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ON THE BUCKLING OF SYMMETRIC STRUCTURAL SYSTEMS
WITH FIRST AND SECOND ORDER IMPERFECTIONS

JOHN ROORDA

Department of Civil Engineering, University of Waterloo, Canada

Abstract-The stability of symmetric structural systems with first order and second order imperfections is in
vestigated. The analysis concerns a discrete system with n degrees of freedom. Resulting expressions relating
reduction in critical load to the magnitudes of the imperfections indicate that a complex interaction exists between
these quantities. Second order imperfections have a relatively minor effect on the critical load. Experiments on a
rigidly jointed roof truss are discussed. The experimental results show good qualitative agreement with theory.

1. INTRODUCTION

IN the past few decades much progress has been made in the study ofthe stability ofimperfect
structural systems in the initial post-buckling range. The work by Koiter [1], who provided
a general nonlinear theory for stability in the context of continuum elasticity, must be
regarded as the basis for the study ofany problem of this type. In more recent times Roorda
[2] and Thompson [3] have presented more detailed studies of the bifurcation modes,
originally predicted by Koiter, that arise in elastic stability theory, namely the asymmetric
mode, the stable-symmetric mode and the unstable-symmetric mode. In these works
(which are concerned with discrete structural systems with n degrees of freedom) as well
as in Koiter's work only first order imperfections were considered, these being the most
influential ones that can occur. It was shown that the relationship between this type of
imperfection and the buckling load of the structure follows indeed Koiter's general one
half and two-thirds power law for asymmetric and symmetric systems respectively. It is
also worthwhile to note that the experimental results on a continuous asymmetric system
reported in Ref. [2] are not only qualitatively, but also .quantitatively in full agreement
with the general theory [4]. .....

In a later work by Roorda [5] second order imperfections, as well as the first order type,
were introduced. The complex interaction of these different classes of imperfections and
their combined effect on the buckling load were studied with specific reference to asym
metric systems. Second order imperfections were found to be of relatively minor importance
in this case.

The purpose of the present work is to study the effect of second order imperfections on
the buckling of symmetric systems. The theory is developed for a system with n degrees of
freedom, with emphasis on unstable-symmetric systems. Certain experimental results
obtained from a simple roof truss are included to substantiate the theoretical conclusions.

2. EQUILIBRIUM

In the case ofa discrete, conservative, imperfect structural system there exists a potential
energy function V which depends on the load parameter, P, the generalized co-ordinates,
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Qj(i = 1,2,3, ... , n) and the imperfection parameters e and [3, i.e.

v = V(P, Qj, e, [3). (1)

The potential energy V is a single valued function of these variables. The potential energy
of the idealized (perfect) structural system can be obtained by setting e = [3 = 0 in equation
(1) i.e.

V = V(P, Qj, 0, 0). (2)

In the region of configuration space, R, that is of interest the function V and its partial
derivatives with respect to P, Qi, e and [3, to any required order, are postulated to exist and
to be continuous throughout R.

The necessary and sufficient condition that the system be in a state of equilibrium is
that V must be stationary and hence Vi = 0 (i = 1,2, 3, ... , n) at an equilibrium configura
tion Qie in R. The subscript on V here and in the sequel indicates partial differentiation
with respect to Qi' For the idealized structural system we have n equilibrium equations
V(P, Qj, 0, O)i = 0 (i = 1, 2, 3, ... , n), which may be solved to yield a number of solutions
of the type Qi = Qi(P) each of which defines an equilibrium path for the idealized system
in the (n + 1) dimensional P - Qi space.

Suppose one of these solutions, namely QiB = QiB(P) defines an equilibrium path that
passes through the region of interest R. This path will usually be the unbuckled equilibrium
path and will subsequently be called the basic state. QiB must be single valued in the region
R to exclude the possibility that P reaches a maximum or minimum in R. Without this
provision the value of QiB(P) would be ambiguous and subsequent analysis would break
down.

