
performance.

At the connector level, representative test set-ups are designed for fatigue character-
ization of the iSRR connector under shear loading. Experimental investigations include
static and cyclic loading tests, as well as the evaluation of environmental factors such as
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moisture and temperature. These tests are complemented by numerical models that provide
insights into failure mechanisms and guide design modifications to enhance connector
performance.

Based on the aforementioned, the following research questions are defined:

1.

What are the mechanical characteristics of SRR material under monotonic (static)
loading in both uniaxial (unconfined) and triaxial (confined) conditions, and how do
these conditions influence its deformation capacity and failure mechanisms?

. How does SRR material behave under compressive and tensile cyclic loading, and

what are the key factors governing its fatigue life (6-N curves) and ultimate failure
mode?

. What are the dominant failure modes of the iSRR connector within the GFRP deck

under cyclic shear loading, and what is the expected fatigue life under various load
ratios as well as the remaining static resistance?

. How do variations in environmental conditions, such as temperature and moisture,

affect the high-cycle fatigue performance and service life of the iSRR connector within
a GFRP deck under cyclic shear loading?

. How accurately can the damage progression observed in material-level experiments

be captured through a Continuum Damage Mechanics (CDM), to accurately predict
stiffness degradation, dominant failure modes, and fatigue life of the iSRR connector
within a GFRP deck?

The objectives of this thesis will be approached through a combined methodology of
experimental and numerical studies, which are outlined in the following sections. Comple-
mentary, Figure 1.6 gives holistic view on interplay between research scope and methodology
that combines: i) short-term and long-term testing; at ii) material and connector (compon-
ent) level; within iii) experimental and numerical approaches.
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Figure 1.6: Visualization of methodology.
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1.6. Experimental program

The experimental approach for SRR aims to characterize its short-term and long-term
material properties to enhance understanding of its behavior and fatigue damage modeling.
Standardized tests, frequently used for other granular materials (concrete, asphalt, etc.), will
be employed to assess the material’s performance in compression and tension. The stress-
strain behavior and strength of SRR will be examined under different confinement levels,
including unconfined conditions. Cylindrical and disk specimens are hypothesized to be
effective for compressive and tensile testing, respectively. Incremental loading tests will be
done under compression to derive the relation between plasticity and damage, as shown in
Figure 1.6c. Finally, fatigue tests will also be performed for SRR under both compression and
tension in the unconfined state to evaluate its behavior under cyclic loading, as illustrated
in Figure 1.6e. Additionally, the tensile and water absorption tests will be conducted with
three variations in SRR resin composition to ensure optimized material selection following
a coupled mechanical-durability criterion. These experiments will provide critical insights
into the mechanical, fatigue, and durability properties of SRR.

The fatigue resistance of iSRR connections will be evaluated through a series of custom-
ized tests under both static and cyclic loading conditions, shown in Figure 1.6d. The primary
objective is to assess the shear behavior of the iSRR connections (Chapter 6 and 7) under
various load ranges, ratios, temperatures, and moisture conditions. At first, three different
alternating load levels (R = -1) and two temperature conditions (25 and 55 °C) will be applied.
These tests aim to establish F-N curves (force vs. number of cycles until failure) and stiff-
ness degradation curves, illustrated in Figure 1.6f, providing insight into the connection’s
performance over time for this most severe load scenario. Since the fatigue life of iSRR
connectors is fundamentally governed by progressive stiffness degradation, rather than
sudden failure, these curves will help quantify how stiffness loss evolves with cyclic loading.
Experimental observations have shown that while crack formation may occur during cyclic
loading, it is the gradual reduction in stiffness that dictates the remaining service life of the
connector.

Additionally, the influence of the R-ratio (the ratio of minimum to maximum load in
a fatigue load cycle) on the fatigue behavior will be investigated using the same type of
specimens. To simulate real-world environmental effects, a set of specimens for shear
experiments will be exposed to aging by moisture exposure. This includes submerging some
samples in water baths, while others will be placed outdoors for a year to experience natural
weathering. Understanding stiffness degradation in these different conditions will provide
essential insights into the long-term fatigue resistance of the iSRR connectors, ensuring
their reliability under real-world operational conditions.

1.7. Numerical modeling

Due to its granular nature, the performance of SRR material in compression is highly
pressure dependent. The influence of different confinement levels and the material’s failure
behavior in compression will also be numerically evaluated. Central to this understanding
are micro-mechanical FE models, where small representative volume of the material is
modeled with actual steel balls surrounded by resin and considering nonlinear behavior
of the interface between the resin and the steel balls as well as friction between steel balls.
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Results of the micro-mechanical modeling will be validated against the experimental data
previously gathered. The micro-mechanical model will provide critical insights into the
Poissor’s ratio and Young's modulus under both tensile compressive and loading conditions
with various confinements, helping to understand material’s elastic properties (see Figure
1.6a but also true failure mechanism. Additionally, homogenized meso-scale model based
on continuum damage mechanics will be developed to simulate fatigue driven stiffness
degradation of the SRR material obtained in compressive and tensile cyclic load experiments
on coupon cylinders and disks as shown in Figure 1.6g. These models will be key in predicting
the cyclic behavior of SRR, both at the material and connection levels.

The iSRR connector assembly will be modeled numerically on a component level to
provide an in-depth understanding interaction of multiple materials: steel connector, SRR
injection piece, GFRP composite panel and interaction between those. Detailed FE models
of the complete specimens used in the shear connection experiments will be analyzed in
ABAQUS® using advanced dynamic explicit solver [29]. At first the model of the connector
loaded in shear will be utilized with mainly linear material properties and contact conditions,
as shown in Chapter 5 and illustrated in Figure 1.6c, to properly design the test set-up for
single connector testing scenario that best reflects the connector’s load conditions arising
from hybrid interaction between GFRP deck and steel girder in a bridge. In next instance
the connector model will be used in Chapter 8 to characterize the individual and coupled
impact of components of the failure mechanism of the connector loaded in shear, see Figure
1.6h. Non-linear contact interactions and alterations of material stiffness will be introduced
at this stage of modeling in quasi-static analysis. At last, the continuum damage mechanics
model of SRR material developed in Chapter 9 will be implemented in the connector model
with all accompanying contact interactions between SRR, steel bolt, steel flange and GFRP
laminate, as illustrated in Figure 1.6h. The aim is to offer valuable insights into the complex
behavior of the connector under cyclic loading.

1.8. Thesis outline

This thesis is divided into five parts and ten chapters and one appendix. The structure of
the thesis is presented below to guide the reader.

The first part includes this introduction, followed by a literature review in the second
chapter, which focuses on both material- and connector-level experimental and numerical
research. Firstly, the fatigue behavior of resins and the development of reinforced resin
solutions is addressed. It then examines testing methods for composites with granular
constituents, emphasizing parameters such as pressure that affect their mechanical per-
formance. The review subsequently shifts to the connection level, discussing how composite
decks are connected to steel girders, and how their fatigue behavior is tested and modeled.
Finally, the chapter concludes with an exploration of continuum damage modeling for
granular composites, providing insights into the long-term performance of these materials
in structural applications.

The second part addresses the mechanical properties and behavior of SRR and includes
two chapters. Chapter 3 presents an experimental study on three variants of resin used
in SRR material focusing on the static and fatigue behavior, as well as hygroscopic per-
formance., The indirect tensile set-up is utilized to analyze the mechanical properties of
the granular composite material. The water absorption characteristics of three different
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resins are briefly discussed based on experimental findings. From these results, a resin type
is selected for use in all iSRR connectors and SRR coupons fabricated for the subsequent
experimental campaigns in this thesis.

Chapter 4 presents the experimental investigation of the fatigue behavior of SRR ma-
terial under compressive loading. The study evaluates the mechanical performance of SRR
under monotonic loading in both unconfined and confined conditions. Next to monotonic
loading, the incremental loading tests are utilized to derive direct correlation between
plasticity and damage development towards the material failure. Furthermore, the chapter
characterizes and provides insights into the long-term cyclic compressive behavior of SRR,
contributing to a deeper understanding of its fatigue performance.

The third part shifts its focus from the material level to the fatigue behavior of iSRR
connectors, based on the connector experiments. In order to experimentally characterize
the fatigue behavior of iSRR connectors, Chapter 5 presents the design of a test set-up for
evaluating the connectors’ shear behavior. Various test set-ups are numerically modeled,
and the influence of boundary conditions, steel flange stiffness, and the web direction
of the composite deck are assessed. Based on stress concentration analyses, a test set-
up is selected and compared to a more representative experimental configuration, which
simulates a full deck subjected to wheel loading, generating shear forces on the connector
due to deck-to-girder hybrid interaction. The representative set-up is selected followed by
description of the final test design to be used for all subsequent shear loading experiments
on the iSRR connectors.

Chapter 6 examines the cyclic and post-cyclic static shear performance of the iSRR
connector. Utilizing the test set-up developed in Chapter 5, segments of composite sandwich
web core panels are employed to assess the fatigue performance of the connections under
shear loading. Three different load levels and several load ratios are tested. Complementary
tests are conducted to evaluate the fatigue behavior of the iSRR connector under varying
moisture conditions. Finally, post-cyclic static tests are performed to assess the connectors’
residual stiffness, resistance, and ductility.

In Chapter 7, the focus is on extrapolating and integrating the fatigue degradation
behavior to establish the fatigue life model of iSRR connectors subjected to shear loading.
This investigation builds upon the experimental data delineated in Chapter 6. Statistical
analysis is conducted resulting in the construction of two F-N curves that define the fatigue
life of the connectors for both ambient and elevated temperature conditions. This chapter
focuses on extrapolating the influence of various parameters, such as load level, load ratio,
temperature, and moisture, on the fatigue life of the iSRR connectors.

To further understand and support the experimental observations from the iSRR con-
nectors’ campaign, numerical modeling work is imperative in order to comprehend the
failure/damage mechanisms. For that purpose, the fourth part of this dissertation presents
the numerical analysis and prediction of the SRR material and iSRR connector and it con-
sists of two chapters. More specifically, Chapter 8 delves into numerical simulations that
lead to understanding the mechanics of cyclic failure of the iSRR connector.

Chapter 9 starts with a computational prediction of SRR material based on damage
modeling. Specifically, micro-mechanical models are constructed to predict the Young’s
modulus and Poisson’s ratio of SRR under both compression and tension. The model is also
employed to further investigate the influence of confinement and pressure dependency.
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Finally, a nonlinear material model for SRR is developed, which accounts for damage pro-
gression under cyclic loading using compressive and tensile principal stresses as driving
force in a continuum damage mechanics model. This model is validated using experimental
results from the compression and tensile tests performed on the SRR material. Finally, the
damage accumulation per cycle relationship is used to predict the cyclic behavior of the
iSRR connector under shear loading.

The final, firth part of this dissertation consists solely of Chapter 10, which provides a
summary of the key findings presented throughout the thesis. It synthesizes the results and
conclusions drawn from the experimental and numerical studies, offering a consolidated
overview of the contributions made in this research. Specifically, the chapter highlights two
main findings: (1) the understanding of crack initiation and propagation under cyclic load-
ing in the SRR material and its more complex behavior within the iSRR connector, and (2)
the establishment of endurance criteria, represented by the F-N curve, for the design of con-
nectors in structural applications. Finally, the chapter outlines recommendations for future
research, emphasizing areas where further investigation could advance the understanding
and application of SRR materials and iSRR connectors.



Literature review

This chapter is divided into seven sections and provides a comprehensive review of relevant
literature. Section 2.1 introduces the fatigue behavior of bulk resin materials, followed by
Section 2.2, which outlines the SRR material. Section 2.3 and Section 2.4 discuss testing
techniques and the pressure sensitivity of SRR and other granular composites. Section 2.5
examines the use of shear connectors in composite deck systems, while Section 2.6 addresses
numerical modeling approaches for bolted connections. Finally, Section 2.7 summarizes
the identified knowledge gaps that motivate the current research.

2.1. Fatigue behavior of bulk resin materials

In engineering practice, resins are essentially used either as a thick structural bonding layer
conversely to the traditional mechanical joining techniques or as an injected substance for
bolts, studs, and void fillings. Additionally, polymeric materials are one of the two main
ingredients to make fibrous composites. Many of these structural applications, such as in
bridge construction, have to undergo a high number of fatigue cycles due to fluctuating
loads. In that respect, extensive research on adhesive joints or fibre-polymer composite
coupons has been conducted.

However, the influence of joint configuration on adhesives’ stress state response [30] and
the role of polymer matrices in composites’ fatigue behavior [31, 32] has prompted increasing
interest in investigating the fatigue resistance of bulk adhesive coupons [33]. Consequently,
research dating back to the 1960s revealed that the crack initiation and propagation rates
differ among the various types of resins, resulting in significant fatigue life variations [34].
Beyond the influence of resin type, a dependency on fatigue endurance was demonstrated
by alternating the testing frequency, the magnitude of cyclic load, the R ratio, and the
environmental effects [35].

One key discovery was the inverse relationship between the fatigue life of resins and test-
ing frequency. More specifically, increasing the frequency results in elevated temperature
levels within the resin, ultimately degrading its mechanical properties [36, 35] and impairing
fatigue performance. Regarding the R ratio, it has been proved that the slope of the -N
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curve is steeper for reversed loading than for tensile-tensile or compression-compression
fatigue loadings [37].

In addition to these factors, environmental conditions represent another important
parameter in the fatigue behavior of resins. Despite resins often being shielded from
detrimental external influences in most applications, the long operation lifetime means it
cannot be guaranteed that the resins will not be exposed to moisture or even water. Their high
sensitivity to temperature is another concern, as their material properties tend to degrade
owing to thermal effects such as softening [38, 39]. Recent studies have demonstrated the
significant influence of environmental conditions, such as immersion in tap water and
seawater, as well as associated thermal effects, on the mechanical properties of epoxy resins
[40, 41]. From fatigue experiments conducted on aged and unaged coupons, it was observed
that exposure to water induced plasticization and softening of the material [42]. Thus, the
slopes of the o- N curves were, yet again, greatly increased, indicating a detrimental effect
on the material’s fatigue performance.

2.2. Development of Steel Reinforced Resin (SRR)

Aiming to improve the durability of the resins, polymer matrix composite materials were in-
vented. In particular, several researchers suggested modifications to the resin’s composition
by introducing various inclusions. Among these alterations, the incorporation of carbon
nanofibers into the bulk resin system has received widespread attention due to its potential
to enhance the mechanical and thermal properties, as well as fracture toughness, of the
resulting composite material [43]. Later it was proved beneficial also in terms of durability
and fatigue resistance [44]. Apart from randomly shaped fillers, nano, and micro-spherical
particles are also used as reinforcement [45]. In particular, a swift of the o- N curve with
higher fatigue lifetime and the same slope was reported in the polymers with rubber and
silica nanoparticles [46].

Besides the nano or micro inclusions, Nijgh [22] proposed reinforcing commercially
available resins using macro steel particles i.e., steel balls of a few millimeters in diameter.
The steel particles were selected for their easy workability, immediate availability, and cost-
effectiveness. More importantly, they have been demonstrated to enhance the stiffness and
creep resistance of the resulting composite material [22]. However, up until now, there is
no literature available on the fatigue performance and water resistance of such SRR.

Initially, SRR was investigated as an injection material for composite floor systems
using an epoxy resin system [47]. Later studies employed SRR as a cavity filler in GFRP
decks for highway bridges using an unsaturated polyester polyurethane hybrid system
(UPE+PU) [24, 21]. Despite its successful application in various structures, there is still no
data on SRR performance under different environmental conditions. However, material
properties at room temperature are available (see Table 2.1) and show variation based on
resin composition, hardener type, specimen geometry, and steel balls percentage. This
highlights the importance of optimizing these parameters for SRR composite materials.
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Table 2.1: Collection of mechanical properties of SRR at room temperature from literature.

Type of SRR Property Methodology Reference
40% epoxy, E=15.7 GPa 5 compress%on tests on unconfined spec?mens D26.3x50 mm [48]
RenGel SW 4’04 fu=120.3 MPa 5 compression tests on unconfined specimens D26.3x50 mm [48]
+ HY 2404 v=0.22 1 compression test on un‘conﬁned spef:lmens D26.3x50 mm [48]
60% steel balls v=0.19 Numerically determined [47]
E=17.6 GPa 5 compression tests on unconfined specimens D22x22 mm [48]
40% epoxy, E=21.9 GPa 3 compression tests on unconfined specimens D22x22 mm [49]
RenGel SW404  fc=136.2 MPa 3 compression tests on unconfined specimens D22x22 mm [49]
+HY 2404 v=0.22 Assumed based on a test with another hardener HY 2404 [49]
60% steel balls v=0.20 Numerically determined [47]
20% UPE+PU E=9.3GPa 3 compress?on tests on unconfined cyl@nders D62x130 mm [50]
AQR IOZS/BZS’ fc=74.3 MPa 3 compression tests on unconfined cylinders D62x130 mm [50]
ft=10.1MPa 3 tensile splitting tests on unconfined cylinders D62x130 mm [50]

Concerning the cyclic performance of SRR material, previous experiments focused only
on a connection level [21]. However, in a recent publication, it has been suggested that
the fatigue performance of these connections is predominantly dictated by the stresses
experienced within the SRR component [51]. Hence, there’s an imperative need to examine
the fatigue response of the SRR material itself, particularly its susceptibility to varying
environmental conditions.

2.3. Testing of composite materials with granular constituents
Composite materials consist of at least two distinct constituents, combined to create a new
material with properties that are superior to those of the individual components. When one
of the components is a granular material, the result is a non-homogeneous product with
significant potential for structural applications. For example, the combination of bitumen
and aggregates produces asphalt, while cement mixed with aggregates forms concrete,
both of which are widely used in civil engineering due to their enhanced strength and
durability. In the case of steel-reinforced resin, which incorporates granular inserts as well,
its characterization can be conducted using methodologies adapted from those applied to
other well-established construction granular composites.

More specifically, unlike homogeneous materials such as steel, the characterization of
composite materials with granular components cannot rely on standard methods like dog-
bone coupons. Instead, the compressive strength of these materials is typically measured
using cylindrical specimens, which are better suited for capturing the unique mechanical
behavior of composites with granular constituents. Research in concrete has demonstrated
that the size and shape of specimens can significantly influence test outcomes. Additionally,
for both concrete and asphalt, the effect of friction at the end surfaces of specimens has
been explored, highlighting its impact on test accuracy [52, 53].

To evaluate the tensile behavior of these materials, the most commonly used test set-up
is the indirect tensile splitting test, also known as the Brazilian test. The term "Brazilian test"
is typically used in the context of concrete, whereas in asphalt research, it is mainly referred
to as the indirect tensile test (IDT). In both cases, disk-shaped specimens are placed between
two loading plates, and tensile stress is indirectly applied through diametrical compression
to assess the material’s tensile strength. In 1978, the Society for Rock Mechanics officially
proposed the indirect tensile splitting test as the standard method for determining the
tensile strength of rocks [54]. Many studies have since focused on the influence of the loading
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plates, with several suggesting modifications to either flatten the surfaces of the coupon or
apply the load using arc-shaped plates.

Triaxial test methods are widely used to evaluate the shear resistance and strength
of granular composites under various conditions of axial loading and confining pressure.
Initially developed for soil research, triaxial testing gained popularity for asphalt mixtures
in the 1950s. In 1969, the exploration of biaxial and triaxial stress states was extended to
normal-strength concrete [55]. In granular composite materials, it is well established that
lateral confinement increases both compressive strength and deformation capacity [56].
Furthermore, shear strength is enhanced under confinement, as the tighter contact between
particles reduces their ability to rearrange or slide, thereby increasing overall stability and
resistance to shear forces.

