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DURABILITY OF STIFFENED COMPOSITE PANELS
UNDER REPEATED BUCKLING

TANCHUM WELLER and JOSEF SINGER
Faculty of Aerospace Engineering. Technion-Israel Institute of Technology. Haifa 32000. Israel

Abstract-An experimental study of the durability under repeated buckling of Graphite/Epoxy
stiffem:d panels subjected to shear and axial compression was carried out. The shear panels were
hybrid Wagner beams with composite webs bonded to an aluminum alloy frame, whereas the axial
compression specimens were "I" and "J" stiffened cocured composite panels.

The test results demonstrate that composite stiffened panels are less fatigue sensitive than
comparable metal ones. In the shear panels repeated buckling, even when causing extensive damage.
does nol reduce the residual strength by more than 20 percent. For the axial compression panels
no reduction in residual strength was observed. Safe design of stiffened Graphite/Epoxy panels well
beyond their initial buckling is therefore feasible. This can lead to more efficient structures.

I. INTRODUCTION

Stiffened plates and curved panels are widely used as primary structural elements in aero
space, marine and civil engineering. Their stable postbuckling behavior and their capability
to sustain loads far in excess of their initial buckling loads may lead to considerable weight
savings, if their postbuckling strength is fully utilized and possible fatigue problems are
eliminated.

Stiffened panels loaded in axial compression were extensively studied and employed in
aeronautical structures in the thirties, forties and beyond, yielding the "effective width"
concept [Von Karman et al. (1932), and later also in civil and marine engineering, Faulkner
(1975)]. Shear loaded panels were also widely studied and employed by aeronautical engin
eers in the same period. The stiffeners in aeronautical use were at the time relatively rigid
and were analysed with the model of "diagonal tension" (Wagner, 1929), and later by the
theory of "incomplete diagonal tension" (Kuhn et al., 1952). During the fifties and sixties,
utilization of the stable postbuckling behavior of plates in shear was extended to civil
engineering applications, mainly for plate girders (Rockey, 1977, or Ari-Gur et al., 1982).
In most civil engineering designs the flanges of the plate girder are relatively flexible and
the mode of ultimate failure can be flange collapse rather than web tear.

In the last decade, the trend to optimize the design ofshear panels, and the employment
of composites and higher strength metals, has led to similar required relative stiffnesses in
both civil and aeronautical engineering. The civil engineers employ stiffer flanges in order
to improve the postbuckling strength of the web and the aeronautical engineers decrease
the relative flange cross-sectional area in order to save weight.

However, airframe failures in service and recent studies (Weller et al., 1984) have
revealed that repeatedly buckled stiffened shear panels might be susceptible to premature
failure due to fatigue. Local fatigue cracks generated by repeated bending stresses, super
imposed on the in-plane shear stresses, initiate near the comers, where the tension diagonal
of the buckle interacts with the stiffener. These cracks penetrate through the web thickness
and then extend along the stiffeners until final collapse, due to exceeding the plate residual
strength, takes place. The danger increases with the number of load cycles, the ratio of
working load to the corresponding critical load and the susceptibility of the material to the
amplified local stresses, and failure can occur well within the flight envelope loads of
airframe.

An extensive investigation was therefore initiated at the Technion Aircraft Structures
Laboratory to study the capability of stiffened straight metal shear panels to withstand
repeated buckling, far in excess of initial buckling (Ari-Gur et al., 1982; Weller et aI.,
1984a; Kollet et al., 1983; Libai et al., 1984).
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The core of the investigation consisted of instrumented repeated buckling tests on 5
bay "Wagner beams" in a three-point loading system under realistic test conditions (Fig.
1). supplemented by numerical analyses with STAGS (Almroth et al.. 1973). The focus
was on the influence of the surrounding structure. the stiffeners and on the durability of
the panel. Hence the effects of varying sizes of stiffeners. of the magnitude of initial buckling
loads, of the panel aspect ratio and of the cycling shearing force. Vc;c. were studied. The
cyclic to critical shear buckling ratios. (VCyc / Vcr). ranged between 2.10 and 9.33. all on the
high side as needed for efficient panel design. Yet they were all within possible flight
envelopes. with ultimate load ratios. (Vult/ VCyc)' ranging between 1.84 and 3.68.

The test and numerical results were synthesized in Weller et al. (1984) into prediction
formulas, which relate the life of the metal shear panels to two cyclic load parameters: the
(working/buckling) load ratio, (Vcyc/ Vcr). and the (ultimate/working) load ratio. (Vult! Vcvcl.
which reflects the working load level in the flight envelope. and one geometrical parameter:
the (plate/stiffener) stiffness ratio. (b 3t/lr). It was also found there that the level of shear
load, at which local yielding first takes place, Vy , dominates the endurance of the paneL
and hence the life predictions could be expressed in a simpler manner. in terms of a single
load ratio. (VCyc/Vy).