We can now apply the transformation

Qi = QiB+qj

and the non-singular, orthogonal transformation of variables

qj = IXij(P)Uj

to obtain a new potential function

(3)

(4)

(5)

The transformations (3) and (4) are chosen in a special way, giving the function T(P, uj , e, [3)
the following special properties only: (i) T; = Tpj = TpPi = ... = 0 for all i; (ii) T;j = Tpij

= ... = 0 for all j and j, i =f j, where the subscripts on T indicate partial differentiation
with respect to Uj, Uj, . .. , and P, and where the partial differentials are evaluated on the
basic state of equilibrium. The first of these properties follows immediately from the
fact that Vi = 0 for all values of P on the basic state. The second is of course due to the
choice of coefficients in the transformation matrix IXij(P), In essence, the second variation
of T is diagonalized at all values of the load P on the basic state of equilibrium, and hence
uh = 1,2,3, ... , n) are the principal co-ordinates.

We now proceed to find the equilibrium states for the imperfect system in the region
R about a point B on the basic state, at which P Po, Ui = 0 (i = 1,2,3, ... , n) and
e = [3 = O. Applying Taylor's Theorem to the function T and using the equilibrium
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condition Ti = 0 (a direct consequence of V; = 0) yields the following n equilibrium
equations:

+2Tijp Ujf3 +2TpiJJe +2TpippfJ +2TitpefJ]

1
+3! [TijklUjUkU, + ... ]+ ... = O.

(6)

Here the increment in P is denoted by p and the subscripts p, e and 13 on T indicate partial
differentiation with respect to p, e and 13. Lower case t indicates the small increment in
potential energy, i.e.

t = T(Po + p, Ui, e, fJ) - T(po, 0, 0, 0).

The usual summation convention has been adopted.
In equation (6) the coefficients Tii may be recognized as the stability coefficients. When

one or more of the stability coefficients are zero the basic state of equilibrium is critical.
Suppose we restrict our analysis to the primary critical points for which only one of the
stability coefficients vanishes, all others remaining positive. Suppose in fact that Til = 0,
7;., > 0 for roll. Clearly U I is then the critical principal co-ordinate and will be called
the deflection of the system. Roorda [5] has shown that in this case the coefficient Till
plays an important role in the behaviour of the structural system in the neighbourhood
ofa critical point. In fact it was shown that Till determined the initial slope of the idealized
post-buckling path in an asymmetric system. When Till vanishes, this slope is zero and
it is to be expected that the initial curvature will play an important part in such systems.
The initial, idealized post-buckling path will be symmetrical about the basic equilibrium
path. Therefore a system with these special properties is called a symmetric system and is
the subject of the present paper.

In the analysis so far, two types of imperfections were introduced, namely e and fJ,
without any real distinction being made between them. Considering the possibility that
eand fJ belong to different classes of imperfections we now suppose that Tit = 0 at the point
of critical equilibrium on the basic state whereas TIP # O. In effect 13 is a first order, and
e a second order imperfection.

Clearly setting Til = Till = Tit = 0 in equation (6) results in two types ofequilibrium
equations for the imperfect symmetric system. The first type, a single equation, governs
the behaviour of the critical principal co-ordinate uland the second type, a set of (n -1),
governs the behaviour of the non-critical principal co-ordinates Un roll. Due to the
incremental character of the variables p, Ui, e and 13 the simplifying procedure of neglecting
all second order terms that contain variables that also appear as first order terms, and
neglecting third order terms that depend on combinations of variables that also appear
as second order terms, etc, is justified. The resulting simplified equilibrium equations may
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be written as

_ 1 2
t l - TlfJ /3 +2! [2 TllrUl Ur+ TlrsUrUs+ 2TpllPUl +Tl"e

(7a)

(r ¥- 1, S ¥- 1). (7b)

(8)

It is important to remember the provision which underlies the above simplifications,
i.e. all relevant coefficients in the potential energy expansion, except Til, Tie and Till,
have non-zero values. Violation of this provision may affect the validity of these simplific
ations.

Solving equation (7b) for Ur and substituting in equation (7a), neglecting terms whose
contributions are small compared to others, provides us with an equation in Ul alone,
namely,

1 2 1 3
T1P/3+2! [2TpllPUl +2Aule+2Tplepe+Be] +3!TUl = 0

in which the constants T, A and B are functions of the T coefficients only. Equation (8) is
exact in the limit as Ui, P, e and /3 tend to zero and presents a good approximation for small
values of these parameters.