2.4. Pressure dependency of SRR and other granular composites

Research has also focused on understanding the influence of confinement, particularly in the
compressive behavior of SRR. Since this type of resin is reinforced with steel balls, it is clas-
sified as a granular composite, leading to the hypothesis that it exhibits pressure-dependent
material behavior. In fact, M. Nijgh, the inventor of the SRR material, modeled SRR under
pressure using the Drucker-Prager model, which is commonly applied to pressure-sensitive
materials [47].

The application of confinement to the SRR material has not yet been studied using a
triaxial test set-up. Instead, lateral confinement was passively applied by both Nijgh and
Pedrosa using a 4 mm thick steel tube, while the load was introduced to the SRR cylindrical
specimen through a solid steel pin [47, 49]. Static tests conducted by Nijgh and quasi-static
cyclic tests by Pedrosa both demonstrated that full confinement increases the stiffness of
SRR. Pedrosa particularly noted that this effect becomes more pronounced after a larger
number of cycles, once the material undergoes settlement and densification [49]. However,
this test set-up proved insufficient for assessing compressive strength, as the steel tube
used to confine the specimen yielded once the axial load increased further.

In its initial application, SRR was used as an injection material for injection bolts and it
was surrounded by metallic components, where the confining pressure was considered to be
very high. In the present study, the injected material is surrounded by the composite bottom
facing and the foam core of the sandwich panel web. The contribution of the foam core to
load transfer is considered negligible, while the composite bottom facing offers less rigid
boundary conditions compared to steel-to-steel confinement. Therefore, in the context of
GFRP-to-steel applications, the injected SRR is considered to be in a semi-confined state.

2.5. Shear connectors for composite decks

The connections of composite decks can be categorized into three levels: component-level,
panel-level, and system-level connections [57] Component-level connections are typically
made in the factory, using adhesive bonding or mechanical fastening methods to form
individual panels. Panel-level connections, on the other hand, are made on-site, where
panels are joined using adhesives, tongue-groove joints, or mechanical fasteners. This type
of connection presents challenges such as curing time and quality control during installation.
Finally, system-level connections secure the deck to the girders, either by either with or
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without composite (hybrid) action. These system-level connections are the most complex
and have attracted significant research attention, as they are critical to the overall structural
performance of the composite deck system. The following review focuses on the various
approaches and research surrounding shear connectors, examining three primary types:
traditional bolted fasteners, adhesive bonding systems, and shear stud connections, as seen
in Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1: System-level connection types in steel-GFRP bridges [58].

Shear connectors play a critical role in composite decks by ensuring effective load trans-
fer between the deck and the supporting steel girders. In cases where composite action is
not achieved, the connectors are only required to prevent vertical separation and lateral
displacement between the deck and the girder. In such configurations, bolts or blind fasten-
ers are typically utilized. However, in systems designed to enable composite action, the
role of the connectors becomes more critical, as they must not only resist transverse move-
ments and uplift of the deck but also transfer shear forces between the deck and the girder,
ensuring effective load-sharing and mechanical integration between the two components.

Bolted fasteners are one of the simplest and most commonly used connection methods
in steel-GFRP bridges. These connectors involve inserting long bolts through pre-drilled
holes in the GFRP deck and securing them to the steel girders below. Traditional bolts
provide a mechanical fastening method that allows for easy assembly and disassembly,
making them ideal for modular structures where maintenance and part replacement are
priorities. Temeles and Lesko utilized a long shaft similar to the one later used by Park et
al. but modified the connection by incorporating a steel sleeve around the shaft, as shown
in Figure 2.2a, which was partially preloaded [59]. Park studied the composite behavior of
long traditional bolts (Figure 2.2b), demonstrating that the bolts’ performance is largely
dependent on the interval between fasteners, which governs the degree of load sharing
between the GFRP deck and the steel girders [17].

Blind bolts are a subtype of bolted fasteners that require access to only one side of the
deck, making them more practical for installation in difficult-to-reach areas, such as the
underside of bridge decks. This feature provides a significant advantage during on-site
assembly, reducing construction time and labor costs. Blind bolts are particularly beneficial
in cases where traditional long bolts cannot be used due to limited access to the top side of
the deck after production. Studies by Satasivam and Bai confirmed that blind bolts offer
similar structural performance to traditional bolts under service load levels, making them a
viable alternative for steel-GFRP deck connections [60]. Csillag and Pavlovi¢ investigated
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the static of blind bolts, specifically the Ajax (Figure 2.2¢) and Lindapter connectors (Figure
2.2d), and found that both exhibited significant ductility and sufficient ultimate shear
resistances [24]. The failure mode of both bolt types was a combination of local bearing of
the laminate and yielding of the bolts.
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Figure 2.2: Traditional and blind bolts used in GFRP-steel bridges: (a) Long shaft with sleeve, (b) Long shaft, (c)
Ajax bolt and (d) Lindapter bolt [50].

Although the blind bolts tested by Csillag demonstrated good initial shear and ductility
performance, later research by Olivier evaluated the fatigue performance of blind bolts
and revealed their insufficiency [25]. In general, the potential for slip at the bolt interfaces
exacerbates the fatigue issues, making bolted connections less suitable for applications
where long-term fatigue performance is critical, as demonstrated in [25]. The constant slip
observed in these connections can lead to unexpected fatigue failure, especially when bolts
are required to carry both shear and tension loads.

While bolted fasteners offer simplicity, they have notable limitations, primarily due to
the high localized stress concentrations introduced around the drilled holes in the GFRP
deck, which can result in fatigue issues and delamination over time. Therefore, as an
alternative adhesive bonding is used, providing a more uniform stress distribution across
the interface between the GFRP deck and steel girders. Adhesives are applied over large
surface areas, allowing shear forces to be transferred smoothly without the concentrated
stress peaks that are common in bolted connections. This feature makes adhesive bonding
particularly attractive for hybrid bridges, where the lightweight nature of the adhesive and
its excellent fatigue performance can enhance the longevity of the structure.

Giirtler conducted large-scale experiments on adhesively bonded pultruded GFRP bridge
decks connected to steel girders, demonstrating excellent static performance under four-
point bending tests [61]. Full shear load transfer between the deck and girders was achieved
for two different types of pultruded decks. Schollmayer identified that the tensile (peeling)
stress distribution was uneven, with the highest stress concentrations occurring beneath
the webs of the GFRP panel [62]. Jiang, Kolstein, and Bijlaard performed experiments on
adhesively bonded sandwich panels, showing shear strengths of up to 70 kN when proper
surface preparation techniques, such as sandblasting, were employed [63].

Research on both mechanically connected and adhesively bonded joints highlights the
significant influence of thermal conditions on their performance. Studies by Turvey and
Wang, Wu et al., and Xue et al. demonstrated that single- or double-bolted pultruded
composite profiles experienced strength reductions and changes in failure modes when
subjected to high temperatures [64-66]. Similar findings were observed in adhesively
bonded joints, where temperature variations accelerated fatigue failure, as evidenced in
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the works of Liu et al. and Ashcroft et al. [67, 68]. Heshmati identified moisture and
temperature as key factors affecting the long-term performance of adhesively bonded steel-
GFRP joints, significantly reducing strength and stiffness [69]. The combined effects of
these environmental conditions can be more damaging than each individually, highlighting
the need for careful consideration in design.

Due to durability concerns of purely adhesive systems, many modern bridge designs em-
ploy hybrid systems that combine adhesive bonding with mechanical fasteners to enhance
performance. This combination allows for both the smooth load transfer of adhesive bonds
and the added mechanical security of bolts, reducing the risk of sudden failure. Keller and
Giirtler explored the use of a hybrid system, bonding GFRP decks to steel girders with an ad-
hesive layer between 6 and 10 mm thick, supplemented by mechanical fasteners [70]. Their
experiments showed that this hybrid system exhibited ductile failure modes during static
loading tests and performed exceptionally well in fatigue tests, with no signs of damage
after 10 million load cycles.

Despite the advantages of hybrid adhesive-bolted systems, the need for additional
design and construction effort limits their widespread use. The combination of adhesives
and fasteners complicates the installation process, as careful coordination is required to
ensure proper curing of the adhesive while maintaining the integrity of the mechanical
connection. Furthermore, hybrid systems are not easily disassembled, which can pose
challenges for maintenance and retrofitting of the bridge.

Shear studs, commonly used in steel-concrete composite structures, have been adapted
for steel-GFRP decks, where they are welded to the steel girders and connected to the GFRP
deck through cut-outs. After positioning the deck, the studs are typically secured with grout
or similar bonding materials. Moon et al. tested shear stud connections in GFRP decks and
reported excellent shear resistance with negligible stiffness degradation after 10 million
load cycles, indicating their suitability for high-cycle fatigue environments such as road
bridges [20].

Davalos et al. introduced an innovative shear connector design featuring a welded
threaded stud surrounded by steel sleeves, which helps reduce shear and compressive
stresses on the GFRP deck [71]. This replaceable connection minimizes damage to the
composite material. Push-out tests showed a shear strength of 114 kN before yielding,
with no fatigue deterioration after 10.5 million load cycles, though it achieved only partial
composite action (around 25%). Further studies by Davalos and Righman revealed that
displacement was primarily due to stud deformation, with stiffness improving once the
bottom flange of the sleeve contacted the stud. Despite limited composite action, the
connector showed durability under cyclic loading, equivalent to a 75-year bridge service
span.

However, shear stud connections present significant challenges. The installation is
labor-intensive, requiring large cut-outs in the GFRP deck, which leads to stress concentra-
tions around the grout pockets, raising concerns about fatigue damage and delamination.
Additionally, the grouting process is time-consuming and must be performed with precision
to avoid voids or leaks. Furthermore, the durability of the grout under fatigue loading has
been questioned, and some studies suggest that shear stud connectors may not always
provide full composite action in GFRP applications, with researchers presenting conflicting
results on their effectiveness [20, 71].
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Instead of embedding a mechanical connector in bonding material, another option is to
use injection bolts. These bolts are specifically designed to reduce slip in shear connections
by injecting a two-component epoxy resin through the bolt head. Once the resin cures, it
takes on a load-bearing role, reducing slip to below 0.3 mm over the connection’s service life.
The resin facilitates shear load transfer through both bearing and the bolt itself, making
injection bolts ideal for applications where minimal slip is essential.

Injection bolts have been used in several studies for connecting composites. For example,
van Wingerde [72] investigated the fatigue performance of injection bolts in pultruded GFRP
joints, finding that while fatigue life showed minimal improvement under standard loading
conditions (R = 0.1), it increased significantly—by 100 times—under reversed cyclic loading
(R =-1). Additionally, a study by Zafari on resin injected bolted joints in pultruded GFRP
observed promising results in slip and fatigue resistance [73]. The study suggested that the
0.3 mm lifetime slip limit outlined for steel structures might be too conservative for GFRP
applications due to the viscoelastic nature of polymeric materials, proposing a higher limit
of 0.75 mm over 100 years. These findings highlight the effectiveness of injection bolts in
composite bridge engineering.

Despite their advantages, injection bolts come with certain disadvantages. The install-
ation process is labor-intensive and requires precise application, leading to higher time
demands during on-site construction. Additionally, the curing process makes these bolts
sensitive to environmental conditions, such as temperature and humidity, which can affect
their performance.

To address the challenges associated with the traditional connection technologies, re-
cent innovations have focused on reducing stress concentrations and improving fatigue
performance. One such innovation is the development of the iSRR connector. This con-
nector, introduced by Csillag [50], combines a mechanical shear stud with a steel-reinforced
resin, which fills the cavity inside the GFRP deck. The SRR provides additional strength and
rigidity, significantly reducing slip in the connection and improving fatigue performance.

While the iSRR connector has shown excellent performance under short- and long-term
loading conditions, it has not yet been tested under elevated temperatures. All current
testing has been conducted under favorable laboratory conditions, with perfectly flat panels
and ambient temperatures between 20—25 °C. The potential influence of higher temper-
atures, which could accelerate fatigue and creep failure, has not been explored. Given the
findings from studies on both bolted and adhesively bonded joints, future research should
investigate the effects of thermal conditions on the iSRR connector to ensure its durability
in a wider range of environmental conditions.

In conclusion, shear connectors are essential for the efficient transfer of forces in com-
posite steel-GFRP decks, and their design plays a significant role in determining the bridge’s
overall performance. Traditional bolted fasteners offer simplicity and ease of installation
but can cause stress concentrations that may lead to fatigue issues. Adhesive bonding sys-
tems provide smooth load transfer but are sensitive to environmental factors, necessitating
careful design considerations. Shear stud connections offer excellent shear and fatigue
resistance but are labor-intensive and can introduce stress concentrations around grout
pockets. Recent innovations, such as the iSRR connector, demonstrate promising advance-
ments in shear connection technology, improving fatigue performance and sustainability.
Each method has its specific strengths and limitations, and the choice of connector must be
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tailored to the specific requirements of the bridge design, considering factors such as load
transfer, durability, and ease of maintenance.

2.6. Numerical modeling of bolted connectors for composite decks

Regardless of connection type, physical testing has been the conventional practice to analyze
the joint cyclic behavior in both composite and non-composite structures. This approach
has significantly enhanced the understanding of the interactions between various struc-
tural elements. However, the reliance on physical testing is limited by the availability of
comprehensive and relevant test data. The extensive variety of joint types, along with the nu-
ances within each category, poses challenges in achieving a holistic understanding through
empirical testing alone. These limitations underscore the necessity for alternative or sup-
plementary methodologies to fully comprehend the complexities in joint behaviors, with a
specific emphasis on understanding their fatigue characteristics.

While significant strides have been made in understanding and predicting fatigue be-
havior in bonded joints [74], the same cannot be said for bolted joints, particularly within
fibre-polymer composite contexts. This area remains relatively under-explored, as evid-
enced by the limited literature. A common thread across these studies is the identification
of stiffness degradation within composite laminates as the primary damage mechanism
driving fatigue degradation in bolted joints. This understanding simplifies the damage
mechanism analysis, allowing predictions of cyclic performance to focus predominantly
on this aspect. However, this approach does not extend to the iSRR connection, where
conspicuous failure in the GFRP bottom laminate facing is absent, both during cyclic testing
and post-cyclic static testing.

2.7. Summary of knowledge gaps

Based on the discussions throughout this chapter and with a focus on the material- and
connection-level performance of SRR and iSRR, several key gaps in the existing literature
have been identified. These gaps highlight critical areas that need further investigation to
enhance the understanding and practical application of SRR materials and iSRR connectors.
The following conclusions can be drawn:

- There is a lack of comprehensive studies on the fatigue resistance of SRR materials
under varying environmental conditions (e.g., moisture, temperature). Attention
should be given to long-term durability and fatigue testing in real-world conditions.

- Current testing methodologies for SRR, particularly under cyclic shear and triaxial
stress states, are insufficient. Triaxial and shear testing set-ups need to be developed
to better understand SRR’s pressure-dependent behavior.

« The iSRR connector has not been adequately tested under high temperatures, humid-
ity, and other real-world environmental factors. The long-term performance under
these conditions, especially regarding fatigue should be explored.

- Existing numerical models for bolted connectors lack complexity in addressing the
interaction of materials within the iSRR connector. More advanced models should be
developed to capture the effects of cyclic loading.
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Tensile behavior of steel reinforced
resin

The primary objective of this study is to evaluate the performance of various SRR types
considering the application-oriented requirements such as resistance to cyclic loading and
environmental conditions, like moisture and increased temperature. Elevated temperatures
are considered because they simulate the service conditions experienced by bridges due to
their sunlight exposure and high ambient temperatures. Through a series of tests, the static
mechanical properties and fatigue performance of SRR material will be assessed at both
ambient and elevated temperatures.

This chapter is structured as follows: Section 3.1 provides a description of the three
distinct resin types considered in this study. Sections 3.2 and 3.3 detail the experimental
procedures, focusing on the preparation of the samples and the description of the test set-
up, respectively. Section 3.4 presents an evaluation of the tensile properties of the three SRR
types under both room and elevated temperatures using indirect tensile splitting test config-
urations. In Section 3.5, the elastic properties of the SRR materials are calculated. Section
3.6 shifts the focus to the fatigue performance of these materials, presenting stress-cycle (o-
N) diagrams derived from indirect tensile fatigue tests conducted at ambient temperature,
along with additional fatigue experiments performed at elevated temperatures. Section
3.7 assesses the long-term practicality of SRR materials by examining their susceptibility
to aging. This includes water absorption tests conducted on all three resin compositions,
both with and without the inclusion of steel balls. Finally, Section 3.8 consolidates the main
points, elaborates on the key findings of the study, and concludes with the selection of one
resin system for further research on SRR material and connector-level applications.

3.1. Resin systems considered

Epoxy resins are widely used due to their excellent mechanical properties, versatility, low
shrinkage on curing, and ease of use. However, they often require post-curing to achieve

Parts of this chapter have been published in Christoforidou et al. [75].
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optimal mechanical and thermal properties, which can add complexity to the manufactur-
ing process. Additionally, their high viscosity has led to challenges in molding and injection
processes, prompting interest in alternative resin types such as vinyl ester or polyurethane
resins. vinyl ester resins, with their low hydrophobic features, have demonstrated superior
hydrothermal aging resistance compared to epoxies [76]. With regard to polyurethane res-
ins, although they have been used in various structural applications due to their versatile
properties, certain types with a weak elastomeric nature and high thermal expansion coeffi-
cient are initially deemed unsuitable for larger structural forms [77]. The introduction of
unsaturated polyester as an additional reactive polymer led to the development of UPE+PU,
effectively eliminating the deficits of polyurethane resin [78].

Three resin systems from the main categories described above are investigated. More
specifically, an infusion epoxy resin commercially available as Resoltech 1080S/ Hardener
1083, the vinyl ester resin Atlac 430LV and the UPE+PU resin referred to as AQR 1025/B25 are
considered in this work. The main characteristic that all three have in common is their high
glass transition temperature (7g > 100 °C) when subjected to complete curing conditions.
This information together with their Young’s modulus (E), maximum tensile strength (f,,),
and viscosity (1)) at 23 °C are reported in Table 3.1, based on technical data provided by the
resin supplier [79-81].

Table 3.1: Nominal properties of the investigated resins.

Type Name E [GPa] fulMPa] n [mPa.s] Tg.max [°C]
Post cure Fully! 5hr60°C  Fully! Fully!
. Resoltech 1080S/
Infusion epoxy Hardener 1083 2.91 77 116 1100 110
UPE+PU AQR1025/B25 3.53 77 95 150 - 220 135
Vinyl ester Atlac 430LV 3.13 67 95 440 — 500 130

1 Fully post-cured: 4h at peak tan delta temperature

3.2. Resin preparation and production of specimens

All resins are prepared at room temperature, adhering to the supplier-recommended mixing
ratios [79-81]. The epoxy resin is created using a 100/20 mixing ratio between the Resoltech
1080S and the hardener 1083, respectively. For the UPE+PU system, a three-component
resin, 2 grams of a catalyst system, supplied as PerkadoxCHS50, are dissolved into 100 grams
of AQR 1025/B25 (2% wt) followed by the addition of 25 grams of Lupranate M20R+29 after
thorough stirring. Lastly, the vinyl ester resin is prepared by mixing 100 grams of Atlac
430LV and 2 grams of PerkadoxCH50, representing 2% of the Atlac 430LV weight. Each
mixture is stirred for at least I minute to ensure proper dissolution.

SRR disks are produced by mixing polymer resin with high-carbon steel balls and casting
the mixture into cylindrical acrylic molds. The steel balls used is spherical, type $390, with an
average diameter of approximately 1 mm, and occupies roughly 80% of the total volume. This
high packing fraction ensures that the balls remain in contact with one another, creating a
mechanically interlocked network that governs the composite’s stiffness and load transfer
capacity. The steel balls’ properties are based on manufacturer specifications provided by
Airblast [23]. All the coupons are manufactured the same way with proportions of both
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ingredients being: 830 g of steel balls and 65 g of resin. This ratio yields an average thickness
of 23 mm for the SRR specimens, while the diameter is set to 100 mm as shown in 3.1.
To allow extraction of air bubbles created during mixing, the specimens are placed on a
vibrating table for five minutes. Following a one-day curing period at ambient temperature,
the samples are post-cured at 60 °C for five hours as specified in [81].