It was concluded that for metal shear panels the number of cycles to crack initiation
and to failure are mostly affected by the (ultimate!working) load ratio. In the life prediction
formula this fact is evidenced by the exponent of (Vult! Vcyc) being 5 times or more that of
(VCyc/ Vcr)' It was also pointed out that boosting the working load by increasing the relative
stiffness of the frame might lead to degradation in fatigue life for a prescribed (ultimate!
working) load ratio. This deterioration stems from the local effects of stiffener rigidity on
the stress concentrations near the corners of the panel where the diagonal-tension buckle
interacts with the stiffeners. Thus far the evidence from metal shear panels.

With the increasing employment ofcomposite structural elements in aerospace vehicles
their repeated buckling behavior has become of primary importance. At present, due to the
scarcity of sound and adequate data on postbuckling behavior, durability and fatigue
failure modes of buckled composite structural elements, composite panel design is rather
conservative and prohibits buckling within the flight envelope. For more efficient composite
structures. that fully utilize their large potential advantage over metal structures, designs
must however include postbuckling states of loading. Hence, research work has been
initiated in the last decade to build up the essential understanding and data. Studies on
postbuckling and repeated buckling of composite shear panels, most of which combine
experiments and analysis. have been reported in Vestergren et al. (1978), Renieri el al.
(1981a), Agarwal (1981), Kudva el al. (1981), Deo (1985), Deo et al. (1985) and Rouse
(1987). Similar investigations on axially loaded composite panels are presented in Deo
(1985), Deo el al. (1985), Spier (1975), Renieri el al. (198Ib), Agarwal (1982), Knight et
al. (1985), Starnes et al. (1985), Romeo (1986) and Bushnell (1987). These studies have
demonstrated the great weight saving potential of composite panels, but have also pointed
out the necessity for additional extensive investigations essential for realization of this
potential. The Technion group has also been part of this effort (Weller el al.. 1984; Segal
el al., 1987; Frostig el al., 1988, 1989).

It has been recognized in these studies on composite panels (Weller el al., 1984), as in
the earlier work on metal panels, that the postbuck1ing problem is highly nonlinear and its
solution requires the details ofoverall stress distributions at working loads and in particular,
specific knowledge of the high stresses which, as in metal panels, may here lead to fatigue
problems in regions where buckles of skin interact with stiffeners. Although large computer
programs nowadays contain sophisticated nonlinear capabilities, their employment for
performing a routine nonlinear detailed analysis is as yet extremely complicated for realistic
stiffened panels, prohibitively expensive and hence unrealistic from computational and
design aspects. On the other hand, analytical approaches, such as energy methods (Kudva
el al., 1981), are confined to approximate determination of some of the more important
general parameters pertinent to the deformation pattern. They are, therefore, insufficient
for the detection of the high stress concentration discussed above, and thus ignore the
cardinal initiator of fatigue problems.
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Fig. la. Test setup (Weller er at., 1984a). I-Test specimen. 2-Cross members for lateral dis
placement prevention. ~-Loading frame. 4-Video recorder, 5-T.V. monitor, {i-Moire lamp.

7-Multichannel data logger. 8-MTS hydraulic jack. 9-Cameras,

Fig, Ib, New ioading rig,
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Fig. 4. Static test of shear web HWB-OI-Moire fringe pattern. (a) Web-HWB-01B, V = 0 kg.
(b) Web-HWB = 01 B, V = gOO kg. (c) Web-HWB-OIA, V = 1200 kg.
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Obviously, when very detailed information is required, numerical methods and large
computer codes cannot be avoided. Some calculations used for comparisons with tests and
fatigue analysis have been documented in Renieri et al. (1981a), Agarwal (1981), Kudva
et al. (198 I) and Segal et al. (1987). It should, however, be noted that the requirements for
inelastic and extremely high strains and stresses are usually difficult to satisfy and available
programs do not handle postbuckling responses satisfactorily, in particular of composite
structures.

Additional combined experimental and analytical studies of the postbuckling response
of composite structures, in particular the behavior of repeatedly postbuckled composite
stiffened panels, are therefore urgently needed. This motivated the initiation of a research
program at the Technion Aircraft Structures Laboratory to demonstrate the feasibility of
loading composite stiffened panels safely well into the postbuckling region and their capa
bility to withstand many repeated "deep" buckles before failure occurs, or to show their
low fatigue sensitivity. Some preliminary results related to shear loading which fulfill these
expectations have been presented in Weller et al. (1984b). Studies on panels, with "I" and
"J" shape stiffeners, subjected to axial compression, reported in Segal et al. (1987) and
Frostig et al. (1988, 1989), have also verified the expected low fatigue sensitivity and have
demonstrated that, contrary to previous studies in Knight et al. (1985) and Starnes et ai,
(1985), no debonding of stiffeners occurred. In the present study, the investigations of
Weller et al. (l984a), Segal et al. (1987) and Frostig et al. (1988, 1989) have been further
pursued and evaluated in order to provide necessary data for design of efficient stiffened
composite structures.

The results of the shear loading studies are presented here in detail, whereas those of
the axial compression studies are only briefly summarized, and the details appear in Segal
et al. (1987) and Frostig et al. (1988, 1989).