For constant e and /3, equation (8) describes a curve on a ~Ul plot which approaches
two "asymptotes" whose intersection occurs at the point (UlO' Po) where

Po =

Tple---e
Tpll

1 ( T;le 2)--- Ae+--
2
-te .

Tpll 2Tpll

Shifting the origin to the point (u lO ' Po) by setting

P = Po+p

(9a)

(9b)

(lOa)

(lOb)

and neglecting a small cubic term in e, the equilibrium equation is transformed to the
more convenient form

where C is given by

C = i(B_2
Tple

A).Tpll

In terms of the new variables, the asymptotes assume the simple forms

Ul = 0

(i1a)

(llb)

(12a)

(12b)
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For the ideal structural system both e and 13 are zero thus giving rise to an equilibrium
equation which has the two solutions

UI = 0

irui +TpllP = O.

(13a)

(13b)

The first is the trivial solution that corresponds to the basic state. The second solution
represents another equilibrium path that intersects the basic state at the critical point B,
i.e. the point of bifurcation. In a plot of P against UI, this is a parabola with curvature
proportional to r. If r is positive, as in a column or plate type structure, the system is
stable-symmetric. If, on the other hand, r is negative as in an arch type structure, then the
system is unstable-symmetric. These two types of structures have been treated by Roorda
[2] with respect to 13 imperfections only, and experimental results were presented.

It can be seen that except for the small linear term in UI, in equation (12), which is
present by virtue of the e imperfection, the asymptotes correspond closely with the ideal
solutions. In the limit, when e = °but 13 # 0, the equilibrium equation (11) has as asymp
totes the solutions of the ideal structural system.

3. STABILITY

To determine the stability or instability of the equilibrium states of the imperfect
system we must examine the second variation of the potential energy with respect to small
displacements from the equilibrium states. It can be shown that equilibrium states in the
neighbourhood of the primary critical point B are stable ifltijl > 0 and unstable ifltijl < O.
Evaluating this determinant, and disregarding terms that are of higher order, yields

Itijl = (til - T;IIUi) . Ii 1kk, (sum over r). (14)
T,., k; 2

Thus, since 1kk are all non zero and positive, the stability criterion is given by

<

stable

for critical equilibrium.

unstable

(15)

Proceeding with the differentiation of t, neglecting the small terms dependent on 13, and
expressing the result in terms of the new variables UI and jj yields the following stability
criterion which is consistent with the present order of approximation:

>
I -2 - '7;,1£_
"!rul +TpIIP-ryule = 0

pll

stable

for critical equilibrium. (16)

< unstable

The equality of (16) may be obtained directly by implicit differentiation of the equilibrium
equation (11) with respect to UI and setting djj/du l = 0 as the condition for a critical
point, thus indicating that extremum points on the equilibrium paths are critical states
of equilibrium. This equality may be designated as the stability boundary which separates
the stable zone from the unstable zone. In a ~UI plot, all equilibrium states lying above the
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stability boundary are unstable while those lying below are stable. All equilibrium states
lying on the boundary are critical. It may also be noted here that the slope of the asymptote
given by equation (12b) is equal to half the slope of the stability boundary at the point
ul = P= O. This result is in agreement with the findings for the asymmetric system out
lined in an earlier paper [2].

Figure 1 shows the equilibrium paths in the vicinity of the primary critical point for
an unstable-symmetric system. The curves are drawn for constant f,. The (3 imperfection is

FIG. l. Equilibrium paths.

allowed to vary, giving rise to a number of equilibrium paths. The stability boundary is
indicated as a dash-dotted line while stable and unstable portions of the equilibrium paths
are shown as solid and broken lines respectively. When

C 2 )/3 = {3o = --f, (17
TIP

there are two distinct equilibrium paths that intersect at a point of bifurcation. It must be
remembered that Fig. I is valid only for the case f, #- O. When f, = 0 the extremum of the
asymptote would lie at the origin (i.e. ul = UI = 0, P= p = 0). It should also be em
phasized here that for {3 = 0, 1: i= 0, there will in general not be a point of bifurcation.