3.3. Test set-up for SRR tensile experiments

Depending on the specific mechanical property under investigation, varying loading pro-
tocols and instrumentation are employed. These are further detailed in Table 3.2. For the
investigation of strength and Poisson's ratio, the force is applied using a 50 kN MTS actuator
and measured with a Lebow 50 kN load cell. This actuator is managed by an Instron test
controller, featuring a frequency range of 0.001 - 30 Hz and a strain rate range of 0.001
- 5% per second. The experimental set-up is placed in a Weiss Enet temperature cabinet
with internal dimensions of 1.0x1.0x1.0 m. This cabinet allows precise control of internal
temperature, ranging from -40 to 60 °C, through electrical heating control with an accuracy
ofo.1°C.

When determining stiffness, a pneumatic Universal Testing Machine (UTM) is utilized,
equipped with a load cell of a maximum capacity equal to 5 kN. This set-up is positioned
within a temperature cabinet with internal dimensions of 0.5x0.8x1.0 m, capable of sus-
taining a temperature range between O and 60 °C. Solartron Linear Variable Displacement
Transducers (LVDTs) are employed to monitor the horizontal displacements during stiffness
tests, offering a maximum capacity of £1 mm. Lastly, during the tests for determining the
Poissor’s ratio, a Canon EOS 5DS DSLR camera is used to capture photos of the specimen.

Table 3.2: Description of experiments for determining mechanical properties of SRR material under tension.

Property Loading Instrumentation  Temperatures  Coupons  Machine

Strength 25 mm/min Machine 25, 40,55 °C 3 MTS-50

Stiffness 5 compressive pulses LVDTs 25,40, 55°C 3 UTM-5
Poisson’s ratio 0.01 mm/sec Camera 25°C 3 MTS-50

The heterogeneous composition of composite materials with granular additions com-
plicates the determination of their tensile strength via dog-bone tensile coupons, which
is the regular procedure for determining bulk properties of adhesives and resins. Thus,
the strength of the SRR material is assessed by applying compressive force in the vertical
plane of cylindrical coupons, generating horizontal tensile stresses that lead to fracture
(a.k.a. Brazilian test). Indirect tensile splitting tests are performed at room and elevated
temperatures e.g., 25 °C, 40 °C, and 55 °C, and the set-up is shown in Figure 3.1.

The load is applied at a constant rate of 25 mm/min using two 12 mm thick steel loading
strips in contact with the disk-shaped SRR coupon. To determine the indirect tensile
splitting strength, the specimens are loaded until failure. A tensile crack at the centre of the
disks is observed, as displayed in Figure 3.1. The average force versus the recorded stroke
curves from the three tests performed for each type of SRR are presented in Figure 3.2.
The initial straight line, observed until 0.4 mm for the case of UPE+PU, is attributed to the
absence of contact between the specimen and the loading blade. Subsequently, a nonlinear
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Figure 3.1: Indirect tensile strength test set-up and coupon prior and after testing; epoxy based SRR.

section, noticeable up until approximately 10 kN of applied load arose from plotting the
external force against the total displacement. This displacement incorporates the settlement
of the specimens in the apparatus or the localized crushing near the loading areas. This
nonlinearity has also been attributed to densification in the case of asphalt concrete mixtures
under indirect tensile loading [82], or to the bedding-in effect for anisotropic rocks under
the indirect tensile splitting test arrangement [83].

1
Displacement [mm]
----- Vinylester ----- UPE+PU —— Epoxy

Figure 3.2: Average tensile splitting force versus displacement at 25 °C from stroke of the machine.

The resulting tensile splitting stress (horizontal) 0y nax at the centre of the specimen
in (MPa) is calculated using the conventional formula for homogeneous and linear elastic
materials tested as outlined in [84]. In particular, the vertically applied force is divided by
the corresponding tensile area as follows:

2-F

= D7 (3.1)

O x,max =

where F represents the vertically applied loading (V); D is the diameter of the test specimen
(mm); and t is the thickness of the test specimen (mm).
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3.4. Tensile strength of SRR material at various temperatures
The results of the tensile strengths of the three types of resins under varying temperatures
are shown in Table 3.3. The maximum strength is observed for the SRR produced with
epoxy resin at room temperature, equating to 11.6 MPa which diminished by 13% and 22%
once temperature rose to 40 °C and 55 °C, accordingly. For the vinyl ester based SRR, the
ultimate tensile strength of the coupon is not affected by temperature changes. However, it
consistently exhibited the lowest strength value, approximately 6.8 MPa, across all three
temperature conditions. Regarding the UPE+PU based SRR specimens, the 10 MPa tensile
strength at room temperature aligns with the tabulated results in Table 2.1, reported in
literature [50]. The strength reduction due to temperature increase follows a similar trend
to that observed for the epoxy resin, as depicted in Figure 3.3. Lastly, under the same post-
curing conditions, the addition of steel reinforcement in the pure resin matrix led to an
approximately 85% reduction in their tensile strength, as tabulated in Table 3.1 and Table
3.3.

Table 3.3: Average strength values for various temperatures and types of resins.

Strength [MPa]
SRR Type at25°C at40°C at55°C
Epoxy (COV%) 11.6 (2.7%) 10.1(3.6%) 9.0 (2.0%)

UPE+PU (COV%) 10.0(3.9%) 8.9(2.2%) 7.5(9.9%)
Vinyl ester (COV%) | 6.8 (2.2%) 7.1(8.6%)  6.6(5.6%)

Sirength, f, [MPq]
o~

20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60
Temperature [°C]
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Figure 3.3: Average indirect tensile splitting strength variation under various temperatures.

3.5. Stiffness and Poisson’s ratio of SRR material under tension

To accurately determine the indirect tensile modulus of granular materials, it is essential to
measure their Poisson's ratios. In the subsequent sections, the Poisson’s ratios are deduced
through a combination of numerical and experimental approach. Initially, the horizontal
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and vertical extensions will be derived, followed by the establishment of a numerical model
designed to correlate the horizontal-to-vertical proportion with the material’s Poissor’s ratio.
The results presented focus on the two SRRs with the highest static strength, specifically
the epoxy and the UPE+PU resin systems.

A set-up analogous to the one used for the indirect tensile strength tests described in
Section 3.3 is employed, with the primary difference being the incorporation of a single
camera to perform the Digital Image Correlation (DIC) technique to quantify the surface
planar deformations. Sequential digital images are captured for two SRR coupons that
are loaded up to 20 kN of force at a loading rate of 0.01 mm/sec. The image acquisition is
synchronized with the load from the test frame through a data acquisition system.

A fine speckled pattern is applied to the coupons, as shown in Figure 3.4a. From the
DIC analysis performed on an SRR disk made with epoxy and UPE + PU resin, the ratio
between the vertical and the horizontal strain, as depicted in Figures 3.5a and 3.5b, is equal
to 0.1312 and 0.129, respectively. These extensions are calculated via virtual extensometers
positioned at least 10 mm away from the edges and loading points to avoid local effects, as
sketched in Figure 3.4b.

» Point 1

1 Extensometer 1

N

Extensometer 2

» Point 2

@ (b)

Figure 3.4: DIC based displacement measurement: (a) Speckled pattern on UPE+PU based SRR disk, (b) Location
of virtual extensometers.

Two-dimensional plane-stress FE models of the complete steel-reinforced disk geometry
are developed in the commercial software ABAQUS®/CAE 2021 [29]. The diameter and
thickness of the disk are set equal to 100 and 23 mm, respectively, corresponding to the
sample size used in the physical tests. The built-in 2D plane stress elements of four or
three nodes (CPS4R and CPS3) from ABAQUS®/Standard are chosen to mesh the circular
geometry (Figure 3.6a). An approximate element size of 0.3 mm with a quad-dominated
shape, an advancing front algorithm and a free technique are applied. This results in a total
number of elements equal to 104674 for the linear quadrilateral elements of type CPS4R and
3194 for the linear triangular elements of type CPS3.
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Figure 3.5: Horizontal versus vertical extension from DIC of SRR coupons loaded from 5 kN until 15 kN: (a) Epoxy,
(b) UPE+PU.
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Figure 3.6: Description of FE model of the disk: (a) mesh, (b) reference point coupled to the arc, (c) boundary
conditions for the disk.

Steel loading strips are not explicitly modeled; instead, the two contact areas of the
blades are kinematically constrained i.e., coupled to the reference points (RP1, RP2), as
shown in Figure 3.6b. Displacement-controlled loading is prescribed to the reference point
on the upper part of the disk, RPI (Figure 3.6¢), with a maximum vertical displacement of
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0.5 mm. Additionally, a fully fixed boundary condition is applied in the reference point RP2
in the lower part of the disk.

The purpose of the two FE models is to determine the correlation between the ratio of
horizontal to vertical deformation and the Poissor’s ratio of the SRR based on two resin
systems. The SRR material is approximated on a meso-level as a linear, isotropic, and
homogeneous material. Given that the FE models are exclusively utilized at this phase to
establish a connection between the vertical and horizontal extensions and the Poisson’s
ratio, a preliminary Young's modulus value of 20 GPa is assumed, with the Poissor’s ratio
ranging between 0.1 and 0.5.

The proportion of vertical to horizontal displacements is extracted from a series of 2D
linear elastic and homogeneous material models, each exhibiting varying Poisson’s ratios.
Figure 3.7 shows the relation between the Poisson's ratio and the proportion of vertical versus
horizontal extension. Based on the vertical-to-horizontal deformation ratios determined
by DIC in the experiments, the Poisson’s ratio of 0.13 is found to be fairly similar for epoxy
and UPE+PU based SRR (refer to the red markers in Figure 3.7).
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Figure 3.7: Poisson’s ratio versus ratio between vertical and horizontal displacement.

A non-destructive test took place to obtain the Young's modulus of the same SRR
coupons, which are used later to determine the indirect tensile strength. In accordance with
[85], five compressive pulses are applied, ensuring a peak transient horizontal deformation
of 5 um gauged by LVDTs, as depicted in Figure 3.8. The relationship to obtain the Young's
modulus is as follows:

F
E;= m-(v+0.27) (3.2)

where F denotes the vertically applied loading (N); Al is the peak horizontal diametral
deformation (mm); t represents the thickness of the test specimen (mm); and v is the

Poisson's ratio of the SRR material.
The vertical load, measured by a load cell, ranged from 4.6 kN to 5 kN for the prescribed

horizontal deformation. The experimental temperatures encompassed a range of 25, 40,
and 55 °C.
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Figure 3.8: Set-up of indirect tensile Young's modulus test.

Utilizing Equation 3.2, the Young’s modulus for the SRR based on three types of resins
is calculated at three different temperatures, as tabulated in Table 3.4. A total of three speci-
mens are tested for each resin type. From this table, it can be concluded that the stiffness
of the UPE+PU based SRR exhibits no significant reduction in response to temperature
increase from 25 °C to 40 °C. Conversely, the epoxy and vinyl ester based SRRs experienced
stiffness reductions of 15% and 12% at 55 °C compared to 25 °C. The difference in the mean
Young's modulus with respect to the variation of temperatures is illustrated in Figure 3.9.
The stiffness of the epoxy based SRR experienced the most pronounced reduction.

Table 3.4: Average elastic moduli for various temperatures and types of resins.

Stiffness [GPa]
SRR Type at25°C _ at40°C __ at55°C
Epoxy (COV%) 16.6 (7%) 14.0(10%) 13.1(9%)

UPE+PU (COV%) 16.2 (6%) 16.2 (16%) 14.9 (14%)
Vinyl ester (COV%) | 14.7 (4%) 12.9(0%)  13.1(4%)

The determined stiffness from the splitting test is reliant on the Poisson’s ratio. To
validate the selected Poisson’s ratio and the resulting stiffness of the SRR material, the
combination of these two elastic properties is inputted into the FE model, see Table 3.5. Fur-
thermore, the load-displacement and spatial displacements from the model are compared
to DIC measurements from the experiments.

Table 3.5: Elastic material properties for SRR with epoxy and UPE+PU resin tested at 25 °C.

Resin Strength [MPa] Poisson’s ratio [-]

SRR with Epoxy resin @25 °C 16.6 0.13
SRR with UPE+PU resin @25 °C 16.2 0.13
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Figure 3.9: Average stiffness variation of SRR material under various temperatures.

The vertical displacements from DIC, extracted 10 mm beneath the loading point and
above the support, are used to compare the vertical displacements from the model excluding
the local indentation effects at load introduction. The load-displacement graphs are shown
in Figure 3.10a and 3.10b. It should be noted that the initial non-linear part reported in
Figure 3.2 is not evident in these graphs, primarily due to the fact that the DIC displacements
are obtained from spatially remote points with respect to the load application points. This
observation is consistent with findings reported in [86, 871, where the vertical or horizontal
strains are extracted from the centre of the coupons using DIC.
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Figure 3.10: Force versus vertical displacements close to loading and support points: (2) Epoxy, (b) UPE+PU.

In a more detailed analysis, the distribution of vertical and horizontal displacements
across the disk specimen are compared in Figure 3.11. Both load-displacement and spatial
deformation results of the experiments and the models match well. This is an indirect
justification that the determined combination of stiffness and Poissorr’s rations of the epoxy
and UPE+PU based SRRs are valid.
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Figure 3.11: Vertical and horizontal displacements along the main lines; SRR with epoxy resin at 20 kN.

3.6. Cyclicresponse of SRR in tension including temperature ef-
fects

The fatigue performance of the epoxy and UPE+PE based SRR are characterized using an
experimental set-up analogous to the one employed for the indirect tensile strength test.
The cyclic loading is applied to SRR disk coupons of 100 mm diameter and 23 mm thickness.
The fatigue endurance of the SRR disks is defined as the number of load cycles resulting in
the full fracture of the specimens.

The constant load amplitude is applied to the SRR disks in a sinusoidal form with a
frequency of 5 Hz (force-controlled). The load ratio, or R-value, for all specimens is main-
tained at 10, indicating that the specimens are subjected to compressive loading exclusively.
However, this resulted in an indirect tensile splitting behavior. Therefore, indirectly, the
stress ratio R = 0.11is applied in these tensile splitting cyclic experiments. SRR of both resin
systems are tested using the same stress ranges, specifically 7 MPa, 5.55 MPa, and 5 MPa.
Since their maximum strengths at 25 °C under static loading differed, the applied cyclic
stresses corresponded to different percentages of their respective maximum strengths.
This apparently unorthodox decision for testing strategy is made to facilitate a comparison
between the two resin systems in prospective injected connector applications where the
SRR would experience identical bearing and splitting stress levels.

LVDTs are used to gauge the splitting deformation of the specimen. The indirect tensile
modulus stiffness is acquired by dividing the constant force range with the accompanied
range of horizontal displacement provided by the LVDTs. The stiffness degradation is then
calculated at every load cycle as normalized to the initially acquired stiffness i.e., in the first
load cycle. Figure 3.12 presents the normalized (relative) stiffness, degradation over the
load cycles, of SRR produced with epoxy (Figure 3.12a) and UPE+PU (Figure 3.12b) resin
at a stress level of 7 MPa, corresponding to 70% and 60% of the maximum strength for
each resin, accordingly. For the UPE+PU specimen subjected to this loading scenario, the
relative stiffness experienced a gradual reduction of approximately 80%. Subsequently, the
degradation rate accelerated, leading to the final brittle fracture of the coupons across the
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height (splitting) which is the same form of failure observed in static tests. In the case of the
epoxy resin, an average stiffness degradation of 55% is recorded at the end of the coupons’
fatigue life.
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Figure 3.12: Normalized stiffness degradation at 25 °C and maximum stress range of 7 MPa (R=0.1): (a) Epoxy, (b)
UPE+PU.

For the UPE+PU based SRR disks, the stiffness degradation curves of all nine failed
specimens are illustrated in Figure 3.13. In this illustration, the black and grey lines des-
ignate the tests conducted at 7 MPa while the lowest ranges of 5.55 MPa and 5 MPa are
denoted by orange and green color gradients, respectively. Dispersion of the results is more
pronounced under medium stress levels, where the number of cycles to failure varies by
a factor of approximately 25 between specimens. By contrast, at the lowest and highest
loading conditions, the variation is smaller, ranging from a factor of 3 to 10 in the number
of cycles to failure. Such dispersion in the number of cycles is typical in fatigue testing of
granular materials. On average, a stiffness degradation of approximately 10% is observed
before the complete failure of the coupons occurred.

Fatigue performance of the SRR material in the form of stress range versus the number
of cycles to failure, the so-called o- N curves, are constructed and displayed in Figure 3.14a
and 3.14b. Average o-N curves are calculated based on statistical analysis according to the
ASTM E729 [88]. This method does not account for runouts i.e., the specimens that did
not reach the failure criterion. A linear form is adopted for the double-logarithmic o-N
relationship, which is expressed as follows:

log(N)=A+B-log(o) (3.3)

where N denotes the corresponding number of cycles to failure; o is the stress range endured
by the specimen (MPa); and A and B are the regression parameters determined using linear
regression. Considering the Y =log(N) and the X =log(o) as dependent and independent
variables, respectively, Equation 3.3 can be rewritten as:

Y=A+B-X (3.4)
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Figure 3.13: Normalized stiffness degradation at 25 °C across various load ranges for SRR with UPE+PU.
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Figure 3.14: Preliminary - N curves (R=0.1) for SRR loaded in indirect tensile direction at 25 °C: (a) Epoxy, (b)
UPE+PU.

The 95% upper and lower confidence bands are not analyzed as the number of coupons
would not result in fatigue curves with statistical significance. Nonetheless, the preliminary
A and B parameters are determined for both SRRs. Notably, the slope of the o-N curve
is found steeper for the UPE+PU based SRR (B = -14.27) compared to the epoxy variant (B
= -17.21), suggesting better fatigue endurance of the epoxy variant. The corresponding A
parameters are found equal to 14.79 and 17.78 for the UPE+PU and epoxy resin systems,
respectively.

Regarding the failure mode of the investigated SRR systems under indirect tensile cyclic
loading, complete splitting of the specimens along the vertical plane is observed for nearly
every stress range and across all distinct temperature conditions. However, as previously
stated, two epoxy based SRR specimens tested at the lowest stress levels withstood over
8 million cycles without fracturing or exhibiting plastic deformation. In these instances,
localized deformations are observed at the loading strip edges, but no stiffness degradation
is recorded.
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Additionally, two cyclic load tests are performed under elevated temperature conditions.
Stress range of 6.1 MPa is subjected at a temperature of 55 °C, and 5.55 MPa at 40 °C. A
collection of the acquired data is provided in Figure 3.15, with the average curves obtained
previously at room temperature displayed for comparison purposes.
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Figure 3.15: Endurance of SRR at 25 °C, 40 °C and 55 °C for epoxy and UPE+PU resin systems.

For a stress range equal to 5.55 MPa (48%-0max,epoxy, 55%-0 max,UPE+PU), €Xperimental
results for both resins at room and elevated temperature of 40 °C are obtained. In particular,
the average value of cycles leading to fracture in the epoxy SRR specimens is determined to
be 58000 and 44500 at 25 °C and 40 °C, respectively. Conversely, the UPE+PU SRR samples
failed after an average of 35500 cycles at room temperature which reduced by a factor of 10
when the temperature rose to 40 °C, resulting in 3200 cycles. Furthermore, the epoxy based
SRR coupons persisted for a minimum of 10 times more cycles to failure compared to the
UPE+PU SRR counterparts under elevated temperatures.