2. TEST SETUP AND PROCEDURES

2,1. Shear loading
Two main considerations: realistic test conditions and relatively high load ratios

compared with buckling, have influenced the choice of the test configuration and cor
responding parameters in the present studies. These considerations were discussed in detail
in Weller et al. (1984a) and Libai et al. (1984) and led to a three-point-Ioading Wagner
beam test configuration, which has also been adopted in the present studies. The test setups
employed for this test configuration have been described in detail in Weller et al. (1984a)
and Weller et al. (1984b) and are shown in Figs la and lb. It should be noted that due to
apparent differences in rigidities of the two frames of Fig. I all ultimate tests were conducted
in the same frame, that of Fig. la, thus eliminating any possibility of introducing frame
stiffness effects on the ultimate strength of the beams.

The response of the specimens was measured by strain gage rosettes bonded face to
face to the web ofthe beam. The gages were located according to Fig. 3. The strains measured
by the gages were recorded by a multichannel data logger. The laminated construction of
the web necessitated some "on line" calculations during the course of loading the beam
to determine the principal strains as well as stress levels for each lamina. This assisted in
detecting (only theoretically) any possible "local" failure mode due to reaching, or exceed
ing, the composite allowables in any particular lamina. A simple computer code was used
to process the strain readings and furnish the lamina principal elastic strains and stresses.

In addition to the strain gage measurements, the shadow Moire technique was
employed for global observation of the deflected pattern of the web on the way to and
during buckling, and in the postbuckled region (see Figs 4a to 4c, note that the "Dummy"
plate is introduced either to protect or to replace one of the test webs). The grids used in
the technique were removed whenever damage was expected to initiate, or the deflections
of the web became significant to permit a visual detection ofcrack initiation and its progress,
and to avoid damage of the grids due to beam failure. The technique was also used to track
"dynamic" damage propagation of the web as reflected by a continuous change of the
deflected pattern of the web, whenever possible (see Figs 6a to 6c).
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Fig. 5. Axial compression panels geometry and dimensions.

As a result of adopting the test configuration and test rigs of Weller et al. (l984a) and
Weller et al. (l984b), the configuration and dimensions of the present Graphite Epoxy
beams were similar to the metal ones of Weller et al. (1984a) (see Fig. 2). Consequently,
the test procedures also followed those ofWeller et al. (1984a). It should however be noted
that, though (as earlier in Weller et al. (1984a» each beam provided two different tests,
testing of the second test section, after failure of the first one, could not be performed here
in the inverted position employed for the metal beams (discussed in detail in Weller et al.
(l984a». Here the position of the beam in the loading frame dictates the state of stress,
either compression or tension, in the fibers in the outermost laminae of the web in the
present beams. As has been indicated in Weller et al. (1984b), this affected the test results
significantly, because the modes of failure and fatigue strength, the residual strength and
ultimate strength are all dependent on the state of stress in the outermost fibers.

Following Weller et al. (1984a), each web, except those tested for ultimate strength,
was tested according to the following phases:

(a) Buckling strength-the beam was loaded gradually to determine its actual critical load.
(b) Postbuckling and fatigue strength-the load was further increased until lamina strains,

measured or calculated "on line" as explained before, reached a predetermined strain
level, or indicated a possible failure mode due to reaching or exceeding the material
allowables. The load reached at this stage constituted the maximum working load level
for the following fatigue studies VCyc ' The load was released and the gages and Moire
pattern were recorded to detect any residual strains or deflections due to loading into
the postbuckling region.
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Henceforth the test consisted of continuous repeated loading at a vcry low fre
quency ( - 2 Hz) between zero shear loading, V = 0 and Vcyc' This phase was aimed at
determining the fatigue strength under the prescribed load level. Loading of the beam
was interrupted every few thousand cycles for complete strain gage records (as long as
the gages had not been fatigue damaged) and Moire records, and for detection of
initiation of failure. Once failure was observed, or predicted by the "on line" calcu
lations, its further propagation was continuously measured by the gages and processed
until gage failure occurred (see Fig. 6 of Weller et al. (1984b». A concurrent procedure
was the monitoring and recording of the changes in the Moire patterns by a video
camera and tape, if possible (see Figs 6a-6c).

This phase continued until either substantial damage of the web was observed, or
the number of cycles reached a predetermined value (250 K cycles in the present
studies). It should be noted that at this stage, the specimen was either damaged or
"intacf'.

(c) Residual strength-a static ultimate test was conducted with each specimen that under
went the cyclic/fatigue stage. This aimed at determining the effect of apparent modes
of damage on the load carrying capacity of the damaged beam, or the existence of an
effect of repeated buckling on the "intact" beams. Neither strain measurements nor
Moire patterns were recorded during this phase.

In order to determine the loading ratio of the web, (Vcyc/ Vult), and study the fatigue
"sensitivity" of the beam, as reflected by its residual strength, ultimate strength tests
were carried out for each web configuration and position of the beam in the loading
fixture, i.e. outermost external fibers either in tension or compression. In these tests
"virgin" specimens were gradually loaded to determine their actual static ultimate load.