4. CRITICAL STATES

Critical states of equilibrium lie at the points where the equilibrium paths cross the
stability boundary. We therefore have to solve the stability equation (16) and the equilibrium
equation (11) simultaneously to find their point of intersection (ut, p*). Due to the extreme
nonlinearity of these equations, an exact solution cannot be found very easily. To gain, at
least, an insight into the behaviour of the system in the limit as the imperfections assume
infinitesimally small values, only the most important terms (i.e. those with lower power)
are retained at each stage in the calculations. The following relationships are then obtained

!ruf = TlfJ{3+C1: 2 (18a)

8T;llP*J = -9r(TlfJ{3+Cf,2f. (l8b)
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(19)

It is evident that the (in, p*)--£-f3 relationships are very complex. Since a knowledge of the
critical load of a structure is usually more important than a knowledge of the critical
deflection, only the behaviour of the critical load will be studied here in greater detail.

With reference to equation (i8b), a three dimensional diagram may be drawn illus
trating the interaction of the two classes of imperfection and their combined effect on
the critical load. Equation (18b) defines a surface in p*-£-f3 space that has a sharp curved
ridge lying in the £-13 plane. Figure 2 depicts such a surface for an unstable symmetric

>
system for the three cases C = O. This diagram clearly illustrates the effect of changing

<
the sign of C. It appears that for a symmetric structural system a critical point occurs
for all possible combinations of £ and 13. This result is in contrast to the case of the asym
metric system in which certain restrictions had to be placed on the values of £ and 13 to
ensure buckling [5].

FIG. 2. Stability surfaces.

Writing equation (18b) in a more explicit form, with regard to equation (9) and equation
(10), yields

p* = -T:11 [A£+3L~)\T1Pf3+C£2)tl

It is seen here that the linear dependence of p* on f. is modified by term oforder B~' essentially
due to curvature of the ridge in the surfaces in Fig. 2. Curves corresponding to the inter
section of a plane 13 = constant with the surface for C < 0 are sketched in Fig. 3(a) for
various values of 13. The dashed line represents the condition given by equation (17).

Clearly there is, at least initially, a linear relationship between p* and £ so that the
effect of a small second order imperfection on the critical load will be relatively unimpor
tant. For this reason the second order imperfection may be called a minor imperfection.
It is seen that for non-zero values of the first order imperfection 13, there may occur two
cusps in the p*-£ relationship at which the structure buckles at a point of bifurcation.

The dependency of p* on 13 follows a two-thirds power law and is depicted in Fig. 3(b)
for various constant values of £. In essence, a vanishing small first order imperfection
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p' p'
C<o
T<O

----4'--IJ.--!3

(b)

FIG. 3. (a) p*-e curves for constant values of fJ. (b) p*-fJ curves for constant values of e.

has a proportionately larger effect on the critical point, and may therefore be labelled as a
major imperfection. The locus of the cusp in these curves is a parabola initially, and may
be obtained by eliminating t: from equation (17) and equation (19). It is given by

T;l1P*2 = -A2~fJ[J.

As already mentioned, the slope of the p*-t: curves is infinite in certain instances. This
means that the minor imperfection, t:, takes on some of the characteristics of the major
imperfection, [J, in that a small change in t: will produce an appreciable change in p*.
However this effect is extremely localized and far overshadowed by small changes in [J.

In view of the drastic simplifications employed in deriving equation (18) and subsequent
equations, it is perhaps of benefit here to examine, in a qualitative manner, the results to
be expected if higher order terms are retained. With reference to the equilibrium paths
drawn in Fig. 1, the typical form of a more accurate p*-[J curve for constant, non-zero t: can
easily be deduced and is drawn in Fig. 4. The effect of higher order terms in the analysis

FIG. 4. p*-fJ curve depicting the higher order effect of e (Derived from Fig. I).

is therefore to "bend" the point of the cusp to the right or to the left depending on the
constants in the equations. The corresponding critical points in Fig. 1 and Fig. 4 are indic
ated by the letters aa'bb'cc'c". It is notable that in the small area around the point ofbifur
cation "a" a symmetric system with second order imperfections has the same characteristics
as an asymmetric system in that the "ideal" post-buckling path ([J = [Jo) has a non-zero
slope. The p*-[J plot will therefore be parabolic as it passes through the point "a" [2].
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When f3 = f32 there are three possible critical points, two of which merge into one when
f3 = f33' For f3 > f33 or f3 < f30 only one critical point is possible and the curve approaches
the cusp predicted by the simplified theory embodied in equation (19). The cusps appearing
in the p*-e relationship will be modified in a similar manner if higher order terms are
included.