Figure 3.16 presents the normalized stiffness degradation curves for tests conducted
at both elevated temperatures. Based on Figure 3.16a, at 40 °C, the fatigue endurance of
the UPE+PU based SRR samples grouped around 3200 cycles, while the variability among
the epoxy resin samples became more pronounced. The UPE+PU resin samples, subjected
to testing at 55 °C and a stress range of 6.1 MPa, experienced premature failure which
prevented the documentation of their progressive stiffness degradation. The scarcity of
input data yielded linear lines, as illustrated in Figure 3.16b. Conversely, the epoxy based
SRR coupons endured, on average, 1000 cycles before failure, with their nonlinear trend
effectively captured. Minimal dispersion among the distinct coupons is observed for epoxy
based SRR at 55 °C.

Based on the limited data, an approximate trend can be observed: the fatigue life of
UPE+PU-based SRR decreases by a factor of 10 for every 15 °C increase in temperature. For
epoxy-based SRR, the decrease is more gradual between 25 °C and 40 °C, while at 55 °C, the
fatigue life of epoxy-based SRR drops significantly, indicating a more pronounced decline in
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performance under extreme conditions. Under every condition, epoxy-based SRR materials
exhibit superior fatigue resistance and durability compared to UPE+PU SRR materials.
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Figure 3.16: Normalized stiffness degradation at elevated temperatures: (a) at 5.55 MPa and 40 °C, (b) at 6.1 MPa
and 55 °C.

3.7. Water absorption of pure and steel-reinforced resins

Water absorption tests are conducted on bulk resin and SRR specimens to evaluate moisture
uptake and assess the corrosion susceptibility of the steel-polymer composite system. The
objective is to determine which resin system is most suitable for injected connectors in
environments with high moisture exposure.

Pure resin specimens (50x50x4 mm) are immersed in water at 20, 40, and 60 °C for six
months, and their weight gain is recorded periodically. Figures 3.17a, 3.17b and 3.17c present
the weight change versus the square root of immersion time for epoxy, UPE+PU, and vinyl
ester resins, respectively. A red dashed line at 1.0% weight gain serves as a reference across
all graphs.

All resins initially follow a linear moisture uptake trend, indicating Fickian diffusion
behavior. Higher temperatures accelerate water absorption, reducing saturation time.
Some resins deviate from Fickian behavior after prolonged exposure, potentially due to
polymer degradation [89] or leaching effects [90]. Despite variations in weight gain, no
visible surface degradation is observed in any specimens.

SRR specimens are fabricated with 80x80x8 mm molds, where steel balls are added
first, followed by resin injection (Figure 3.18a). Unlike pure resin samples, SRR specimens
contain only 20% resin by volume. To prevent water penetration from imperfections, the
exposed side edges are coated with the same resin used in fabrication (Figure 3.18b).
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Figure 3.17: Weight change of pure resins versus square root of water immersion time, square(r) for temperatures
varying from 20 °C to 60 °C (red dashed line included at 1.0% as a reference in all three graphs): (a) Epoxy, (b)
UPE+PU, (c) Vinyl ester.
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Figure 3.18: SRR coupons for water absorption: (a) Production set-up, (b) Final product.

The moisture uptake of SRR specimens is shown in Figure 3.19, with a 0.2% weight gain
threshold (red dashed line) for comparison. Unlike pure resins, none of the SRR specimens
reach saturation after 200 days.



3.7. Water absorption of pure and steel-reinforced resins 45

0.60 - 0.25 - 0.25 -
0.50 | 51 0.20 4 0.20
o I o °
% 0.40 - = ] % %
[y L 4 @ 0.15 4 @0.15
S
®0.30 - ¥ ! - =
: f!i ’I’ : 'Eo 10
- += 0.10 4 +=0.
5 i F 5 )
20204 & 47 .2 2
= 5 ;z 2 ; =
1 E 0.05
0.10 { i;l! 00511
r
0.00 ¥—— . . . 000 — 0.00 . . I
0 20 40 60 80 0 20 40 60 80 0 20 40 60 80
Time, sqri(hr) Time, sqri(hr) Time, sqri(hr)
—=— SRR_Epoxy_20°C — = SRR_UPE+PU_20°C —=SRR_Vinyl ester 20°C
- -= - SRR_Epoxy_40°C - -» - SRR_UPE+PU_40°C - -= - SRR_Vinyl ester_40°C
...... v SRR_EpOXY._60°C ... SRR_UPE+PU_60°C <emen SRR_Vinyl ester_60°C
@) (b) (c)

Figure 3.19: Weight change of SRR versus square root of water immersion time, square(t) for temperatures varying
from 20 °C to 60 °C (red dashed line included at 0.2% as a reference in all three graphs): (a) Epoxy, (b) UPE+PU, (c)
vinyl ester.

Moisture uptake remains continuous, indicating that saturation is not reached within
the tested period. Epoxy-based SRR material, presented in Figure 3.19a, shows the highest
weight increase (0.50% at 60 °C), while UPE+PU (Figure 3.19b) and vinyl ester (Figure 3.19c)
exhibit lower values (60% and 56% lower, respectively). Water uptake in SRR is significantly
lower than in pure resins due to the presence of steel balls reducing the resin fraction and
increasing the diffusion path.

Upon examining the external surfaces, oxidation of steel balls is observed in UPE+PU
and vinyl ester-based SRR, particularly at the edges (Figure 3.20c, 3.20d, 3.20e, 3.20f).
However, epoxy-based SRR shows almost no visible corrosion, as shown in Figure 3.20a and
3.20b despite having the highest weight increase.

Top views of the specimens after 200 days of immersion at 40 °C (Figure 3.21) further
reveal the distribution and intensity of corrosion at the surfaces. The epoxy-based SRR
specimens (Figure 3.21a) show only minor localized spots of corrosion, while UPE+PU
(Figure 3.21b) and vinyl ester specimens (Figure 3.21c) exhibit more extensive oxidation of
the steel balls, consistent with the patterns observed at the edges. Notably, corrosion is also
concentrated around the corners and additional resin-coated areas, suggesting moisture
diffusion through these resin coatings.

The inclusion of steel balls significantly reduces water absorption, especially in epoxy-
based SRR, which also exhibits the least corrosion. This suggests that epoxy provides
superior barrier properties and metal adhesion, making it a strong candidate for moisture-
exposed connectors. Further details on methodology and extended analysis can be found in
[75].
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Figure 3.20: Edges of SRR specimens after 200 days of immersion at 20 and 60 °C: (a) SRR with epoxy at 20 °C, (b)
SRR with epoxy at 60 °C, (c) SRR with UPE+PU at 20 °C, (d) SRR with UPE+PU at 60 °C, (e) SRR with vinyl ester at
20 °C, (f) SRR with vinyl ester at 60 °C.
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Figure 3.21: Top view of SRR specimens after 200 days of immersion at 40 °C: (a) SRR with epoxy, (b) SRR with
UPE+PU, (c) SRR with vinyl ester.

3.8. Conclusions

Three different types of resins with Tg values exceeding 110 °C are used to fabricate un-
reinforced coupons and coupons reinforced with steel balls resin coupons. SRR disks with
D100x23 mm geometry and cube specimens of 80x80x8 mm, featuring a volume fraction of
steel balls equal to 80%, are created to determine their strength, modulus, Poisson's ratio,
o-N curves, and water absorption profiles under varying (room and increased) temperature
conditions. The static and fatigue performance of the SRR is assessed through a series of
cylinder splitting tests that are relevant for granular materials such as bituminous asphalt,
concrete, or fractured rocks. The water uptake of the pure resin systems is obtained by
immersing coupons of 50x50x4 mm in water compartments at 20, 40, and 60 °C. Susceptib-
ility to corrosion of the steel balls within SRR made of three different resins in submerged
condition is compared. The following conclusions can be deduced:

1. The average tensile splitting strength of SRR made with epoxy is found equal to 11.6
MPa at 25 °C. Alower value 0f 10.0 MPa and 6.8 MPa is obtained for UPE+PU and vinyl
ester resin, accordingly. The tensile moduli of SRR at room temperature are equal
to 16.6 GPa, 16.2 GPa, and 14.7 GPa for epoxy, UPE+PU and vinyl ester-based SRR,
respectively. The Poisson’s ratio of the SRR coupons made with epoxy and UPE+PU
resin is found equal to 0.13 using the indirect tensile test set-up.
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2. The indirect tensile strength of the vinyl ester resin exhibited negligible sensitivity
to elevated temperatures. In contrast, the respective strength reduction for epoxy
and UPE+PU resin at 55 °C is 15% and 25%, respectively. The epoxy resin displayed the
greatest sensitivity of tensile modulus to temperature increase, with a 21% modulus
decrease observed at 55 °C.

3. Regarding fatigue endurance, the SRR coupons fabricated with epoxy resin withstood
1.6 million cycles at a stress range of 5 MPa, which is approximately 20 times greater
than the cycles to failure observed with UPE+PU resin. Preliminary slopes of the o-N
curves are determined to be m = -15 for UPE+PU and m = -18 for epoxy resin.

4. The pure epoxy resin exhibited a peak water uptake of 4% after 200 days of immer-
sion at 60 °C, while UPE+PU and vinyl ester resins showed lower maximum weight
increases of 0.90% and 0.65%, respectively. The addition of steel balls reduced water
absorption, both in saturation level and diffusion rate. At 20 °C, SRR coupons with
epoxy resin absorbed 0.20% water, 12 times less than pure epoxy, while UPE+PU and
vinyl ester SRRs absorbed 0.65% and 0.60%, reducing water uptake by factors of 6.5
and 5.5, respectively. Oxidation on the SRR surface is observed only along the edges
of cubic specimens made with vinyl ester or UPE+PU systems.






Compressive behavior of
steel-reinforced resin

The compressive stresses generated within the SRR material when applied in the injected
SRR connector play a critical role in the joint’s fatigue performance. The literature review
highlighted the importance pressure dependency of granular composite materials, prompt-
ing an initial evaluation of the influence of confinement on the short-term performance
of SRR. To further this investigation, incremental cyclic loading tests will be conducted
under unconfined conditions to establish a direct correlation between plasticity and dam-
age accumulation. Additionally, cyclic experiments at three different stress ratios will be
performed to complete the testing matrix for the compressive behavior of unconfined SRR
material, providing insights into material degradation and fatigue behavior with respect to
load cycles.

Chapter 4 is organized into five sections and is structured as follows. The test set-up
and an overview of the compressive experiments are presented in Section 4.1. Then, Section
4.2 evaluates the static mechanical properties of SRR in unconfined conditions. Section 4.3
assesses the influence of confinement (triaxial stress state) on the short-term performance
of the SRR material. The long-term cyclic compressive behavior of SRR is characterized in
Section 4.4. Finally, Section 4.5 summarizes the key findings of this chapter.

4.1. Specimen preparation and test set-ups for compressive be-
havior of SRR

Cylindrical specimens, each with an average diameter of 26.0 mm and length of 52.0 mm,
are prepared by integrating high-carbon steel balls (type $390) with an average diameter of
approximately I mm and a hardness range of 40-50 HRC [23] into an unsaturated polyester
polyurethane resin, AQR 1025/B25 [80], as selected in Chapter 3. The mass ratio of steel
balls to resin is maintained at 4:5. No mechanical compaction is applied during specimen

This chapter has been published in Christoforidou et al. [91].
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fabrication, as it is deemed unnecessary due to the open cylindrical mold and a gravity-
assisted top-to-bottom manufacturing process, similar to the method used for producing
iSRR connectors.

In this process, the steel balls are first added into the mold, after which the resin is
injected from the bottom upwards using a pressure gun. This technique promotes uniform
resin distribution around the steel particles and reduces the risk of void formation. Once
the mold is filled with steel balls up to the required specimen length, any excess resin that
accumulates at the top is removed by laser cutting to ensure a flat and even surface, an
essential condition for reliable compressive testing.

The experimental test matrix is presented in Table 4.1, summarizing the number of
tests for each loading condition and confinement level applied in this study. All tests are
done under room temperature and moisture conditions. Three monotonic tests without
confinement are conducted to determine the compressive strength. Following these de-
structive monotonic tests, three incremental cyclic loading tests are performed to generate
the material’s hysteresis loops. Finally, cyclic loading is applied at three different stress
levels, with three specimens tested at each level.

Table 4.1: Overview of experiments for SRR material characterization under compression.

Loading Minimumload Confinementlevel Coupons Machine

NA Unconfined 3 MTS-50

Monotonic NA 10 MPa 1 MTS-25
NA 20 MPa 1 MTS-25

NA 30 MPa 1 MTS-25

Incremental cyclic NA Unconfined 3 UTM-5
20 kN Unconfined 3 MTS-50

Cyclic (fatigue) 24 kN Unconfined 3 MTS-50
30 kN Unconfined 3 MTS-50

The application of compressive force varies depending on the confinement conditions,
necessitating the use of different machines (see Table 4.1 last column) and methods. For
static tests conducted without confinement, the compressive strength of the specimens
is evaluated using an MTS actuator with a capacity of 250 kN. The system is equipped
with three LVDTs to accurately measure the average contraction of the specimens between
the plates where load is applied. The experimental set-up, including the placement of the
sensors, isillustrated in Figure 4.1a. All tests are performed under a displacement-controlled
regime at a speed of 0.01 mm/s. This set-up is also employed for incremental cyclic loading
tests, where the loading and unloading rates remained the same. The cycles of loading,
unloading, and reloading are depicted in Figure 4.2.

This same set-up is further utilized for cyclic loading tests, where the load is applied in a
sinusoidal form. Force control is regulated by a peak controller to maintain a constant peak
force, even as the material properties degrade. These tests are conducted at a frequency of 4
Hz, under room temperature and dry environmental conditions. A stress ratio of R=101is
used for all specimens, meaning they are subjected to compressive loading only, with no
load relief during testing.
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Figure 4.1: Experimental set-ups used for characterizing the compressive behavior of SRR material: (2) Unconfined
test set-up, (b) Triaxial test set-up.
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Figure 4.2: Incremental cyclic loading protocol.

The triaxial compression tests are conducted using a servo-controlled loading machine
with a maximum capacity of 500 kN. The experiments take place at room temperature on
intact samples, utilizing a Hoek cell embedded in the 500 kN machine to apply confining
pressure using oil under load control without pore pressure. The testing system, as shown in
Figure 4.1b, uses an external ISCO 65D syringe pump to control the confining pressure with
an accuracy of 0.5%. Both the axial force and confining pressure are applied simultaneously,
with a constant displacement ratio of 0.6, until reaching the desired confinement level 0f 10,
20, or 30 MPa. Once reached, the pressure is maintained constant, and only the compressive
load is applied under strain control at an axial strain rate of 0.00005 s~*.

During the tests, axial displacement, axial force, and confining pressure are logged at 1-
second intervals, with vertical deformation measured using two highly accurate LVDTs. The
tests continue until a displacement limit 0of 1.95 mm is reached, at which point the system
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reaches its deformation capacity. Each confinement level is tested with one monotonic test,
as preliminary trials show minimal variation at lower confinement pressures.

4.2. Uniaxial compressive behavior of SRR under static loading

The compressive strength of the cylindrical specimens is determined by dividing the applied
force from the actuator by the initial cross-sectional area of the specimen, calculated as
A=m-r?, where r = 13.0 mm, resulting in an area of 531 mm?. Strain is calculated as
the ratio of the specimer’s contraction to its initial height. The Young's Modulus of the
SRR material in compression is obtained from the slope of the initial linear portion of the
stress-strain curve. For accuracy, it is consistently measured within the stress range of 40
MPa to 60 MPa, which lies below the onset of nonlinearity. This method ensures that the
measurement is unaffected by any potential initial settling of the specimen during testing.

The stress-strain curves for the unconfined SRR specimens subjected to both mono-
tonic and incremental cyclic loading are presented in Figure 4.3a and 4.3b. The maximum
compressive strength recorded under monotonic loading was approximately 84.3 MPa,
which decreased by only 2.85% under incremental loading. Under both loading conditions,
neither the Young's modulus nor the stress at the onset of non-linearity and the ultimate
compression strength vary significantly. A collection of the experimental results is given in
Table 4.2.
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Figure 4.3: Stress strain curves under uniaxial compression of SRR material: (a) Monotonic loading, (b) Incremental
loading.

The stress-strain curve for the monotonic loading test is fairly linear until 80 MPa of
compressive stress. Then it shows a distinct peak followed by a gradual decrease in stress,
indicating strain softening behavior after the material reaches its maximum compress-
ive strength. This post-peak reduction suggests that the SRR material begins to lose its
load-bearing capacity due to micro-cracking and localized damage. Similarly, during the
incremental cyclic loading tests, an increase in residual strain is observed after each unload-
ing cycle, further reinforcing the presence of strain softening. The progressive accumulation
of residual strain and the change in the slope of the reloading loops in incremental cyclic
tests highlight the dual nature of nonlinear behavior, attributed to both damage, resulting
in a decrease in material stiffness, and plasticity, leading to permanent deformation.

The results from the incremental cyclic tests further highlight the progressive nature
of damage and plastic deformation in the SRR material. As evident in Figure 4.4, plastic
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Table 4.2: Experimental results of compression tests under monotonic loading in unconfined condition.

Loading Specimen Young's modulus (GPa) Compression strength (MPa)
1 13.2 84.3
2 13.0 83.9
Monotonic 3 13.1 84.8
Mean 13.0 84.3
1 11.8 82.5
2 11.4 82.9
Incremental cyclic 3 13.1 80.2
Mean 12.1 81.9

strain remains negligible during the initial loading cycles, while the total strain accumulates.
This suggests that damage is the dominant mechanism driving stiffness degradation at the
early stages, as it correlates with the relatively linear increase in damage observed in Figure
4.5. The gradual onset of plasticity is evident later in the test, as €,; begins to grow more
significantly, aligning with the progressive accumulation of permanent deformation. The
early dominance of damage as the primary degradation mechanism supports the use of
CDM models that emphasize stiffness reduction due to damage, while disregarding the
effects of plasticity. Such an approach is partially validated by these findings, where stiffness
degradation is initially governed by damage before plasticity becomes more pronounced in
later cycles.
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Figure 4.4: Plastic strain versus total strain of SRR material under compression and unconfined conditions.

Additionally, the hysteresis loops of the SRR material based on the incremental cyclic
tests provide insights into energy dissipation due to material damage and micro-cracking.
The area within the loops evolves with the number of cycles, reflecting the viscous behavior of
the material. It should be noted that the incremental cyclic loading is applied at a relatively
low rate (approximately 1.5 min/cycle), which may have introduced creep effects. This time-
dependent deformation could contribute to the overall strain accumulation, potentially
affecting the ratio between damage and plasticity contributing to the non-linear behavior
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Figure 4.5: Damage progression versus total strain of SRR material under compression and unconfined conditions.

of the material. To better distinguish between damage caused by cyclic loading and creep,
further analysis, such as tracking the evolution of residual strain or conducting dedicated
creep tests, would be necessary. The damage versus plastic strain curves, constructed
from these loops, provide an initial indication of how the material deforms plastically and
accumulates damage over time, though a more comprehensive approach is required to fully
isolate the impact of creep.

The relationship between damage, D, and plastic strain, €, for the three specimens,
as demonstrated in Figure 4.6, reveals that damage accumulates steadily throughout the
tests, with a nonlinear increase as plastic strain develops. The early stages are dominated
by damage accumulation, as evidenced by the gradual slope in the figure for €,;<0.02.
Beyond this threshold, the damage accelerates sharply, indicating a transition where plastic
deformation begins to significantly contribute to the material’s degradation.
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Figure 4.6: Damage progression versus plastic strain of SRR material under compression and unconfined condi-
tions.