2.2. Compression loading
In order to achieve the main objectives of the present study: (a) postbuckling behavior

of stiffened Graphite-Epoxy panels subjected to uniform axial compression and (b) evalu
ation of the influence of "deep" repeated buckling on the buckling and postbuckling
behavior, and on the failure modes of stiffened panels, relatively heavy"!" and "1" shape
stiffeners were selected for the panels, which were tested in compression in a 50 ton MTS
test machine.

The test specimens were instrumented with multiple pairs of strain gages bonded back
to-back, used to detect incipient skin buckling and to measure the strain levels during the
test (Segal et al., 1987). The patterns of the out-of-plane displacements were also recorded
with a Moire shadow fringe technique (see Fig. 18).

Loading procedures were similar to those of the shear beams in Section 2.1, and the
load levels which ranged from about 1.5 times the initial local buckling load corresponding
to the panel and up to about 0.7 of its ultimate strength (sustained by the reference panel).
The tests were performed at room temperature on specimens which had no moisture
conditioning.

3. TEST SPECIMENS

3.1. Shear specimens
Tests were conducted with four groups of shear beams. This provided 12 beams with

24 test web sections. The dimensions and configuration of the beams are shown in Fig. 2.
The beams were of a hybrid type construction, 2024 T3 aluminum frame bonded to
composite webs of either T300/5208 Gr/Ep tapes, or Gr/Ep planeweave 5302/3K-70
PW/AS4. The frames of the beams in all groups were identical and consisted of identical
"L" section uprights and fianges-L 20 x 20 x 2 mm 3

• The webs were composed of uni
directional plies stacked in [+45; - 45)., [+45; - 45; 0)., and [+45; - 45; 90; 0]" layups
and planeweave stacked in the (±45]. layup (see Table 3). The mechanical properties of
the unidirectional tapes and planeweave are given in Table I.

The stiffeners were bonded to the web in a specially designed template by EA-9309.1
adhesive (Hysol comp., IAI code) and cured in a vacuum bag at room temperature to avoid
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HWB-02
V=0
[KG}

Fig. 6. Dynamic test of shear web HWB-02A-Moire fringe patterns of dynamic damage propa
gation, at V = 0 and V = 1100 kg. (a) N = 24,500 cycles. (b) N = 27,500 cycles. (c) N = 27,500

cycles, after complete failure.
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Fig. 8. Damaged shear web HWB-02A.
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Table I. Composite materials moduli
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Modulus

E ,I [kg;mm 2]
Edkg;mm 1

]

G12[kgimm 2]
VI::

F ,T[kg;mm 2]
F,dkg/mml
F1T[kg;mm 1]
Fdkgimm2]
F ,2[kgimm2]

F ,3[kg/mm2
]

Material
GriEp

nOOO/5208

15.000
1.000

600
0.27

150.0
140.0

6.0
26.0
8.0

GriEp
planeweave

3502/3K·70-PW/AS4

6740
6650

560
0.05

65.6
56.5
58.6
51.0
10.2
4.8

GriEp
AS4/3501

13.360
930
580

0.34
145.5
149.3

4.7
23.9

7.:
11.0

compatibility problems between the aluminum stiffeners and composite web. The controlled
bonding and procedures were developed by Israel Aircraft Industries and comply with
aircraft standards, so as to be able to sustain the load spectrum and modes planned for the
program.

Pairs of strain gage rosettes were bonded face to face along the tension diagonal (Fig.
3). Gages were located adjacent to the corners, where the buckle of the web interacts with
the stiff frame and high local stresses, which might lead to fatigue problems, develop, and
at the center of the web to detect incipient buckling, as well as to evaluate the average
overall behavior of the web.

Since the present test program was based on the considerations, as well as the results
of Weller et al. (l984a), the dimensions of the beams were chosen in a manner that would
allow comparison of the results and conclusions of Weller et al. (l984a) with those
experienced and concluded in the present studies.

3.2. Axial compression stiffened panels
Both panel configurations consisted of a 12 ply skin stiffened by four equally spaced

longitudinal "1" or "j" type stiffeners. Each stiffener had a web of 12 plies and cap of 24
plies. The layup and stacking sequence of the skin and stiffeners are presented in Table 2.
The panels were fabricated from AS4/3502 Graphite/Epoxy tapes (see Table I). The
geometry and dimensions of the panels are shown in Fig. 5.

The panels were designed and fabricated at Israel Aircraft Industries, Engineering
Division. The manufacturing process consisted of a single curing cycle with the stiffeners
integrally laid into the skin and cocured with it. To ensure uniform loading of the panel,
the ends were cast into an aluminum V shaped channel using an epoxy-resin mixed with
glass fibers. Then the loaded surfaces of these V channels were machined flat and parallel
to each other.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1. Shear beams
The test results yielded by the four groups of shear beams, studied in the present

program, appear in Table 3, together with the state of loading under which the tests have
been performed. (Tindicates loading that results in tensile stresses in the external fibers and
C loading that yields compressive stresses there.) The buckling shear loads, corresponding to