In Fig. 4 the portion of the curve to the right of, and above, the point "a" represents
critical points on the complimentary equilibrium paths and is therefore of academic
interest only. The remaining part stems from the natural equilibrium paths (i.e. those
obtained by gradually increasing the load on the structure from zero) and are therefore of
practical significance.

5. EXPERIMENTS

The experiments were performed on a rigidly jointed roof truss with a span of 48 in.
The members were made from high strength steel strip with a nominal cross-section of
I in. x to in. Two vertical loads of equal magnitude were applied through knife-edges at the
two half-way points on the upper chord of the truss. A moveable knife seat device was
used to allow small movements of the points of loading away from the joints. A distinction
is drawn between symmetrical and anti-symmetrical eccentricities. If both load points are
displaced inward or outward equal amounts, d.. the eccentricity is symmetrical. If both
load points are moved to the left or to the right equal amounts, da , the eccentricity is anti
symmetrical. The positive directions of d. and da are outward and to the right respectively.

A schematic diagram of the frame and the loading arrangement is shown in Fig. 5.
The spring balance and screw-jack loading device is semi-rigid, allowing unstable portions
of the load-deflection curves to be traced.

w
(pounds)

I
-4

70

o

FIG. 5. Loading arrangement and experimental load deflection curves for the roof truss.

The first step in the experiment was to determine the load-deflection curves. The
rotation, e, of the top joint was used as a deflection parameter. The curves obtained are



1146 JOHN ROORDA

plotted in Fig. 5. Two sets of curves for slightly different anti-symmetrical eccentricities
were obtained to bound the area in which the ideal post-buckling curve must lie. The
curves clearly indicate that the symmetrically loaded roof truss constitutes an unstable
symmetric system. The symmetry result is to be expected if one examines the buckling mode
of the system. From the photograph in Fig. 6 it is readily deduced that the configuration of
negative buckling must be the mirror image of positive buckling. The potential energy for
the ideal system must therefore be the same in both cases and hence a symmetrical post
buckling behaviour should result.

In the second stage of the experiment, the variation of the critical load with anti-sym
metrical eccentricities was investigated. Plots of the maximum load W*, against da are
shown in Fig. 7 for three constant val~es of ds • All three curves exhibit the characteristic

w·
(pounds)

80

I
o

.. do
.15 (inches)

FIG. 7. Experimental W*-d. curves for constant values of d,.

cusp of symmetric systems and all have an offset from the load axis to account for other
(unknown) imperfections in the system. This offset is nearly the same for the three values
of ds ' indicating that for this particular structure the quantity corresponding to C in
equation (I8b) is very small. The cusp tends to flatten out as the symmetric eccentricity d.,
changes in the positive direction.

The third step was to determine the variation in critical load with ds at constant values
of da . The experiment was carried out at four different values of da • The resulting curves
are shown in Fig. 8. The curves tend to be more or less parallel with a finite slope, indicating
that symmetrical eccentricities do have an appreciable influence if they are large enough.

From Fig. 7 and Fig. 8 it can be deduced that a three dimensional W*-ds-daplot would
be a surface with a sharp ridge that slopes in the W*-ds plane. This partly confirms the
conclusions reached in the preceding section. The curvature of the ridge in the W*-da
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w·
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FIG. 8. Experimental W*-ds curves for constant values of d•.

plane is very small (if it exists at all) and is hardly noticeable in the range of eccentricities
allowed by the moveable knife-seat mechanism. It was therefore not found possible to
obtain the cusps predicted by Fig. 3(a).