Despite some variations in the rate of damage progression between the specimens, all
curves follow a third-degree polynomial trend, emphasizing a typical 3-stage development
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form of interaction between plastic deformation and material degradation. The results
suggest that softening is primarily driven by plastic strain in the second (steady) stage, with
damage dominating in the primary and tertiary stage of softening. This consistency across
the specimens tested under incremental (low-cycle loading) indicates that the SRR material
may exhibit predictable fatigue behavior under high-cycle compressive loading.

The post-peak behavior of the monotonic and incremental cyclic loading tests varies
among the tested specimens, which is to be expected. Specifically, the post-peak behavior
exhibits noticeable variation due to the inherent heterogeneity of the SRR material, where
the interaction between steel particles and resin leads to localized stress concentrations
and varying failure mechanisms on a microscopic scale. Additionally, particle sliding,
rearrangement, and dilatancy effects contribute to the observed differences, as the material
undergoes micro-cracking and damage localization after reaching peak load. Regardless of
the loading type applied, a consistent failure mode was observed across all specimens by the
end of the test. As shown in Figure 4.7, the predominant failure involved mainly diagonal
and some longitudinal cracks, culminating in the final fracture of the specimen through
"explosive" spalling of some specimens.

Figure 4.7: Failure mode of SRR material under monotonic uniaxial compression.

4.3. Triaxial compressive behavior of SRR under static loading

Three triaxial tests are performed, with the confining pressure varying from 10 MPa to 30
MPa. During each test, an increasing longitudinal compressive load is applied alongside
the confining pressure until the desired confining pressure (o3) is reached. Once this target
confining lateral pressure is achieved, it is held constant, and only the axial load (F) is
progressively increased during what is considered the shearing (deviatoric) phase of the test.
The additional stress from the load is applied solely in the axial direction and is calculated
by dividing the axial force by the initial cross-sectional area (A) of the cylindrical specimen
(Figure 4.8a). The total axial stress experienced by the SRR material is equivalent to the
major principal stress (o1) and can be expressed as:

0O1=03+— 4.1
1 3 ]

The deviatoric stress component (g) for the confined SRR specimens is determined by
subtracting the applied confining pressure (minor principal stress, g3) from the vertical
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stress (major principal stress, o). The deviatoric stress component is progressively in-
creased until either the specimen experiences failure, typically through cracking or spalling,
or until a plateau is reached, indicating that the material has undergone plastic deforma-
tion or strain softening. The loading stages, highlighting the sequential application of cell
pressure and axial force, are illustrated in Figure 4.8b.
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Figure 4.8: Principals of triaxial compression test: (a) Cylindrical specimen under triaxial compression, (b) Loading
stages of triaxial test.

The deviatoric stress component versus axial strain curves are presented in Figure 4.9. A
clear trend of increasing deviatoric stress with higher applied confining pressure is observed,
aligning with conclusions drawn from the literature. All three specimens exhibit only slight
variation in initial stiffness. The stiffness for 10, 20 and 30 MPa of confinement pressure is
10.5,11.3 and 12.1 GPa, respectively, showing a slight increase with rising pressure. However,
given the minor variations between the different confinement levels, this change is more
likely attributed to statistical variability rather than a significant shift in material behavior.

The most significant change occurs at the onset of nonlinearity, which directly impacts
the maximum deviatoric stress that the SRR material experiences and confirms that the
SRR material benefits from confinement, as it enhances its load-bearing capacity. The
transition from the elastic to nonlinear region is smooth, indicating that the SRR material
gradually absorbs energy and deforms plastically and is not exhibiting a sharp yield point.
This gradual transition highlights the ductile nature of the material under confinement.

Notably, none of the specimens exhibit failure; instead, they reach a plateau in deviatoric
stress, which is maintained until the test is manually stopped. This plateau behavior suggests
that the SRR material under confinement can sustain a high level of stress without imme-
diate failure, potentially indicating stable plastic flow or strain hardening. This behavior
has important implications for the material’s application in structures, where maintaining
stress without failure could enhance safety and durability.

Even though failure is not reached in any of the tests, the plateau phase suggests that
micro-cracking or particle rearrangement is occurring at the micro-structural level, delaying
complete failure. To better understand the nonlinear behavior and the plateau observed
in the experimental tests, micro-mechanics modeling, conducted in Chapter 9, is used
to investigate the underlying mechanisms. The modeling provides insights into how the
interaction between the steel particles and the resin matrix contributes to the material’s
overall response, particularly the transition to nonlinearity and the stable plateau phase.
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Figure 4.9: Deviatoric stress versus axial strain curves for SRR material during the shearing phase of triaxial
compression tests at varying confining pressures.

Comparing the triaxial test results with the unconfined monotonic tests on the SRR
material highlights the significant improvement in load-bearing resistance under confine-
ment, as shown in Figure 4.10. Itis also clear that confining pressure generally enhances the
ductility of the SRR material. This behavior is typical for granular composites, suggesting
that confinement plays a crucial role in restricting lateral expansion and delaying the onset
of failure, thereby improving both the material’s strength and ductility. The increased con-
fining pressure allows the SRR to sustain higher deviatoric stresses without experiencing
announced failure, making it particularly suited for applications where lateral confinement
or triaxial stress states are present. Such a scenario is expected in the application of SRR
as an injection material for connectors in composite decks. In these cases, the SRR ma-
terial is surrounded by the composite material of the deck facing, which can provide mild
confinement conditions.

An important point of attention is the difference in the slope of the deviatoric stress
versus axial strain curve, which reflects the Young's modulus. The stiffness of the unconfined
SRR material appears to be higher than that observed under the three confinement levels.
This discrepancy is attributed to the use of different testing apparatus for the two sets of
tests, with different machines and LVDTs potentially leading to measurement variations.
Despite this experimental outcome, it is hypothesized that the SRR material being evaluated
in this thesis, with its 80% steel particle volume fraction, should exhibit a similar Young’s
modulus under both unconfined and confined conditions. This is because the material’s
elastic behavior is primarily governed by the densely packed steel particles, which dominate
the load-bearing mechanism in both scenarios. Further insights into this hypothesis will be
explored through micro-mechanics modeling in Chapter 9, which aims to shed light on the
underlying mechanisms contributing to the stiffness in these tests.
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Figure 4.10: Comparison of deviatoric stress versus axial strain curves for SRR material for unconfined and confined
conditions.

4.4. Uniaxial compressive behavior of SRR under cyclic loading

In this section, the fatigue behavior of the SRR material under uniaxial compression is
examined. These tests are conducted without confinement, as the applied stresses are main-
tained within controlled levels to evaluate the material’s response. The focus on unconfined
conditions aims to capture the high-cycle fatigue behavior of the SRR material and to predict
its performance in applications with mild confinement, such as when applied in the iSRR
connector.

As previously mentioned, the unconfined test set-up is used for this series of cyclic
experiments, with three minimum force levels of -20, -24, and -30 kN applied to cylindrical
SRR specimens. The stiffness values of the specimens are computed for each cycle by dividing
the force range by the corresponding LVDTs displacement range. Figure 4.11a, 4.11b and
4.11c present the normalized stiffness values for all specimens over their fatigue life. The
pattern is consistent across most specimens: stiffness gradually decreases in a roughly linear
manner until approximately 40% of the specimen’s life, at which point the degradation rate
accelerates exponentially until failure.

In the monotonic loading tests, the main failure mode of the SRR material is a diag-
onal crack, which is a typical failure mode under such conditions due to the high stress
concentration along the shear plane. In contrast, during the cyclic loading tests, the failure
mode was more complex, resembling a clepsydra (hourglass) pattern, where the specimen
fractured into several pieces.

The clepsydra-shaped failure observed in the cyclic loading tests is a result of cyclic
fatigue damage, leading to multiple crack initiation at stress concentration zones near the
top and bottom of the specimen. These cracks propagate in a triangular pattern, eventually
constricting the midsection and causing the specimen to break into several pieces, forming
the characteristic hourglass shape, as depicted in Figure 4.12. The failure mechanism
is driven by the progressive weakening of the material under cyclic stress, resulting in
distributed damage rather than a single failure plane.
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Figure 4.11: Normalized stiffness values for SRR material under uniaxial compression over their fatigue life: (a)
Minimum load of -20 kN, (b) Minimum load of -24 kN, (c) Minimum load of -30 kN.
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Figure 4.12: Failure mode of SRR material under cyclic uniaxial compression (fatigue).

The same statistical analysis approach applied to the fatigue data in the previous chapter
is employed here. However, in this chapter, the confidence bands for the upper and lower
bounds of the characteristic S-N curve are computed in accordance with the procedure
outlined in ASTM standards. The end-of-life criterion is defined as the point at which the
specimen experiences failure.

Interestingly, during fatigue tests conducted under indirect tensile loading on the same
SRR material, the slope of the S-N curve was calculated to be 14.27 (see Figure 3.14), which
is very close to the value of 14.63 obtained in the compressive fatigue tests. The similarity
in the slope across different testing methods indicates a consistent relationship between
stress and fatigue life for the SRR material, regardless of the loading mode.

This close agreement suggests that the material exhibits similar fatigue sensitivity in
both tensile and compressive fatigue scenarios. Specifically, in both cases, even slight in-
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Figure 4.13: Preliminary o-N curves (R =10) for SRR loaded in compression at 25 °C.

creases in stress lead to a significant reduction in fatigue life. This consistency highlights the
material’s inherent fatigue behavior, which can be useful when designing components sub-
jected to various loading conditions, as the fatigue life predictions across different loading
modes are comparable. In addition, such steep slope of the fatigue behavior indicates that
cut-off limit for connectors may exist. In other words, with a proper design of the connec-
tion (e.g. appropriate connector diameter) the load level can be replicated to a sufficiently
low stress level that in turn will result in an infinite life of the connector.

4.5. Conclusions

This chapter presented a comprehensive evaluation of the compressive behavior of SRR
material under both unconfined and confined conditions, using monotonic, incremental
(low-cycle), and high-cycle fatigue tests. The experimental results provided valuable insights
into the material’s load-bearing capacity, stiffness, and failure modes under various stress
conditions. Additionally, the impact of confinement on the SRR material’s mechanical
performance was assessed, highlighting its role in improving ductility and delaying failure.
Despite minor stiffness variations between confined and unconfined tests, further micro-
mechanics modeling is needed to fully understand these differences and their implications
for SRR performance. Based on these findings, several key conclusions can be drawn:

« Inthe unconfined monotonic tests, the SRR material exhibited strain softening after
reaching its maximum compressive strength (approximately 84.3 MPa). This was
evidenced by a gradual post-peak stress reduction. Incremental cyclic load tests
exhibited a stress-strain behavior nearly identical to that observed in monotonic tests,
characterized by ductile strain-softening behavior. These tests highlighted the dual
nature of the nonlinear response, attributed to the combined effects of plasticity and
damage.

« The triaxial tests demonstrated that confining pressure significantly enhances the
load-bearing capacity of the SRR material. The material exhibited a smoother trans-
ition to peak strength under confinement, which delayed the onset of failure and
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improved ductility. Confinement restricts lateral expansion, delays micro-cracking,
and distributes deformation more uniformly. Specifically, the confined SRR showed
a maximum deviatoric stress of 190 MPa at a confining pressure of 30 MPa, compared
to 84.3 MPa compressive strength in unconfined conditions.

« The failure modes differed significantly between monotonic and cyclic loading. Under
monotonic conditions, the SRR material consistently failed along a diagonal shear
plane, splitting the specimen into two pieces. In contrast, cyclic loading induced a
more complex failure mode, forming a clepsydra (hourglass) shape, with specimens
fragmenting into several pieces. This clepsydra failure mode was attributed to the
progressive accumulation of fatigue damage, leading to multiple crack initiation and
distributed damage across several planes.

. Stiffness values from the tests showed only minor differences between confined
and unconfined conditions. The measured stiffness for unconfined specimens was
approximately 13.1 GPa, while confined specimens had stiffness values of 10.5 to 12.5
GPa for confinement levels between 10 and 30 MPa. These small variations are likely
due to statistical differences in testing rather than intrinsic material behavior. It is
hypothesized that SRR, with its 80% steel volume fraction, should exhibit similar
stiffness under both confined and unconfined conditions due to the dominance of
the steel phase in governing elastic behavior. However, further micro-mechanics
modeling is needed to better understand the factors contributing to these variations
in stiffness, especially how the resin and steel interact at the micro-scale.

« The fatigue data from the unconfined compressive experiments show a slope in the
o0-N curve, which aligns with the slope observed in the tension fatigue tests, around
14. This consistent steep slope suggests that a cut-off limit may exist for the iSRR
connectors and indicates that with appropriate design, stress levels can be reduced
to ensure infinite fatigue life. Finally, the stiffness degradation prior to failure un-
der compressive load cycles is quantified at approximately 50%, highlighting the
progressive damage accumulation in the SRR material.






111

Fatigue Behavior of iSRR
Connectors in Joint Experiments
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Design of experiments for
connector’s shear behavior

Chapters 3 and 4 have focused on understanding and characterizing the behavior of the
SRR material. It is now time to upscale the focus to the behavior of the connectors, where
SRR is utilized as the injection material. This chapter centers on designing an appropriate
set-up to experimentally characterize the fatigue shear behavior of the iSRR connector. The
emphasis on developing a test set-up for shear loading arises from the lack of designated
standards for shear characterization of GFRP-steel joints and the unique design of the iSRR
connector, which prevents slip. By preloading the bolt and injecting resin between the rod
and the GFRP facing, the iSRR connector ensures a slip-resistant connection. The adoption
of iSRR connectors enhances the collaborative behavior between the GFRP deck and a steel
superstructure, resulting in improved hybrid interaction. While this interaction enhances
the structure’s bending stiffness, leading to lower overall stresses and more efficient material
usage, it also increases shear stresses at the connection’s interface.

This chapter is subdivided into eight sections. Section 5.1 presents the development of
the test set-up, outlining the rationale behind selecting specific configurations to replicate
realistic shear loading conditions. Section 5.2 introduces numerical models used to design
and optimize the test set-up, exploring different configurations for effective shear load
transfer. Section 5.3 evaluates the influence of boundary conditions, gaps, and steel stiffen-
ers on stress distribution in the iSRR connector, identifying the most representative set-up
for fatigue testing. Section 5.4 focuses on the stress analysis at the web-to-skin junction of
the GFRP deck, identifying potential fatigue-prone locations. Section 5.5 describes the final
connector test set-up and specimen design, detailing the fabrication of the iSRR connectors
and test conditions. Section 5.6 extends the study to the global bridge system by developing
experimental and full-size bridge models, validating the laboratory test results against
realistic bridge behavior. Section 5.7 focuses on the validation of the experimental and
full-size numerical models, assessing their ability to capture the realistic shear response
of the iSRR connector. Finally, Section 5.8 summarizes the key findings, highlighting the
rationale for the selected experimental configuration.

65



66

5.1. Development of the test set-up

To precisely characterize the shear behavior of the iSRR connector, the most realistic ap-
proach involves testing a complete bridge deck with the connectors installed in a laboratory
facility. However, this method requires substantial resources, including time, funding, spe-
cialized personnel, and a large laboratory space, which are beyond the scope of this project.
Consequently, it is decided to perform tests at the connector level. This decision, while
pragmatic, introduces its own set of challenges due to the lack of standardized methods
for testing injected bolted connectors, particularly under high-cycle fatigue loading. To
address this, a comprehensive numerical study is initiated to explore various possibilities
for conducting cyclic shear loading tests.

The main goal is to design a test set-up that leads to a test configuration representative
for characterizing the fatigue life of the injected SRR connectors. The experiments at the
joint level are conducted under cyclic loading, and it is hypothesized that the generation of
high principal stresses in the injected piece will govern the joint’s performance. Stress con-
centration analyses are performed using the commercial finite element software ABAQUS®
to estimate the magnitude of stresses when alternating the geometries and boundary con-
ditions of the test set-up.

Push-out tests, as detailed in Annex B of Eurocode 4 [92], are commonly used for evalu-
ating the performance of shear connectors in composite structures. These tests typically
involve two pairs of connectors placed on opposite sides of a steel web and embedded in
concrete blocks. A schematic representation of a conventional push-out set-up is provided
in Figure 5.1. While well-established for static testing, this method is not standardized for
fatigue loading. Moreover, the configuration introduces averaging across multiple connect-
ors, making it difficult to isolate individual cyclic responses. Additional uncertainties arise
from friction effects at the concrete supports and from the requirement for larger and more
complex specimen geometries.

Front side Back side
VIH= %vz
I H2
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Figure 5.1: Traditional push-out test set-up, consisting of a steel girder and eight connectors embedded in concrete.
Left: experimental configuration. Right: schematic representation [93].
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To address these limitations, a single-connector test set-up was developed in this study.
By focusing on one or two symmetrically placed connectors, the set-up enables a more
direct and precise evaluation of cyclic load behavior. This approach increases the frequency
of testing, minimizes variations due to asymmetric force distribution, and improves the
repeatability of fatigue results. Each test with two connectors yields two independent
measurements, in contrast to the single averaged result obtained from a traditional push-
out test.

The experimental set-ups include several configurations, each designed to examine
specific aspects of the iSRR connector’s performance under shear loading. Each set-up
systematically alters parameters such as boundary conditions, the presence of gaps between
the steel flange and the composite facing, and the stiffness of steel stiffeners, evaluating
their impact on the connector behavior. These configurations help determine an optimal
set-up that replicates realistic conditions while remaining practical for laboratory testing.
Specifically, the set-ups are categorized as SINGLE and SYMMETRIC configurations, rep-
resenting a range from realistic bridge boundary conditions to simplified experimental
models for ease of testing. Variations also include incorporating STIFF to stiffen the steel
plate and reduce eccentricity in the SINGLE and SYMMETRIC set-ups. Due to the non-flat
surfaces of both the GFRP plate ( shown in Figure 5.2) and the steel girder, modifications in
the iSRR connector design are explored, referred to as "GAP."

Figure 5.2: Realistic bottom facing of glass fibre composite sandwich web core panel used for testing.

The connector geometry and installation method of the iSRR system is based on prior
experimental studies to allow for comparison and model validation, and follows the im-
plementation proposed by Olivier et al. [21]. M20 bolts are used in this work, consistent
with Olivier’s configuration, which results in an 60 mm diameter hole in the bottom facing
of the GFRP deck to accommodate the injected SRR material and ensure proper encap-
sulation. The SRR material itself is assumed to consist of the same components used in
Chapters 3 and 4, namely high-carbon steel shot (S390, HRC 40-50) embedded in AQR
1025/B25 resin. The steel shot properties are based on the manufacturer’s datasheet provided
by Airblast [23], while the resin characteristics follow the technical documentation supplied
by AOC Resins [80]. This material combination was also adopted in the studies by Csillag
and Olivier [24, 21], ensuring consistency across modeling and experimental investigations.
In the current numerical models, the SRR injection volume is modeled to extend up to the
top facing of the deck, simulating full vertical encapsulation of the connector within the
GFRP panel.
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Figure 5.3: Dimensions of GFRP deck and iSRR connector in millimeters used for numerical modeling.

Figures 5.4a to 5.4i illustrate the nine specimens considered as candidates for evaluating
the iSRR connector’s performance under several conditions. The set-ups include combina-
tions of configurations with and without gaps, steel stiffeners, and the GFRP deck, designed
to assess the effects of boundary conditions, flexural stiffness, imperfections (gaps), and
the presence of the deck. Each set-up is meticulously configured to isolate the effect of
a particular parameter, allowing for a comprehensive understanding of how each factor,
such as flange stiffness or the introduction of imperfections, impacts the overall structural
performance.

The first set-up, named SINGLE and shown in Figure 5.4a, aims to replicate the boundary
conditions representative of a bridge. In this set-up, the GFRP deck and steel plate are tested
without additional gaps or stiffeners, representing the simplest configuration to evaluate
the direct shear behavior of the iSRR connector. By focusing on single-sided loading, this
set-up avoids complexities such as averaging results from multiple connectors, making it
ideal for capturing clear cyclic load behavior.