Table 2. Panel layup orientation and sequence

Configuration

"/" stiffener
"J" stiffener

Skin

(±45.0, ±45, 90),
(±45,0, ±45, 90),

Stiffener
web

(±45, 90, 0, ±45),
(± 45, 90, 0, ± 45),

Stiffener
cap

(±45, 0., 90, 0,±45, 0),
(±45, 0., 90, 0,±45, 0),

0: Orientation denotes plies layed with fibers running longitudinally.
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Table 3. Shear beams-test results

Critical loading Dynamic test
State of web No. I

of
stress 1\

Web Web external (Vee)",' ( I'ee ),," VC'<T J'n.:' J'ull K
lay up No. fibers kg kg kg 1& II c~cles

(+45: -45), OIA T 32 <30 500 0.174/0.167 95
OIB T 32 <30 800 0.278/0.267 400
02A C+T nrC) 85 1.I00(C) 0.550/0.431 27.5
02B C 92 85
03A C 92 80 800 0.400/0.314 250
03B C 92 1.000 0.500/0.392 120
04A T 32 <26 1.100 0.383/0.367 250
04B T 32 1.200 0.417/0.400 184

[+45: -45: OJ. 05A T 75 <100 1.100 0.330/0.329 250
05B T 75
06A C 165 <140 1.100 0.431/0.389 250
06B C 165 < 150 1.300 0.510/0.459 250
07A C 165 <160 1.500 0.588/0.530 250
07B C 165

(+45; -45;90;0), 08A C 368 <320 2.000 0.615/0.513 41.74
08B C 368 1.700 0.523/0.436 260
09A C 368 <325 1.850 0.569/0.474 252.8
09B C 368 <500
lOA T 230 <150 1.850 0.536/0.578 250
lOB T 230 <450

(±45), llA 32 1.000 0.444 250
lIB 32 900 0.400 250
12A 32 1.250 0.556 250
12B 32 <120

Dynamic test Ultimate
State No.2 test load

of
stress N

Web Web external Vcyc Veye/Vult K ( Vult), (Vult)"
lay up No. fibers kg 1&11 cycles kg kg

(+45; -45), OIA T 2.875 3.000
OIB T
02A C+T l.l00(C) 0.383/0.367 70

l.lOO(T) 30
02B C 2.000 2.550
03A C 900 0.450/0.353 35
03B C
04A T
04B T

[+45;-45;01. 05A T 1.300 0.390/0.388 250
05B T 3.330 3.350
06A C 1.300 0.510/0.459 250
06B C
07A C
07B C 2.550 2.830

(+45; -45; 90; 0), 08A C
08B C
09A C
09B C 3.250 3.900
lOA T
lOB T 3.450 3.200

(±~), IIA
lIB
12A
12B 2.250 2.250



each type of web and state of loading are also given in this table. These critical loads were
calculated with Eqn (4.84) of Ashton et al. (1970), which corresponds to simply supported
boundary conditions along the edges of the web, and were then "corrected" to account for
the stiffening effect of the frame, following the procedures of Kuhn et al. (1952). It should,
however, be noted that the critical loads are presented for reference purposes only, as
explained in the discussion below, and already pointed out in Weller et al. (1984b).

It should also be clarified that the working load levels, VCYC, have been chosen in
compliance with the requirement that no lamina should experience a tension strain exceeding
I% at the points of strain measurements.

The first group ofresults in Table 3 is related to the beams with [+45; - 45]$ composite
webs (beams HWB-Ol to HWB-04). Most of the results pertinent to these beams, HWB-Ol
to HWB-03, have already been presented and discussed in the preliminary report of Weller
et al. (l984b). Like beam HWB-Ol the additional beam, HWB-04, has been positioned in
the loading frame with the outermost fibers in a tension state of loading. As anticipated,
this results in a low critical load, (Vcr)""p < 26 kg. It was pointed out in Weller et al. (l984b)
that precise determination of such a low value of buckling load could not be achieved with
the present frame loads, since at this load level any strain/strain, or load/strain response
reduced from the strain gages (be it bending vs. membrane strain, bending/membrane
strain vs. applied load or direct strain measurements vs. applied load) was inadequate for
determination of the critical load (see for example Fig. 7 of Weller et al. (1984b». This
problem of experimental buckling load determination requires further investigation.

It is observed in Table 3 that the webs of beam HWB-04 were subjected to significantly
higher working load ratios, (Vcyc/Vult), than those of the corresponding beam HWB-Ol. As
can be seen from Table 3, these higher working load levels had almost no influence on the
durability and residual strength of web 04A (as compared with web OlB). They affected
severely, however, the damage formation, cracks and delaminations at the lower corner of
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the tension diagonal, T.O. (where frame flanges are in compression) of web 04B. Oamage
of this web had already been fully developed at N = 184 K cycles~and was characterized
by complete matrix cracking along the T.O. The residual strength test, following the
repeated buckling test (of 184 K cycles), yielded very low residual strength values compared
with either web OIB or 04A. It should be noted that failure of web 04B was associated with
pronounced simultaneous damage of the frame, which might have led to premature web
failure. The stiffness behavior of the webs of beam HWB-04 was similar to that of the webs
of beams HWB-OI to 03 (see Fig. 7 and Weller et al. (1 984b)).