In this respect the small pre-buckling deformations of the truss due to axial shortening
of the members may have affected the results to some extent. It is thought that this type of
deformation introduces an additional "imperfection" of the second order type which
may interact with ds and thus distort the curves somewhat. To obtain a further insight
into this problem a frame analysis of the Koiter type [4], which admits axial deformations,
would be needed. This is, however, beyond the scope of the present paper.

6. CONCLUSIONS

(1) Ifboth first and second order imperfections are present in a symmetrical structural
system, there is a complex interaction between the two types of imperfection. Their com
bined effect on the buckling behaviour and critical load is generally dominated by the
first order imperfection. The resul ts obtained from an experiment on a roof truss give a clear
picture of the relative effects of the two classes of imperfections on the critical load. The
results show reasonably good qualitative agreement with theory for an unstable-symmetric
system.

(2) The results obtained are of practical importance to structural engineers in two
respects. First, and perhaps most important, great care must be taken in both the manu
facturing of the system and the positioning of the loads to ensure that imperfections and
eccentricities belonging to the first order class are reduced to a minimum. Secondly, there



1148 JOHN ROORDA

may exist the possibility of increasing the critical load of unstable-symmetric systems by
judiciously introducing certain imperfections or eccentricities of the second order type.

(3) It should be pointed out that it was necessary to perform the experiments at quite
large effective imperfections due to the difficulty of obtaining consistent results at smaller
values. Since the theory is valid only in the limit as the parameters approach zero, it is to
be expected that the experimental curves should become somewhat distorted as the
effective imperfections become larger. However on examining the experimental results
closely, there seems to be very little distortion as far as the major imperfection is concerned,
indicating that (at least for structures of the type examined here) the approximate theory
is valid over quite a wide range of major imperfections.

(4) Finally, upon comparison of the experimental work on a roof truss reported here
with that on a bridge truss reported earlier [5J, a curious point emerges. Although in both
cases the nominal system (i.e. frame and loading) is spatially symmetrical, the overall
post-buckling behaviour is not of the same type. The bridge truss experiment yields an
asymmetric load-deflection behaviour with its corresponding stable and unstable states,
whereas the roof truss yields a completely unstable symmetric type behaviour. The ex
planation for this apparent inconsistency must be sought in the spatial mode of buckling.
Whereas the spatial configurations of positive and negative buckling in the roof truss
experiment possess the property of mirror symmetry, this is not the case in the bridge truss
experiment. For this reason an asymmetric load-deflection behaviour may be expected
in the latter case.

On the basis of these experiments, and others reported in Ref. [2J, the following tent
ative rule for frame type structures may be formulated: If the system geometry possesses a
line of symmetry, and if the spatial configuration of positive buckling is the mirror image
of negative buckling, then the system produces a symmetric load-deflection behaviour in
the post-buckling range.
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A6cTpaKT-Ii[CCJIeAyeTcll yCTOH'IHBOCTb CHMMeTpH'IeCKHX CTpOHTeJIbHblX CHCTeM C HeTO'lHOCTlIMH nepBoro
H BToporo pOAa. AHanH3 KacaeTClI AHcKpeTHoH CHCTeMbl C "n" CTeneHlIMH cBo6oAbI. Pe3YJIbTHpYKlll.\He
BblpalKeHHlI, KacaIOll.\Hecll YMeHbllleHHlI KpHTH'IecKOH Harpy3KH OTHOCHTeJIbHO BeJIH'IHH HeTO'lHOCTeH,
YKa3blBaIOT Ha cYll.\eCTBOBaHHe KOMTIJIeKCHOro B3aHMoAeHcTBHlI MelKAY 3THMH BeJIH'IHHaMH. HeTO'lHOCTH
BToporo pOAa HMeIOT OTHOCHTeJIbHO MeHblllHe BJIHlIHHe Ha KpHTH'IecKyIO Harpy3Ky. 06cYlKAaIOTclI
3KcnepHMeHTbl Ha lKeCTKO coeAHHeHHblX CTpOnHJIbHblX nepeKpbITlIX. 3KcnepHMeHTaJIbHble pe3YJIbTaTbl
nOKa3blBaIOT XOpOMyIO KaqeCTBeHHYIO CXOAHMOCTb C TeopHelL