The SINGLE + GAP set-up (Figure 5.4ib) introduces gaps between the steel girder and
the GFRP facing to investigate how imperfections, like non-flat surfaces, influence the shear
behavior. This scenario mimics realistic field conditions where perfect contact may not
always be achieved. Such gaps could lead to differential movements or stress concentrations,
affecting the connector’s fatigue life.

Inthe SINGLE + STIFF configuration, presented in Figure 5.4ic, stiffeners are introduced
to the set-up to increase the flexural stiffness of the steel plate and address local bending,
which originates from the inherent single-lap joint nature of the set-up. This modification
aims to understand how additional stiffness in the connected steel elements influences the
overall performance of the connector, potentially minimizing stress concentrations and
improving load distribution between the connector and GFRP deck. Notably, connectors
in actual bridge applications are less exposed to local bending due to the flexural rigidity
provided by the deck and the web of the steel girder.

The SINGLE + GAP + STIFF set-up combines both the presence of gaps and steel stiffen-
ers, incorporating every possible condition seen in real-life installations, as illustrated in
Figure 5.4id. This comprehensive set-up helps determine the combined effects of gaps and
increased flexural stiffness, providing insights into the worst-case and best-case boundary
conditions for the connector.

Similarly, several set-ups involve symmetric configurations. The SYMMETRIC set-up in
Figure 5.4ie focuses on the boundary conditions of a simplified specimen without explicit
external restraining of the GFRP deck, making it easier and faster to test. This set-up is
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Figure 5.4: Test set-up design variants considered in the numerical modeling (green: GFRP deck, blue: steel
end detail, black: iSRR connector, red lines: pinned boundary conditions, and red arrows: load direction): (a)
SINGLE, (b) SINGLE+GAP, (c) SINGLE+STIFF, (d) SINGLE+GAP+STIFF, (¢) SYMMETRIC, (f) SYMMETRIC+GAP,
(g) SYMMETRIC+STIFF, (h) SYMMETRIC+GAP+STIFF, (i) SYMMETRIC-DECK.

particularly efficient, as it allows two independent fatigue results to be obtained from a
single test, providing valuable data while requiring fewer test resources compared to the
SINGLE configuration.

SYMMETRIC + GAP (Figure 5.4if) and SYMMETRIC + STIFF (Figure 5.4ig) have the same
configuration as the SINGLE variations, incorporating either a gap or stiffener to evaluate
the specific impacts of each factor independently. The SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF set-up
includes both features, allowing the combined effects of boundary condition variations to
be assessed with the GFRP deck present, as shown in Figure 5.4ih.

Lastly, Figure 5.4ii presents the SYMMETRIC - DECK set-up which excludes the GFRP
deck entirely and substitutes it by only the composite plate that represents the bottom facing
of the deck panel, thereby directly observing the shear behavior of the SRR piece itself. This
test set-up is the fastest and least expensive to fabricate, also offering a direct insight into
the SRR behavior without the influence of the GFRP deck, making it a valuable tool for
isolating and understanding the connector’s fundamental properties.

Out of all these test set-ups, the SINGLE + GAP + STIFF configuration (Figure 5.4ih)
is considered the most representative because it closely simulates the conditions that an
iSRR connector would experience when installed in a bridge. This includes fixed displace-
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ment boundary conditions that provide a realistic representation of the external constraints
acting on the GFRP deck and steel girder. Specifically, all exterior faces of the GFRP deck
are restrained from moving in the thickness and the vertical loading direction, while dis-
placement in the transverse direction, parallel to the GFRP webs, remains unconstrained.
Additionally, in an actual bridge installation, imperfections such as gaps between the steel
girder and the GFRP deck can occur, affecting the load transfer. Finally, the presence of
steel stiffeners reflects the structural elements that increase stiffness, reducing eccentricity,
and providing a more realistic representation of the boundary conditions encountered
in the field. This configuration includes all critical factors that influence the connector’s
performance.

Although the SINGLE + GAP + STIFF configuration is considered the most representat-
ive of real bridge conditions, the exploration of other test set-ups is considered essential.
Firstly, the other set-ups allow for isolating the influence of specific variables, such as gaps
or stiffeners, thereby providing insights into how each factor individually affects the con-
nector’s performance. Understanding the behavior under simpler configurations also helps
in validating numerical models and developing a baseline for performance comparison.
Moreover, simpler set-ups like symmetric configurations can be tested more quickly and
cost-effectively, which is particularly important in fatigue testing, where multiple results
are needed to understand long-term behavior. These exploratory models will ensure that
the final representative configuration is selected based on the localized (peak) principal
stresses in the SRR, leading to more reliable and optimized design solutions.

5.2. Development of FE models for designing the test set-up

The FE models are developed in ABAQUS®, including a GFRP deck with an embedded iSRR
bolted connector and a steel end detail. These analyses are conducted as a preliminary
investigation, focusing primarily on selecting an appropriate experimental set-up, based on
the magnitude of stresses generated within the SRR injection piece. From prior research,
it is evident that non-linear behavior occurs only after the slip resistance of the joint is
exceeded [21]. Therefore, for loads up to 50 kN, it is reasonable to assume linear elastic
behavior since these loads remain within the elastic region of an injected SRR connector
with an M20 bolt rod. This phase is intended to understand and compare stress distributions
across different configurations.

The iSRR connector’s 3D geometry is explicitly modeled, incorporating bolts, nuts, and
washers while excluding threaded details. Due to high geometric and contact nonlinearities,
the ABAQUS®/Explicit solver is chosen to avoid convergence issues present in the Standard
solver. In every analyses, two steps are performed, with the first one corresponding to the
preloading of the bolts and the second one to the application of the loading. Nonuniform
semi-automatic mass-scaling is used across the model to reduce computation time, with
time periods of 500 s and 2500 s set for the preloading and loading steps, respectively, and a
target time increment of 0.003 s.

The bolts are preloaded by thermally contracting the bolt rod using the predefined field
option as in [94, 95]. Then, the load is applied as a prescribed displacement on the reference
point in the steel end detail kinematically coupled to its corresponding surface. Both steps
are assigned with a smooth amplitude curve, i.e., a gradual time-dependent load application,
to prevent the creation of inertia forces.
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To precisely represent varying boundary conditions, a deck model with a single con-
nector is developed, allowing the application of constraints to either simulate the SINGLE
or SYMMETRIC scenario. In the SINGLE model, all four facings of the GFRP deck are
restrained in the x-direction and y-direction (Ul = U2 = 0), while displacement in the z-
direction (U3) is left unconstrained, as depicted in Figure 5.5a. This constraint configuration
represents the realistic boundary conditions of bridge decks, where lateral and vertical
movements are restricted, but out-of-plane compliance is allowed. No rotational degrees of
freedom (UR1, UR2, UR3) are constrained, allowing the facings to rotate freely to simulate

realistic deformation behavior.
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Figure 5.5: Model set-up with different boundary conditions: (a) SINGLE+STIFF, (b) SYMMETRIC+STIFF, and (c)

SYMMETRIC-DECK.
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In the SYMMETRIC models, symmetry is applied along the cross-sectional surface
normal to the y-direction, enforcing the condition U2=UR1=UR3 =0. For the SYMMETRIC
model with the deck, this includes both facings and the foam core, as shown in Figure 5.5b.
In the SYMMETRIC-DECK model, presented in Figure 5.5c, only the GFRP laminate is
present instead of the full deck, and the same translational symmetry condition is applied
to its corresponding face to replicate consistent support and deformation constraints.

The materials used in the FE models are described as linear elastic, reflecting the hy-
pothesis that the stresses will remain within the elastic range at a load level of 50 kN. The
steel components are modeled as linear elastic with an Young’s modulus (E) of 210 GPa
and Poisson’s ratio (v) of 0.3, assuming isotropic behavior without fracture definition. The
bolt rod, required to achieve the desired prestress, is modeled as an orthotropic material
incorporating thermal expansion properties. The SRR material properties are sourced from
Chapter 3. The foam core of the GFRP deck is modeled using compressive test results for low-
density foams reported by Tuwair [96]. The composite laminates used in the finite element
model are assumed to behave in a linear elastic manner, consistent with the expectation that
cyclic stresses remain within the elastic range under the applied load levels (up to 50 kN).
The detailed stacking sequence, fabric types, fiber volume fractions, and laminate build-up
reflect the actual lay-up applied by the manufacturer, FiberCore Europe [26], as described in
Section 1.4. Homogenized orthotropic engineering constants are assigned based on values
reported in [50], representative of the unidirectional plies used in the deck’s facings and
webs. A comprehensive overview of the mechanical properties used for all components in
the finite element models is provided in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1: Material indexes for every utilized component.

Component Mechanical properties
. E1 = 31450 MPa, Ez = E3 = 8459 MPa, GIZ = G13 =4838 MPa
UDlaminate [S0] | = 551 MPa. vy = vi3 = 0.272, Vs =0 4, p =1873 kg/m>
Foam [96] E=2.1MPa,v=0.3, p=32kg/m’
Steel shot [23] $390, HRC 40-50, p = 7400 kg/m>
Resin [80] 1 =150 — 220 [mPa.s], E =3530 MPa, Tg =135 °C
SRR [Chapter 3] E,=16181 MPa, f; =10 MPa, v = 0.13 and p = 4955 kg/m?
Bolt rod Grade 10.9, E = 210000 MPa, v =0.3, S355
Nuts Grade 10.9, E =210000 MPa, v =0.3, S355
Washers Grade 10.9, E = 210000 MPa, v =0.3, S355

The assembly comprising the bolt rod, four nuts, two washers, and the SRR material
is modeled to precisely capture the complex geometry and contact interactions within the
connection (Figure 5.6). The bolt rod, nuts, and washers are meshed with linear eight-noded
solid elements (C3D8R) with a 3 mm global element size. The SRR injection material is
meshed with ten-noded modified tetrahedral elements (C3D10M) using a uniform element
size of 3 mm to represent the curved geometry and internal stress gradients accurately. The
surrounding foam layer is also modeled using C3D8R elements, with a global mesh size of
8 mm and 3 mm refinement near the bolt holes. The steel end detail, including the clamping
plate and flange stiffeners where applicable, is modeled with C3D8R elements and a global
size of 10 mm and a refined mesh close to the bolt hole equal to 3 mm.
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The GFRP composite deck is modeled using eight-noded continuum shell elements
(SC8R), commonly referred to as 2.5D elements [97]. A global mesh size of 8 mm is used
throughout the deck, with local refinement to 3 mm around the connector holes to improve
accuracy in the stress concentration regions. Owing to the nature of continuum shell
elements, one element is used through the thickness, providing an efficient yet sufficiently
detailed representation of the layered composite behavior.

Washer

~

o

300 mm

GFRP deck

300 mm

SRR injection
piece

Assembly Assembly

GFRP laminate

Figure 5.6: Details of FE mesh.

Contactinteractions between the SRR material and surrounding components—including
the bolt, nuts, washers, and GFRP deck—play a critical role in accurately simulating load
transfer. In actual fatigue testing, the connection is initially undamaged, and the injected
SRR material is expected to remain fully bonded to the surrounding surfaces for a signific-
ant number of cycles. To reflect this physical condition in the early stages of loading, the
numerical model assumes a perfectly bonded interface at the onset of cyclic loading. This is
implemented using tie constraints, which prevent any relative displacement between the
SRR material and its adjoining surfaces during this initial phase. The assumption is that
damage initiation, such as interface debonding or cracking, will only occur after substantial
fatigue degradation has accumulated. At the remaining interfaces, tangential contact is
modeled using a penalty formulation with a friction coefficient of 0.2, representative of
steel-FRP interface behavior [98, 99]. In the normal direction, hard contact is applied to
allow separation under tension while preventing penetration under compression [29].

5.3. Influence of boundary conditions, gaps and steel stiffeners

The exaggerated deformed shapes of the tested configurations, as shown in Figures 5.7a
to 5.7i, highlight the influence of added features such as gaps and stiffeners on structural
stiffness and deformation behavior. In the SINGLE configurations, presented in Figures
5.7at05.7d, the inclusion of gaps leads to increased deformation in the steel plate, indicating
the negative effect of imperfections. The addition of steel stiffeners, however, improves
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the stiffness of the system by reducing deformation and limiting deflection in the steel
plate. The SYMMETRIC configurations, shown in Figures 5.7e to 5.7, exhibit similar trends,
with the presence of steel plate stiffeners notably reducing visible deformation. Among
all configurations, the SINGLE + GAP + STIFF and SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF set-ups,
presented in Figure5.7d and Figure 5.7h respectively, show reduced deformation, indicating
the combined benefits of increased flexural stiffness and minimized load eccentricity. These
observations suggest that including stiffeners is crucial for enhancing the performance of
the connectors by controlling deformation under loading, making the configurations with
stiffeners more representative of realistic, effective structural conditions.

(c) ()]

(e) ® ® () @

Figure 5.7: Deformed shapes of the different test set-ups at 50 kN exaggerated by a factor of ten: (a) SINGLE, (b)
SINGLE+GAP, (c) SINGLE+STIFE, (d) SINGLE+GAP+STIEF, (¢) SYMMETRIC, (f) STMMETRIC+GAP, (g) SYMMET-
RIC+STIFF, (h) SYMMETRIC+GAP+STIFF, (i) SYMMETRIC-DECK.

In the SYMMETRIC - DECK configuration, which only includes the connector and the
facing without the GFRP deck, the deformation behavior is more pronounced compared
to configurations that incorporate a deck. The absence of the deck results in reduced con-
straints on the connector, leading to increased flexibility. This set-up highlights the essential
role of the GFRP deck in providing stability and stiffness to the connector assembly. Without
the deck, the system experiences greater deformation, indicating that the deck significantly
contributes to the overall structural performance and resistance to shear forces.

Another important aspect to be investigated is the influence of the boundary conditions
to the maximum principal stresses in the SRR material at a load level equal to 50 kN. Figure
5.8 presents the distribution of maximum principal stresses within the injected SRR mater-
ial for various configurations under a spectrum of stresses ranging from +95 MPa to -30
MPa. The stress distributions are fairly similar but with different peak value, indicating the
effect of different boundary conditions and features such as gaps and stiffeners. Overall,
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the configurations in Figures 5.8d and 5.8h, which include both stiffeners and gaps, consist-
ently provide the lowest stress levels, suggesting that these features help distribute loads
more effectively, reduce stress concentrations, and therefore enhance the overall fatigue
performance of the iSRR connector.
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Figure 5.8: Peak value of maximum principal stresses in an cut-through of SRR injection piece forming the iSRR
connector for a load of 50 kN: (a) SINGLE, (b) SINGLE+GAP, (c) SINGLE+STIFF, (d) SINGLE+GAP+STIFF, (e)
SYMMETRIC, (f) SYMMETRIC+GAP, (g) SYMMETRIC+STIFF, (h) SYMMETRIC+GAP+STIFF, (i) SYMMETRIC-
DECK.

The results demonstrate that each design modification contributes to a reduction in
peak stress, highlighting the importance of geometric and structural enhancements to
the connector set-up. A key observation is that shifting from a SINGLE to a SYMMETRIC
configuration consistently reduces peak stress across all tested cases. The base SYMMETRIC
set-up (Figure 5.8e) exhibits a slightly lower peak stress of 96.2 MPa, compared to 98.2 MPa
in the SINGLE configuration (Figure 5.8a), indicating that symmetric loading conditions
help distribute stresses more evenly. Although the stress reduction is marginal (1.8 MPa),
it can be attributed to the elimination of asymmetric boundary conditions and secondary
bending effects present in the SINGLE configuration. However, the benefit of symmetry
alone is limited unless combined with additional design modifications. Significantly lower
peak stresses are achieved only when symmetry is combined with additional design features
such as a gap between the deck and the steel flange and/or the inclusion of stiffeners, which
reduce constraint-induced stress concentrations and promote a more uniform shear load
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transfer in the SRR piece.

Further reductions in stress are observed when a GAP is introduced, as it alleviates
constraints in the load path. In the SINGLE set-up, the incorporation of a gap decreases
the peak stress from 98.2 MPa to 91.0 MPa (Figure 5.8b), while in the SYMMETRIC set-up,
the stress drops from 96.2 MPa to 83.5 MPa, as shown in Figure 5.8f. Similarly, adding
stiffeners enhances structural rigidity and reduces stress concentrations. The SINGLE
+ STIFF configuration achieves a lower peak stress of 86.7 MPa (Figure 5.8¢), while its
SYMMETRIC counterpart further decreases stress to 77.8 MPa (Figure 5.8g). When both
stiffeners and a gap are included, the reduction becomes even more pronounced. The
SINGLE + GAP + STIFF configuration results in a stress level of 74.7 MPa, as shown in Figure
5.8d, whereas the SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF set-up achieves the lowest peak stress of
73.5 MPa (Figure 5.8h), representing a 25% reduction compared to the baseline SINGLE
configuration.

Finally, a distinct trend is observed in the SYMMETRIC - DECK set-up, where the
absence of the deck leads to an increased peak stress of 85.8 MPa, as illustrated in Figure
5.81. This suggests that deck constraints play a crucial role in stress distribution and must be
considered in the final design. Overall, transitioning from a fully encased, flexible SINGLE
connector to the optimized SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF configuration results in a significant
stress reduction of 24.7 MPa (from 98.2 MPa to 73.5 MPa). This substantial decrease in stress
concentration is essential for enhancing fatigue resistance and ensuring the long-term
performance of the SRR connector.

The absence of imperfections (gaps) and stiffeners in the experimental set-ups can lead
to overly conservative results, potentially giving an imprecise depiction of the connector’s
performance. This conservatism, while ensuring safety, might be too pessimistic, thus
affecting the feasibility of practical applications. It can be seen that the most simplistic
test set-up (SYMMETRIC-DECK), used in the past by Olivier [21], would lead to 2 10-15%
overestimation of peak stress (85.8 MPa vs. 74.7 MPa) compared to the most realistic variant
representing connectors in a bridge (SINGLE + GAP + STIFF). On the other hand, the
SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF set-up provides a very comparable peak stress to the SINGLE +
GAP + STIFF configuration.

Therefore, the SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF configuration is selected for further ex-
perimental testing. This set-up strikes a balance between realistic stress concentrations
and practicality in laboratory testing, allowing for two results to be obtained per experi-
ment, which is crucial in fatigue testing. This approach ensures that the results are neither
overly optimistic, which could compromise safety, nor excessively conservative, which could
be unsustainable in real-world applications. The SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF configura-
tion ultimately provides a realistic, efficient, and representative experimental scenario for
evaluating fatigue life.

5.4. Stress analysis at web-to-skin junction of GFRP deck

This section investigates the stress distribution in the GFRP composite deck, with a particu-
lar focus on the web-to-skin junction, a critical region where high local stresses may lead to
failure and compromise the fatigue performance of the iSRR connector. To assess the risk of
such failure, the normal stress component Sy, in the Y-direction is analyzed across various
test configurations. This component reflects tensile stresses that develop at the web-to-skin
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corner under loading, and its evaluation helps identify areas susceptible to crack initiation
or fatigue-driven degradation.

This analysis requires accurate resolution of local stress concentrations in a geometrically
complex region. Therefore, the model is constructed using fully 3D solid elements, in
contrast to the 2.5D continuum shell elements used in previous sections. This shift is
essential to capture the three-dimensional nature of the stress field and the geometric
discontinuities at the web-skin interface. The GFRP facings and webs are modeled using
equivalent orthotropic engineering constants, derived from the stacking sequence, fiber
volume fractions, and material properties introduced earlier in the thesis.