Beams HWB-02 and 03 were loaded with their outermost fibers in a state of
compression. This resulted in higher buckling loads, but in more pronounced damages in
the form of cracks and delamination at the lower corner of the T.O., and also reduced
ultimate loads (see Table 3, and Weller et al. (l984b».

A peculiar composite behavior was observed in the tests on web 02A. The web was
loaded with 1100 kg and damages initiated at N = 24.5 K cycles (see Fig. 6a). Cyclic loading
of the beam was continued and a steady fast increase of the delamination was observed.
The extent of this damage is shown in Fig. 6b for N = 27,500 cycles. At this stage of cyclic
loading, the working load of the MTS machine was set by mistake to 1650 kg rather than
1100 kg. As a result of this, damage spread immediately along the whole length of the
tension diagonal (see Fig. 6c). (Additional figures showing intermediate phases of the
damage progress are given in Weller et al. (l984b)). Obviously this mode of failure of the
web could have been declared as total failure at this point. However, it was decided to
continue the cyclic loading test with the beam at the previously determined working load
of Vcyc = 1100 kg, in order to examine the effect of such a severe damage on the residual
fatigue life of the web. Repeated buckling of the beam was continued up to 70,000 cycles,
but no further extension of damage was observed. The final damage pattern of this web is
shown in Fig. 8.

One should bear in mind that the above peculiar behavior of the beam was associated
with a case where the fibers in the external laminae were in a compression state of stress.
Actual flight structures might be exposed to a reversal in state of stress, i.e. tension in the
fibers. It was therefore decided to reverse the loading condition of the beam and study the
effect of the above damage on the residual fatigue life of the beam under the new loading
condition. Cycling of the beam with Vcyc = - 1100 kg (but now in the reverse loading
condition) continued for another 30,000 cycles, but no further damage of the beam could
be detected.

At this stage the fatigue tests of the beam were terminated and a static residual strength
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test was performed. In this test the beam was again loaded with the outermost buckled
fibers in compression. The behavior of the beam on the way to failure is shown in Fig. 14
of Weller et af. (l984b). The residual strength obtained for this beam was Vres = 2180 kg.
This load is of similar magnitude to the ones obtained for the undamaged webs. Hence. in
spite of the severe damages and the tough "punishment" that the web experienced, its
residual strength was almost "intact". This may be explained by the capability of the fibers
in the internal laminae, which were in a tensile state of the stress, to carry most of the load.
when subjected to the present type of shear loading. It is thus concluded that as long as
these fibers stay intact, they will provide most of the strength of the beam, practically
unaffected by the extent of the damage in the web.

To conclude the discussion on the present group of beams, it is worthwhile noting that
degradation in the load carrying capacity due to fatigue of the beams, as reflected by their
residual strength, Vres ' did not exceed 20% for any web tested in the present group, i.e. their
fatigue "sensitivity" is relatively low, or their damage tolerance is very good, thus providing
a high margin of safety.

The second group of test specimens consisted of 3 beams with [+45; -45; OJ, com
posite webs (beams HWB-05 through HWB-07). As shown in Table 3, the correlation
between the calculated and experimental buckling loads is good for this group.

The outermost fibers of the webs of the first beam of this group were in a state of
tension. The first web 05A of the beam was cycled at a working load Veye = 1100 kg and
sustained its fatigue life of 250 K cycles with no apparent damage. This has also been
confirmed by X-raying and acoustic examinations performed after the tests by Israel Aircraft
Industries. The working load level was then increased to 1300 kg and again the web
sustained its designed fatigue life of 250 K cycles, however now with minor damages in the
form of matrix cracking along the T.D. It is observed in Table 3 that when compared with
the undamaged nonfatigued web 05B, the residual strength of web 05A was only slightly
affected by the two blocks of fatigue loading it underwent. The behavior of web 05A on
the way to failure and at failure differed, however, from that of web 05B.

The other two beams, 06 and 07, in this group were loaded with their outermost fibers
in a state of compression. Web 06A was subjected to two complete blocks (250 K cycles
each) of constant amplitude fatigue loading, one at 1100 kg and the second at 1300 kg. The
first block of cyclic loading was associated with minor damages at the upper and lower
corners of the T.D. In the second block of loading slight propagation of the damages was
observed (see Fig. 9). It is apparent from Table 3 that the two blocks of repeated buckling
had almost no influence on the residual strength of the web, when compared with the loads
sustained by the "nonfatigued" web 07B. The behavior of web 06A on the way to failure
and at failure was, however, different from that ofweb 07B and resembled that of web 05A,
thus being also different from that observed for the webs in the first group of specimens.

Web 06B also sustained its designed fatigue life. No damages were observed during
the course of fatigue loading and no residual strength degradation due to fatigue was
observed. The behavior on the way to failure and at failure was similar to that of web 06A
(see Table 3).

Web 07A was subjected to a relatively high working load level, (Veyc/Vult) ~ 0.588. As
a result of this, significant cracks developed and propagated during the first quarter of the
life of the web. The damage was arrested at about 60 K cycles and the web withstood its
complete fatigue envelope (250 K cycles). No fatigue effects on the residual strength of the
web were experienced. The behavior of the web on the way to failure and at failure again
resembled that of webs 06A and 06B and differed from that of web 07B.