To enable clear visualization of the stress field at the web-to-skin junction, selected
components, specifically the foam core, the bottom facing in contact with the iSRR con-
nector, and half of the internal webs, are hidden in the post-processing phase. The results,
shown in Figures 5.9a to 5.9h, indicate that the inclusion of stiffeners and gaps significantly
influences stress localization. Set-ups with stiffeners tend to exhibit reduced stress peaks
(Figures 5.9¢, 5.9d, 5.9g, 5.9h) suggesting improved load transfer and reduced risk of failure.
These findings emphasize the importance of connector detailing and local reinforcement
strategies in improving the structural performance of GFRP-steel hybrid joints.
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Figure 5.9: Stress concentrations around web-to-skin corner in GFRP deck at 50 kN: (a) SINGLE, (b) SINGLE+GAP,
(c) SINGLE+STIFF, (d) SINGLE+GAP+STIFF, () SYMMETRIC, (f) SYMMETRIC+GAP, (g) SYMMETRIC+STIFF, (h)
SYMMETRIC+GAP+STIFF.

In comparing the SINGLE + GAP + STIFF (Figure 5.9d) and SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF
(Figure 5.9h) set-ups, there are clear differences in the stress distribution of the S, com-
ponent at the web-to-skin junction. In the SINGLE + GAP + STIFF configuration, the peak
Sp stress reaches approximately 11.1 MPa, and the stress is highly localized near the con-
nection area, indicating a concentration that may trigger fatigue damage. In contrast, the
SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF configuration shows a lower peak value of around 4.7 MPa,
with the stress more evenly distributed along the junction. This suggests that symmetric
boundary conditions and the presence of stiffeners help reduce the severity of local stress
buildup.

While the observed S,, values remain well below the transverse tensile strength of
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the GFRP laminate (173.7 MPa, as documented by [21]), this strength alone does not fully
represent the failure mechanisms that may develop at the web-to-skin interface. In reality,
localized debonding, delamination, or interlaminar damage are likely to occur at much
lower stress levels, particularly under cyclic loading where fatigue degradation accumulates
over time. Although the current linear elastic model does not simulate such failure modes
directly, it is valuable for identifying stress concentrations that may lead to premature
degradation of the GFRP deck. In this context, the absolute magnitude of the stress is
less important than its distribution and localization. These insights are essential not for
predicting failure of the deck itself, but for ensuring that the chosen test set-up does not
promote early damage at the web-to-skin junction, which would interfere with the goal of
the experimental campaign. This focus aligns with the design of the test program, which
aims to characterize the fatigue performance of the iSRR connector rather than the fatigue
degradation of the GFRP deck. Ensuring that stress concentrations in the deck remain low
and well-distributed allows the connector to be the dominant source of fatigue damage in
the experiments, enabling meaningful evaluation of its performance.

5.5. Final connector test set-up and specimen design

The SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF configuration is selected for experimental testing due to
its comparable stress concentrations to the SINGLE + GAP + STIFF set-up, while offering
increased efficiency in the testing process. In the SYMMETRIC set-up, two connectors
can be tested concurrently, allowing for faster data collection. This efficiency is particu-
larly advantageous in fatigue testing, where the number of load cycles is significant, and
minimizing experimental time is crucial.

The full-size GFRP sandwich deck panel, described in Section 1.4, is subsequently cut
into smaller composite panels measuring 600x300x200 mm, with the integrated webs
positioned perpendicularly to the loading direction. The segments from the vacuum-infused
glass fibre composite sandwich web-core panel and the two steel end details are shown in
Figure 5.10a.

The full connector configuration is illustrated in Figure 5.10b and consists of an M27
bolt rod, embedded nuts, washers, and a SRR injection piece. The selection of the M27 bolt
is based on findings from the MSc thesis of Swinnen [100], which included an analysis of
thermal load effects under serviceability conditions in a hybrid GFRP-steel bridge deck
system. The study showed that high longitudinal forces near the cross- to main-girder
connections led to an unsatisfactory unity check of 1.53 when using M24 bolt rods. As a
solution, it was proposed to either redesign the connection layout or use bolts with a larger
diameter. Thus, the current experiments involve M27 10.9 bolt rods, which were found to be
sufficient to resist the expected shear forces in these critical locations. To accommodate the
larger bolt diameter, the hole in the bottom GFRP facing is enlarged from 60 mm to 80 mm
to ensure sufficient clearance between the bolt and the GFRP, allowing the SRR material
to fully surround the bolt without direct contact with the facing. All components used in
the experimental campaign, along with their corresponding material indexes, are listed in
Table 5.1.

The SRR injection piece is deliberately designed not to reach the top facing of the sand-
wich panel. This decision addresses two key concerns. First, contact between the SRR
material and the top facing could promote local heat transfer to the connection region,
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Figure 5.10: iSRR connectors in composite-steel single-lap shear joint specimens (dimensions in mm): (a) Detailed
view of configuration (red arrows indicate loading direction), (b) Details of the connector.

especially under elevated ambient or surface temperatures. Second, avoiding contact with
the top facing prevents unwanted stiffening or disruption of the structural response in
regions subjected to wheel loading. In practice, both the connector and the surrounding
deck may be exposed to elevated service temperatures, such as through solar radiation on
bridge surfaces. Measurements from previous studies indicate that GFRP bridge decks in
the Netherlands can reach surface temperatures exceeding 54 °C [101].

Therefore, a testing temperature of 55 °C was selected as a realistic extreme-case scenario
for evaluating the connector’s thermal performance. This value represents a conservative
upper bound for service conditions likely to be encountered in practice. While Chapter 3
used this temperature to assess water absorption of the SRR material, in this chapter it is
used to simulate elevated thermal exposure for mechanical and durability evaluation. Since
the critical load transfer occurs at the root of the iSRR connector (near the bottom facing),
the actual temperature in this region is expected to be lower; however, testing at 55°C
ensures a conservative assessment of the structural integrity and long-term performance of
the connector system.

The selected test set-up includes a gap in the design of the iSRR connector, requiring
specific modifications to retain preloading. To achieve this, rubber rings (8 mm thick and



80

100 mm in diameter) are placed around the holes in the deck to facilitate controlled resin
injection. Additionally, in prefabricated connectors, the surface of the SRR material is
adjusted to be lower than the washer surface, preventing direct contact with the steel plates
and ensuring that preloading is maintained throughout the service life. This separation
ensures that the preloading assembly consists solely of metallic components, eliminating
the inclusion of polymeric materials in the load path. These modifications are essential for
achieving slip resistance and enabling a strong hybrid interaction between the composite
deck and steel substructure.

Step 1: Step 2: Step 3:

Preload bolts on steel girders Transfer of deck with cavities and Inject cavities
glued rubber rings
/ B /

@

Step 1: Step 3:

. Step 2: h d
Prefabricate connectors Transfer of injected deck :t;zll();i?gsts between washers an

it

=

\

%\%
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Figure 5.11: Procedures for producing iSRR connectors: (a) On-site fabrication, (b) Prefabricated.

The fabrication of iSRR connectors can be conducted either in a factory setting or directly
on-site, as illustrated in Figure 5.11. In the on-site fabrication approach, the bolts are first
preloaded into the steel girders, after which the GFRP deck with pre-drilled cavities is
placed over them, and the cavities are injected from the top. This method ensures that
the preloading of the bolts is fully completed before resin injection, preventing any loss of
preload during the process. Since the resin does not permeate the preloading package, the
SRR material fully fills the cavity, reaching the height of the washers.

In contrast, prefabricated iSRR connectors (Figure 5.11b) require a different adjustment
to maintain preloading. In this case, the SRR material is intentionally set below the washer
level to prevent direct contact with the steel girders. This configuration ensures that only
the metallic components contribute to the preloading assembly, preventing potential relax-
ation effects from polymeric materials. Regardless of the chosen fabrication method, the
preloading integrity and long-term performance of the connection are ensured.

In this study, the connectors are manufactured following the prefabricated procedure
illustrated in Figure 5.11b, which is chosen for its simplicity, speed of execution, and the
ability to easily reuse the steel loading end details across multiple tests. The bolt rods are
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first positioned through a temporary steel plate of reduced width, which includes two holes
to allow simultaneous placement of both connectors and ensure proper alignment. The
surface of the plate in contact with the SRR was sprayed with a release agent to facilitate
removal after curing. This plate is aligned above the rubber rings that define the cavities in
the GFRP deck. Steel balls are then added around the bolts within each cavity, after which
the two-part resin, selected in Chapter 3, is injected from the bottom up until the cavities
are fully filled.

Once the resin has cured and solidified, the temporary steel plate is removed. Preload is
then applied to the bolts using a calibrated torque gun after the specimen is placed within
the steel loading frame. Torque levels of 900 Nm or 1350 Nm are applied for specimens
tested at different load levels, as described in more detail in Section 6.1. Although direct
verification of bolt tension is not performed during assembly, the applied torque provided
repeatable and consistent preloading. Additional insights into the quality of the preload are
inferred from the monotonic loading response during post-cyclic monotonic testing. In
real bridge installations, direct preload verification could be achieved through the use of
load-indicating washers or embedded strain gauges.

The experimental set-up, including the test specimen and the test rig, is depicted in Fig-
ure 5.12. All cyclic and static tests are executed in an Instron dual column testing equipment
with a load cell capacity of 600 kN. Part of the steel end detail is clamped in the hydraulic
jaws, whilst their horizontal elements are fastened to the upper and (movable) lower cross
heads. To control the temperature at 55 °C, a custom-built chamber is constructed using
insulating panels. The dimensions of the panels and a schematic representation of the
chamber s provided in Figure 5.13a. Air circulation within the test chamber is facilitated by
a fan and a motor. To ensure that the temperature remained constant at the specified level,
two temperature sensors were positioned adjacent to the steel stiffeners, as illustrated in
Figure 5.13b. The sensors’ tips were specifically placed near the two bolt regions.

Figure 5.12: Test set-up of cyclic and static tests under ambient temperature.
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Figure 5.13: Test set-up of cyclic and static tests under elevated temperature: (a) Schematic view of the chamber, (b)
Open chamber.

5.6. Development of experimental and full-size bridge models

Following the selection of the SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF test set-up for characterizing the
cyclic response under shear loading of the iSRR connectors, it is essential to ensure that this
set-up provides results that are representative of real-world bridge applications. To achieve
this, two separate models are developed using ABAQUS®: one that precisely replicates the
experimental test set-up and another that models a full-size bridge configuration. The goal
is to validate the applicability of experimental results to practical bridge conditions and
provide insight into the structural response of iSRR connectors at full-size conditions.

The full-size model represents a segment of a bridge deck supported on a girder system,
a configuration commonly found in movable bridges and medium-span highway bridges
recorded in the RWS database. In bridges with both main and cross girders, the deck can
be considered either supported directly on the main girders (if the spacing is relatively
small) or supported on cross girders (if the cross girders carry the deck as primary structural
elements). In this model, the support condition is designed to align with feasible laboratory
testing, while still maintaining the essential hybrid interaction between the deck and steel
substructure seen in actual bridges.

The modeled deck segment represents a 10-meter span with a total width of 3 meters,
approximating the typical spacing between main girders. To reflect the expected laboratory
test setup, which is commonly based on a twin-girder bridge configuration, a transverse
symmetry condition is applied at mid-span, modeling only half the bridge width (1.5 meters).
Although not representative of repetitive interior spans between cross girders, the model
includes 0.75 meter cantilever extensions. An overview of the applied boundary conditions,
connector arrangement, and key geometric parameters is provided in Figure 5.14.
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Figure 5.14: Boundary conditions and connector details of bridge model.
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The iSRR connectors are modeled using a combination of detailed 3D geometry and
simplified elements. One iSRR connector is fully represented in 3D to capture detailed stress
distributions within the SRR injection material. The remaining connectors are modeled
as translational springs, assigned axial and shear stiffness values of 1 x 10°kN/mm and
100kN/mm, respectively, based on values reported in the literature [50]. The shear connect-
ors are arranged in a staggered pattern at 500 mm longitudinal intervals, with a transverse
offset of 110 mm to achieve alternating placement between rows, reflecting a typical layout
in hybrid bridge design. The detailed 3D representation allows for precise stress analysis
at critical locations, such as the midspan of the girder, where maximum shear effects are
expected.

This model is built to serve a dual purpose: it is representative of real-world bridge
configurations, whether the deck is supported on main girders or cross girders, while
also being adaprtable to laboratory testing. This approach ensures that findings from the
experimental set-up can be confidently extrapolated to practical bridge applications.

Two types of interactions are addressed in the model. The first involves the connection
between shell and solid elements, using ABAQUS®’s built-in 3D-to-2D connection capabilit-
ies. This shell-to-solid coupling is essential for accurately transferring forces between the
full bridge deck, modeled with two-dimensional elements, and the localized connector re-
gion, modeled with three-dimensional elements. As shown in Figure 5.15a, the global mesh
size for the shell deck model is 78 mm (S4R elements), with refinement in the connection
area. The full 3D version of the deck is modeled using SC8R elements, with a global mesh
size of 8 mm and local refinement to 5 mm in the oversized hole near the connector region.

The steel girder is represented in two forms as well: a simplified shell model using S4R
elements, and a more detailed 3D model using C3D8R elements with reduced integration,
as seen in Figure 5.15b. The mesh around the hole of the three-dimensional girder is re-
fined down to 1 mm, while the flange and web employ a mesh size of approximately 8-55
mm depending on the region. The SRR material forming the connector is meshed using
tetrahedral C3D4 elements with an average size of 3 mm, as illustrated in Figure 5.15c.

The second type of interaction concerns the internal interfaces of the 3D connector
model, including those between the SRR material, the bolt rod, embedded nuts, bottom
GFRP facing, and washers. These interfaces are modeled using tie constraints to replicate
fully bonded conditions, consistent with the assumption of no slip during the early stages of
cyclic loading, as discussed in Section 5.2. The foam insert is excluded from the simulation,
and the bolt, nut, and washer meshes are modeled as previously described in Figure 5.6

In terms of pretension, the iSRR connector is not explicitly preloaded. Instead, to ensure
that comparable stresses are developed in the injection piece, tie constraints are applied
between the surfaces of the washers and the steel plates. This approach effectively prevents
any relative movement, allowing the iSRR connector to behave as if it were fully preloaded
during the loading stage. The rest of the connectors are modeled as rigid wires with a
Cartesian + Cardan connection type, as defined in ABAQUS®. This combination allows
for translational freedom in Cartesian directions and rotational freedom about two axes,
replicating a universal joint-like behavior.
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Figure 5.15: Details of mesh: (a) Shell elements of fibre-polymer deck, (b) Shell and solid elements for steel girder,
(c) Solid elemeents in a cut-through of SRR injection block.

The iSRR connector is modeled using its precise geometry to reflect the conditions of
prefabricated installation. Specifically, the SRR material is extended slightly beyond the
bottom surface of the GFRP deck to account for the wavy, undulant pattern of the GFRP’s
top surface. The washers are positioned to extend beyond the SRR material, ensuring that
only the metallic components are included in the preload package in a realistic setting. This
configuration results in a gap between the GFRP deck and the steel girder, preventing direct
contact under normal conditions. However, under high loading scenarios, the deck may
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deflect sufficiently to come into contact with the steel girder. To account for this possibility,
a general contact interaction is defined, incorporating normal behavior with a "hard contact”
formulation and tangential behavior using a penalty friction formulation with a coefficient of
0.2. The same composite laminate properties and stacking sequence described in Section 1.4
are used. Likewise, the steel material properties follow the definitions provided in Section
5.2.

The second model replicates the lab test set-up, involving a 300 mm by 300 mm GFRP
deck section, without the foam, connected to the actual steel stiffeners through an iSRR
connector, as shown in Figure 5.16. To represent the complete deck specimen that is aimed
to be used in the joint test, symmetry boundary conditions are applied along the end surface
of the GFRP deck segment. Loading is applied on the steel end detail, using displacement-
controlled conditions. Preloading is again not explicitly modeled; instead, tie constraints
are used between washers and the steel plates to achieve comparable effects. To maintain
consistency, the same mesh, material characteristics, and interaction properties are applied
as in the 3D section of the full-size model. Frictional effects are also included with the same
coefficient as in the bridge model to ensure consistent interaction conditions.

Clamped area
U1=U3=UR1=UR2=UR3=0

U2=10 mm

"Jack & Bolts” reference points

Steel end detail

N

GFRP deck

Figure 5.16: Assembly and boundary conditions of the proposed connector level experiment.

The validation process aims to ensure that the stress behavior in the connector-level
experimental set-up is representative of real bridge conditions. This is achieved by compar-
ing the maximum principal stresses within the SRR connector in both models in the same
manner as it was done in Section 5.2. The use of both detailed 3D geometry and springs
within the beam model enables capturing realistic stress distributions under cyclic shear
loading, while also minimizing computational effort. By validating the experimental model
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results against the bridge beam model, the accuracy and applicability of the small-scale
experimental set-up are confirmed, ensuring that the results are both reliable and useful
for practical bridge applications.

5.7.Validation of experimental and full-size bridge models

In this validation phase, a load level of 80 kN is adopted, which remains within the linear
range of the joint due to the use of an M27 bolt rod. The larger bolt diameter increases the
slip resistance of the connector, enabling higher applied loads before any relative displace-
ment occurs between the bolt and the surrounding SRR material, compared to the analysis
conducted in Section 5.2. This allows the linear elastic assumption to remain valid while
aligning with the load levels applied in the experimental validation campaign.

The deformed shapes at an applied shear force of 80 kN shown in Figure 5.17 reveal
significant differences between the SYMMETRIC model and the beam model due to the
different boundary conditions and structural constraints applied in each case. In the beam
model (Figure 5.17a), the downward deflection of the left side of the GFRP deck’s bottom
facing occurs due to the combined loading conditions and lack of symmetry constraints on
the deck in that direction. Essentially, the beam set-up allows more freedom for downward
displacement, especially as the load is transferred from the top through the iSRR connector
to the deck and steel girder, resulting in asymmetric deformation of the bottom facing. The
loading and the support condition applied along the beam span create a realistic scenario
where the bottom facing bends downwards due to distributed load effects, typical of bridge
set-ups. Additionally, the cantilever effect on the right side of the deck allows uplift because
of rotational moments occurring in response to the overall load distribution.

In the SYMMETRIC model (Figure 5.17b), the left side of the deck is constrained by
symmetry, meaning it cannot move sideways or rotate. Thus, the bottom facing on that side
remains fixed without any uplift or deflection. This restriction forces the deformation to
occur on the right side instead, where the applied load causes the bottom facing to bend
upward. In contrast, in a bridge configuration, there are no such symmetry constraints,
allowing in Figure 5.17a for more natural deformations on both sides of the deck.

As for the webs, the beam model shows a more pronounced bending of the webs com-
pared to the SYMMETRIC model. This is due to the global hybrid interaction in the hybrid
girder comprised of the GFRP deck and steel beam and how the deck interacts with the
steel girder underneath. The webs in the beam model experience greater bending moments
because through-thickness shear flexibility and “Vierendeel” effects lead to local bending at
the web-skin junctions. While these effects suggest that in a bridge set-up, fatigue could
be dominated by stresses and deformations in these web-to-skin junctions, the fatigue
performance of the deck components is outside the scope of this thesis, which maintains
its focus on the behavior of the iSRR connectors. Understanding the role of junctions, how-
ever, remains crucial for assessing overall fatigue performance in bridge applications, as
highlighted by recent investigations into strain concentrations and damage at web-flange
interfaces in pultruded GFRP decks [102, 103].

Analysis presented in Section 5.3 indicated that increased flexibility in the deck segment
leads to reduced stresses in the SRR. This trend can be observed in Figure 5.8, where intro-
ducing a gap or removing stiffeners results in peak stress reduction. A similar behavior is
evident when comparing the SYMMETRIC test set-up with the hybrid beam model.
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Figure 5.17: Maximum principal stress distribution with 20 times exaggerated deformed shape at 80 kN of shear
force - tie constraints among SRR and other parts (red line indicates symmetric boundary conditions and red
arrow indicates load application): (a) Beam model, (b) SYMMETRIC model.
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Figure 5.18: Maximum principal stress distribution in the SRR piece under 80 kN of applied shear force: (a) Beam
model, (b)) SYMMETRIC model (Fixed color scale between —60 MPa and +60 MPa, with stresses outside this range
shown in gray).
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More specifically, as shown in Figure 5.17, the deck in the hybrid beam model exhibits
more flexibility, leading to lower stress concentrations in the SRR. This is further confirmed
by the maximum principal stresses depicted in Figure 5.18, where the SYMMETRIC model
(Figure 5.18a) reaches a peak of 247 MPa, whereas the beam model (Figure 5.18b) reaches
170 MPa. These results reinforce the conservative nature of the SYMMETRIC configuration,
ensuring it represents a higher-stress scenario for fatigue assessment and thus captures
critical performance limits of the connector. By this choice, if the SRR component can
withstand the stresses generated in the SYMMETRIC set-up, it is likely to perform well in a
real bridge scenario.

The SYMMETRIC set-up is chosen to isolate and accelerate the connector failure mech-
anism while minimizing the influence of the deck deformation on fatigue performance.
This set-up allows for easier identification of failure characteristics related to the connector
and avoids having to deal with complex damage propagation in the GFRP deck that could
detract from the reliability of the iSRR connector’s fatigue characterization.

5.8. Conclusions

In this chapter, the design and validation of an experimental test set-up were presented
to characterize the fatigue shear behavior of the iSRR connector. The study focused on
finding a practical yet representative test configuration that captures realistic bridge-like
conditions while being feasible for laboratory testing. Various set-ups were examined to
determine the optimal balance between accuracy and practicality. Based on these models,
several key conclusions can be drawn:

. Adding stiffeners in the steel end detail and incorporating the gap between the GFRP
deck and the steel girders reduced peak stresses in the iSRR connector.

« The SYMMETRIC set-up represents a conservative and efficient method for capturing
early-phase fatigue behavior. Maximum principal stresses in the SRR are lower in
the connector analyzed as part of a full-size hybrid beam compared to the isolated
connector test set-up. This difference arises due to the larger flexibility of the deck
in the hybrid beam, which reduces stress concentrations. As a result, the isolated
test set-up is considered conservative and applicable for the design of connectors
in hybrid beams, ensuring that the performance of the connectors is adequately
evaluated under higher stress scenarios.

« The beam test set-up risks fatigue failure at the GFRP deck’s web-to-skin junction,
limiting its ability to isolate the iSRR connector’s performance under high shear loads.

o The SYMMETRIC + GAP + STIFF test set-up was thus identified as the optimal ap-
proach for evaluating the fatigue performance of the iSRR connector.







Behavior of connectors under cyclic
shear loading

This chapter presents the experimental findings on the iSRR connector subjected to shear
loading under a range of environmental and loading conditions. In Chapter 5, the appropri-
ate test set-up was established to ensure representative testing. With these considerations
in place, the focus now shifts to utilizing this set-up for the experimental evaluation. Ini-
tially, the influence of the cyclic load range at a fixed, fully alternating load ratio (R =-1)
is examined, as this ratio is assumed to be the most critical for a given load range. The
investigation is then extended to different load ratios and environmental conditions. Key
findings related to durability, stiffness degradation, and failure mechanisms are analyzed
with respect to load range, load ratio, temperature, and moisture conditions. Chapter
6 provides a qualitative perspective on these results, emphasizing stiffness degradation,
failure modes, and post-cyclic static performance. In Chapter 7, the same results will be
reevaluated quantitatively to establish endurance (F-N) curves and predict fatigue life.

This chapter is structured into eight sections, each addressing different aspects of the
experimental investigation. Section 6.1 outlines the test matrix, specimens, and instru-
mentation. Section 6.2 examines the cyclic behavior of the iSRR connector under fully
reversed loading, while Section 6.3 explores the influence of different load ratios. Section
6.4 assesses the effect of elevated temperatures, and Section 6.5 investigates environmental
aging. Section 6.6 evaluates the post-cyclic static performance, and Section 6.7 examines the
residual fatigue behavior after prior cyclic loading. The findings, summarized in Section 6.8,
provide a qualitative analysis of fatigue performance, setting the stage for the quantitative
fatigue life assessment in Chapter 7.

6.1. Test matrix, specimens and instrumentation
A total of 18 specimens, comprising 36 connectors, are prepared and tested following the
naming convention: X-YY-ZZ-E-D-C. The first letter (X) indicates the type of loading, which

Parts of this chapter have been published in Christoforidou et al.
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can either be F or S for cyclic or post-cyclic static tests, respectively. The (YY) segment
represents the maximum and minimum load applied during the cyclic test. For fully reversed
load cases (R = -1), only a single value is displayed, while for other load ratios, both the
maximum and minimum loads are indicated. For example, with an R ratio of 0.5 and a
maximum load of 100 kN, the notation used would be 100_50. The letters (ZZ) denote the
temperature, which can either be room temperature (RT) or elevated temperature (ET) of 55
°C. The letter (E) refers to the exposure condition: U for unaged specimens, S for submerged
in water, and O for outdoor exposure. The digit (D) represents the specimens’ number tested
with the same parameters (X, YY, ZZ, E). Finally, since there are two connectors in each
tested panel, the letter (C) indicates the location of the connector, with T for the top and B
for the bottom. The various experimental parameters are presented in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1: Matrix with experimental parameters.

Loading R-ratio Maxload Temperature Exposure No of Section
condition level [kN] P condition  Connectors

-1 40 Ambient Unaged 4 6.2&6.6

-1 60 Ambient Unaged 4 6.2&6.6

-1 80 Ambient Unaged 4 6.2&6.6

-1 40 Elevated Unaged 4 6.4&6.6

-1 60 Elevated Unaged 4 6.4 &6.6

Cyclic -1 80 Elevated Unaged 4 6.4 &6.6
-1 80 Ambient Submerged 2 6.5
-1 80 Ambient Outdoors 2 6.5

0.1 80 Ambient Unaged 2 6.3&6.7

0.1 100 Ambient Unaged 2 6.3&6.7

0.5 80 Ambient Unaged 2 6.3&6.7

0.5 100 Ambient Unaged 2 6.3&6.7
. . . Ambient Unaged 12 6.6
Post-cyclic static (Monotonic) Elevated Unaged 2 6.6

For elevated temperature experiments, the temperature is continuously monitored using
temperature sensors and thermocouples for the chamber and the connectors, respectively.
The tip of the temperature sensors is located close to the bolt region adjacent to the steel
stiffener. In nine of the specimens (three pertaining to room temperature and six to elevated
temperatures at 55 °C), two thermocouples are installed inside the SRR piece, with one
thermocouple near the rod and the other near the foam, as shown in Figure 6.1. The purpose
of using the thermocouples is to track the temperature rise for the specimens tested inside
the temperature chamber. They are also utilized in three specimens tested under unaged
ambient conditions at three distinct maximum loads with an R ratio of -1 to monitor the
temperature increase due to cyclic loading. In four of the joints, the temperatures are
tracked during the resin curing process to understand the resin’s reactivity and monitor
its gel time, i.e., when the temperature of the resin increases from 25 °C to 35 °C. The gel
point of the resin is particularly important in this application since, after this point, the
resin crystallizes, and no further injection can be performed.
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Figure 6.1: Location of thermocouples; next to bolt’s head (nut) and in foam.

For the cyclic experiments, four LVDTs are placed to measure the additional displace-
ment range increase of each connector, as shown in Figure 6.2. The placement of these
LVDTs ensures accurate tracking of relative slip displacements, which remain relatively
small (up to 1-2 mm) throughout the cyclic tests. Since heating the chamber and maintaining
the elevated temperature has no appreciable effect on the LVDTSs’ performance, they are
used consistently across all cyclic tests.

Steel end detail

‘..{Bfﬂ— GFRP web
1]

Bracket glued on steel end detail

Figure 6.2: Instrumentation of specimens for measuring GFRP-steel relative slip displacement.

The specimens are installed, then the bolts are preloaded and finally the instrumentation
is applied. A torque level of 900 Nm is applied for experiments tested at the low and medium
load levels, while a torque of 1350 Nm is employed for the highest load level. Since all the
specimens were stored in laboratory conditions, the cyclic tests at ambient temperature
commence immediately once the bolts are preloaded. For the elevated temperature tests,
insulation plates are then placed around the specimen, and the chamber is sealed. The
interior temperature is increased to the target value at a rate of 0.1 °C/min. Once the target
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temperature is achieved, it is precisely maintained within a 0.2 °C variance throughout
the duration of both cyclic and static tests. To ensure uniform and stable temperature
conditions within the connectors, the specimens are held at the elevated temperature for a
24-hour period before commencing the cyclic tests. Subsequently, the cyclic test proceeds
until reaching a predefined number of cycles, as detailed in Section 6.2.

6.2. Cyclic behavior under fully reversed load ratio and various

load ranges

Cyclicloadingis applied to the specimens at three designated load range levels: low, medium,
and high. These levels are defined by maximum loads of 40, 60, and 80 kN, respectively. The
selection of these load levels stems from preliminary structural analyses of steel girders
connected with fibre-polymer composite decks [5]. In these analyses, a load range of 62
kN is identified as the upper limit for the maximum cyclic forces exerted on connectors
situated at the deck’s edge.

A fully reversed load ratio (R = -1) is utilized based on its anticipated contribution to
the most significant degradation rate, as indicated by Olivier et al. [21]. The cyclic load
frequency is set at 4 Hz, consistent across all applied load levels. During various fatigue
experiments, the temperature within the SRR piece during testing is closely monitored,
ensuring that the maximum increase remains below the 10 °C limit as specified in [21].

Throughout the cyclic tests, the range (max-to-min) of the connector’s shear displace-
ment is recorded while maintaining a constant load range. The connector displacement is
defined as the local differential displacement of the steel plate and the composite bottom
facing close to the connector. For the sake of maintaining structurally and functionally
reliable performance of hybrid bridge structures under cyclic loading, a serviceability failure
criterion under long-term loading is considered in this study. The force versus number of
cycles (F-N) curves are defined not as an actual failure but as an increase of the displacement
range due to cyclic loading. In case of slip-resistant connectors, a slip range increase of
0.3 mm has been frequently adopted as a failure criterion [20]. This threshold is based on
the assumption that connectors with a slip range increase beyond 0.3 mm may no longer
provide the desired level of resistance against slip under long-term loading, potentially
compromising the structural integrity and performance of the overall system.

For practical reasons and based on observations from early testing phases, the test
durations are tailored to optimize data collection while ensuring efficiency. At £60 kN
load level and 25 °C, reaching the 0.3 mm displacement range increase criterion around 1.5
million cycles set a baseline for consistent termination across subsequent tests. In contrast,
at 40 kN level, where no significant displacement range trend is observed up to 1.5 million
cycles, the tests are extended to 2.5 million cycles. This allowed for a more comprehensive
data set, providing valuable insights into the post-cyclic behavior of the connectors. A
similar approach is adopted for the connectors tested at a higher temperature. Table 6.2
presents a detailed summary of the adopted termination criteria for the cyclic experiments,
which takes into account all specific load levels.

Figures 6.3a, 6.3b, 6.3c present the displacement range increase curves with standard
linear axes for the +40 kN, +60 kN and +80 kN load levels, respectively. For improved clarity
in the early-cycle response and to highlight trends over several orders of magnitude, the
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Table 6.2: Termination criteria at room temperature (25 °C).

Cyclicloading Stop criterion

+#40kN Cycles exceeding 2.50E+06
+60 kN Cycles exceeding 1.50E+06
+80kN Displacement range increase of 0.3 mm

same data is also shown with a logarithmic x-axis in Figures 6.4a, 6.4b and 6.4c. Among all
tested connectors, four reach the 0.3 mm displacement range threshold, while the others
are halted at specific cycle counts.
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Figure 6.3: Recorded connectors’ displacement range increase under room temperature: (a) +40 kN, (b) +60 kN, (c)
+80 kN.

Despite all connectors being produced and tested using the same methodology, some
variations between individual responses are evident. This variability is inherent to fatigue
testing, where achieving identical results is practically impossible. Such differences under-
score the importance of conducting multiple tests to capture the range of possible behaviors
and ensure a comprehensive understanding of the connectors’ performance under practical
conditions.
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Figure 6.4: Recorded connectors’ displacement range increase with number of cycles in logarithmic scale under
room temperature: (a) +40 kN, (b) +60 kN, (c) +80 kN.

Specifically, for the medium load level (+60 kN), it is observed that the stiffness de-
gradation exhibits the most significant discrepancies among the tested connectors, with
greater variations compared to both the +£40 kN and +80 kN load levels. This variability
could be attributed to the transitional stress state at medium loads, where the interplay
between elastic and inelastic behaviors leads to less predictable fatigue responses. A more
pronounced interplay between damage and plasticity could be taking place (see Section
4.2 for the dual non-linear nature of the material’s fatigue response). Additionally, fatigue
sensitivity at intermediate stress levels, coupled with minor specimen imperfections and
temperature effects, may contribute to the observed differences.

6.3. Cyclic behavior under different load ratios

The variation of the load ratio (R value) and the maximum load is presented in Table 6.3,
along with the stop criterion used. The stop criterion is again established to keep the testing
time within the feasible frame of the research project. This criterion, defined in terms of the
number of cycles, is introduced based on experience from tests with R = -1 (see Section 6.2).
The assumption is that stiffness degradation with R ratios of 0.1 and 0.5 is less detrimental
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due to the smaller total force range, therefore not leading to failure. Nevertheless, the rate
of stiffness degradation is observed and compared to the results obtained with R =-1.

Table 6.3: Termination criteria for assessing the influence of different load ratios.

Rratio Maximumload  Stopcriterion  No. of connectors

0.1 80 1.50E+06 cycles! 2
0.1 100 1.50E+06 cycles! 2
0.5 80 1.50E+06 cycles® 2
0.5 100 1.50E+06 cycles?® 2

I Tested under monotonic loading after cyclic tests (post-cyclic static loading).
2 Tested under +80 kN cyclic loading to failure after initial cyclic tests.

Results of displacement range increase for tests conducted at different load ratios R are
presented in Figure 6.5. The inclusion of both linear, in Figure 6.5a, and logarithmic scale
axes, in Figure 6.5b, is intended to help the reader clearly see and interpret these differences.
The graphs compare the cyclic tests conducted at fully reversed loading R = —1, with tests at
lower load ranges for R =0.1 and R = 0.5. It is evident that the displacement range increase
for R=0.5and R = 0.1 tests is significantly lower than for the alternating load ratio R = —1.
This suggests that the load ratio strongly influences fatigue damage, with non-alternating
load ratios R = 0.1 and R = 0.5 showing much less stiffness degradation. Furthermore,
these results highlight that it is not the maximum load alone but rather the load range that
governs the damage rate and, consequently, the fatigue life of the connectors.
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Figure 6.5: Displacement range increase of different R ratios at two different maximum load levels: (a) Linear scale
axes, (b) Logarithmic scale axes.

Furthermore, Figure 6.6 presents test results with different maximum loads and load
ratios but comparable load ranges. The figure includes results of cyclic tests at minimum-to-
maximum loads 0of 10 to 100 kN, 8 to 80 kN, and -40 to +40 kN, corresponding to load ranges
of 90 kN, 72 kN, and 80 kN, respectively. The displacement range increase is of comparable
magnitude for the three cases, with the alternating load case exhibiting the most significant
degradation. This observation partially supports the initial hypothesis that the alternating
load (R = -1) is the most detrimental when considered for a given load range.
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Figure 6.6: Displacement range increase of different R ratio with comparable load ratios.

6.4. Cyclic behavior under different temperatures

At elevated temperatures, a similar methodology is applied as in the room temperature
experiments. However, the use of a temperature chamber is necessary, and distinct stop
criteria are defined. For tests conducted at a +80 kN load level and at 55 °C, reaching the 0.3
mm displacement range increase criterion serves as the baseline for termination. At +60
and +40 kN load level, where no significant displacement range trend is observed, the tests
are extended to 1.0 and 2.0 million cycles, respectively, to ensure a more comprehensive
dataset. The termination criteria for cyclic tests at elevated temperatures are presented in
Table 6.4.

Table 6.4: Termination criteria for assessing influence of elevated temperature (55 °C).

Cyclicloading Stop criterion

+40 kN Cycles exceeding 2.00E+06
+60 kN Cycles exceeding 1.00E+06
+80 kN Displacement range increase of 0.3 mm

The comparison of the fatigue performance of the connectors tested at room and elevated
temperature is approached by examining the relative stiffness. This metric is determined
by dividing the load range per cycle by the respective slip range between the composite deck
and the steel end detail. For comparability, stiffness values at each cycle are normalized to
the initial stiffness from the first cycle, as shown in Figure 6.7.

Stiffness degradation occurs at different rates depending on the applied load at 25 °C.
At +40 kN (Figure 6.7a), stiffness degradation begins around 1.00E+04 cycles, while at +60
kN (Figure 6.7b), the onset of degradation is earlier, at approximately 3.50E+03 cycles, and
for +80 kN (Figure 6.7¢), it begins as early as 2.64E+03 cycles, as indicated by the black,
vertical, dashed lines. This trend indicates that higher loads result in an earlier onset of
fatigue damage, suggesting that the connectors are more sensitive to increased loading,
which accelerates the degradation process.
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The influence of temperature is further analyzed by comparing the results at 25 °C and
55 °C. At elevated temperatures, the onset of stiffness degradation occurs notably sooner
for all load levels: around 4.40E+03 cycles for +40 kN, 0.88E+03 cycles for +60 kN, and
0.48E+03 cycles for +80 kN. Additionally, the stiffness curves at 55 °C consistently lie below
those at 25 °C throughout the testing period, highlighting the effect of temperature on the
stiffness degradation. This demonstrates the adverse impact of elevated temperatures on
the fatigue performance of the connectors, with a more pronounced effect at higher load
levels.
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Figure 6.7: Relative stiffness of iSRR connector at different cyclic load levels at room and elevated temperature: (a)
+40 kN, (b) +60 kN, (c) +80 kN.

6.5. Cyclic behavior under the influence of moisture and water

The fatigue performance of the iSRR connector is evaluated following one year of environ-
mental exposure to assess the effects of prolonged outdoor and submerged conditions. Four
connectors are subjected to different environmental scenarios: two submerged in water
and two exposed to outdoor conditions, each for a year, as shown in Figure 6.8. After this
exposure, the connectors are tested under cyclic loading with a maximum alternating load
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of £80 kN, identified as the most detrimental condition for fatigue performance based
on prior investigations. To assess the impact of environmental exposure, these results are
compared with the reference case of four connectors tested at room temperature, subjected
to identical force ranges. The testing matrix summarizing the conditions and corresponding
stop criteria is presented in Table 6.5.

Table 6.5: Termination criteria for assessing the influence of environmental exposure.

Aging Stop criterion No. of connectors
No exposure  Displacement range increase of 0.3 mm! 4
Outdoors Failure 2
Submerged Failure 2

I Tested under monotonic loading after cyclic tests (post-cyclic static loading).

(@) (b)

Figure 6.8: iSRR connectors subjected to environmental exposure: (a) Water submerged connectors, (b) Outdoors
exposure.

The relative stiffness of iSRR connectors subjected to different environmental conditions
over their fatigue life is presented in Figure 6.9. The submerged connectors (red lines) exhibit
rapid and pronounced stiffness degradation, reaching failure considerably earlier than both
the outdoor-aged connectors and the reference specimens. This early <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>