Web 07B was used to determine the ultimate load of the corresponding web layup and
state ofloading (webs 06A, 06B and 07A). Its modes of failure are shown in Fig. 10.

Typical response curves, yielded by reduction of the strain gage measurements are
shown in the sets of Figs lla-lle (web 06A). It is apparent from these figures that buckling
cannot be determined uniquely from these figures. One should also note the very high
bending strain concentrations along the tension diagonal at the lower corner of the T.D.
which are reflected by the (Y2/YS) curve in Fig. lIe.

Similar sets of response curves and trends of behavior were obtained for the
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other webs in the second group, as well as for the first group of webs (beams HWB-O I to
HWB-04).

It is also concluded from the results of Table 3 that adding the 0' ply to the web in the
second group significantly increased the load carrying capacity (buckling and ultimate
strength), and almost eliminated the fatigue sensitivity of the webs. It also changed the
behavior of the webs in this group, on the way to failure and at failure, when compared
with that observed in the residual strength tests of the first group.

The third group in the present investigations consisted of beams with [+45; - 45 ; 90 ;
O]s composite webs (beams HWB-08 through HWB-IO). Table 3 shows that buckling loads
corresponding to the webs of this group were increased significantly by the addition of the
two 90° laminae. Again, however, though the anticipated buckling loads were relatively
high, the experimental determination of the critical loads did not yield unique results and
correlation with analysis is less than fair.

The first two beams (HWB-08 and 09) in this group were loaded with the outermost
fibers of the webs in compression. Web 08A was subjected to a very high working load,
(Vcyc/ Vult) ~ 0.615. This led to premature failure in fatigue of the metal frame of the beam
at N ~ 41.74 K cycles, which was associated with crack and delamination damages at the
lower corner of the T.D. The frame was repaired by bolting the frame to the web and
stiffening the flanges of the frame with metal strips (bolted to them). Then a residual
strength test was carried out. It is seen from Table 3 that these damages slightly affected
the residual strength of the web. During the course of the residual strength test of this web,
it was also observed that its behavior on the way to failure and at failure was influenced by
the damages and that it differed from either that of the "virgin" web 09B (which underwent
an ultimate test only) or from that of the other webs in the present group. The modes of
damage at N = 41.74 K cycles and after the residual strength test are shown in Fig. 12.

As a result of the premature failure of web 08A, the flanges of the beams in the present
group were stiffened and the webs were bolted to the frames (in addition to being bonded)
prior to their testing. Also, slightly lower working loads were chosen for webs 08B and 09A
(see Table 3). Table 3 shows that both webs withstood the desired fatigue life of 250 K
cycles. They experienced minor damages at the lower corner of the T.D. during the beginning
of their fatigue life, but these damages were arrested after a while and therefore did not
affect the endurance life of the webs. Table 3 reveals that the residual strength of these webs
was affected to some extent as a result of the repeated bucklings at relatively high working
load levels. The modes of damage and failure of web 09A are shown in Fig. 13.

Web 09B served to determine the ultimate load corresponding to the webs of beams
08 and 09. Its behavior on the way to failure and at failure was found to be similar to that
experienced with web 09A in Fig. 13.

Beam HWB-1O was loaded with its outermost fibers in tension. As a result, the modes
of damage experienced by web lOA of this beam differed completely from those observed
in tqe previous webs of the present group. Delamination damages started at the lower
corner of the T.D. after a relatively small number of cycles. This damage propagated along
the T.D. towards the opposite corner of the T.D., and was fully developed at the end of
the fatigue life of the web (see Fig. 14). The test results of web lOA in Table 3 show that
the residual strength of this web was only slightly influenced by the above damages, but the
behavior of the web on the way to failure and at failure differed from that of web lOB. It
was similar to the behavior of the other webs in the present group.

Plots of responses of the webs of the present group, like those in Fig. II, reveal similar
behavior and tendencies to those experienced in the previous groups of beams, including
the very high bending strain concentrations along the T.D., at its lower corner.

It should be noted that the webs in the present group exhibited some fatigue sensitivity,
which in the case of web 09A resulted in as much as 15% degradation in the ultimate load
carrying capacity.

The fourth group of beams in the present investigation had a [±45]s plane weave web
and included beams HWB-II and HWB-12. Plane weave material was used to eliminate
the directionality tension/compression state of loading effect in the outermost fibers, which
appeared in the webs in the previous groups.
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Fig. 9. Failure in residual strength test of shear web HWB·06A (after 250 K load cycles at Vcy<: =
1100 kg and 1300 kg).
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Fig. 10. Failure in ultimate test of shear web HWB·07B.
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Fig. 12. Failure in residual strength test of shear web HWB-08A (after 41,740 load cycles at
Vcyc = 2000 kg).
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Fig, 13. Failure in residual strength lest of shear web HWB·09A (after 252, 835 load cycles at
V", = 1850 kg),
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Fig. 14. Damage propagation in shear web HWB-IOA (after 250 K load cycles at V", = 1850 kg).
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Fig. 15. Damage propagation and failure in residual strength test of shear web HWB·IIB (after
250 K cyclic loadings at Vel'< = 900 kg).
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Fig. 16. Failure of shear web HWB-12B.
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( b)

Fig. 18. Axial compression panel. (a) Moire fringe pattern of skin buckling. (b) Computed wave
pattern of skin buckling.
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Fig. 21. Failure of axial compression panels. (a) Typical failure mode of panel /2. (b) Failure at
the location of defects in panel J4.
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Fig. II. Typical response curves for shear web HWB-6A. (a)-(d) Bending strain vs. load (gage
locations given in Fig. 3). (e) Strain concentration.

The experimental critical loads of the webs in this group could not be determined
satisfactorily from any of the strain/strain or strain/load responses.

Webs IIA, lIB and 12A underwent repeated buckling tests at different working load
levels, 0.4 :::;; (Vcyc/ Vult) :::;; 0.55. They all sustained their desired fatigue life of 250 K cycles
and behaved very much alike during their load cycling. Damages developed in the form of
cracks and delaminations along the T.D., cracks on the compression side of the web and
delamination on the tension side. In the earlier life of the web these damages propagated
along the T.D. and were arrested after a while. Their extent depended upon the working
load level, VCyc (see Fig. 15). It is seen in Table 3, that the residual strength of the webs was
affected by the repeated buckling, and a load degradation of about 11 % was experienced
by web liA. Also the behavior of these webs differed from that of the "intact" web 12B
on the way to failure and at failure.

Web 12B was employed to determine the ultimate load of this group of webs. The
mode of failure of the present layup is shown in Fig. 16.
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The typical response curves of the [±~s planeweave webs (Figs 17a, b and c) differ
from those associated with the previous groups (Figs lla-e). Like in the previous groups,
high bending strain concentrations were experienced along the T.D. at the lower comer
and are presented by Y1.11 IY4.14 in Fig. 17c. Unlike in other groups, there is a jump and
change of direction in this curve. It should be noted that the group of planeweave webs
also revealed some fatigue sensitivity, but their damage tolerance and margins of safety are
high.
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4.2. Axial compression panels
The test results for the "I" and "J" panels and the corresponding calculated values

are presented in Table 4. Local skin buckling was computed with NASTRAN MSC,
PANDA 2 (Bushnell, 1987) and ESDU data sheets (E.S.D.U., 1980). Failure loads were
calculated with PANDA 2 and as wide columns.

The skin buckled in both the "I" and "J" stiffened panels with five half-waves
longitudinally and one transverse half-wave between each pair of stringers. A typical wave
pattern obtained by the Moire technique in the tests of a "J" stiffened panel, J5, is shown
in Fig. 18, with the corresponding finite element (NASTRAN) buckling mode shape
prediction. The experimental skin buckling loads were determined from plots of applied
axial load vs axial membrane strain (like, e.g. Fig. 19), a method proposed originally by
Hoff et al. (1948). Due to the usual difficulty ofprecise definition of the experimental critical
load in an imperfect plate (with its stable postbuckling behavior) by this or any other
method, there is considerable scatter in the experimental skin buckling loads in Table 4.
The different methods of prediction also yield significantly different values in the Table.
The PANDA 2 predictions, however, are closest to the average experimental values. The
results shown in Table 4 and in Fig. 19 reveal that the buckling load was somewhat fatigue
sensitive, and that there is a marked difference in the postbuckling behavior of the "I" and
"J" stiffened panels.

In the postbuckling region, the usual change in load distribution, the large increase in
load carrying share by the stiffeners, was observed for both types of panels (Segal et al.,
1987). However, contrary to the minor fatigue sensitivity of the skin buckling load, repeated
buckling is not detrimental to the ultimate load carrying capacity of the panel. This can be
seen in Fig. 20, showing the influence of load cycling on the axial compressive strain at a
high load level. This is further reinforced by the column type tests carried out in Frostig et
al. (1988).

Failure loads were predicted by PANDA 2 (Bushnell, 1987), and by the commonly
used "wide column" analysis (including an effective width obtained from the test results),
and are presented in Table 4. For the "I" stiffened panels the "wide column" predictions
are in good agreement with the average experimental loads, whereas for the "J" stiffened
panels the calculated loads are significantly higher than the experimental ones. The PANDA
2 predictions, both for simple and clamped supports, bound the experimental results. It
should also be noted that failure was not caused by stiffener buckling in any of the panels
tested (Segal et aI., 1987).

Manufacturing defects, mainly porosity, did not affect the initial buckling, but final
failure loads were affected by them, as well as by geometrical imperfections (Segal et al.,
1987). Final failure of all the panels was initiated at the stiffener caps and spread across the
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Table 4. Panel loading, skin buckling and ultimate/residual strength

Local skin buckling (ton] Failure and residual loads {ton]

Computed Experimental Computed

E.S.D.U. PANDA 2 Wide PANDA 2 ~
Total (1980) Bushnell (1987) column Bushnell (\ 987)

~
Cyclic number of including m

r-
Panel type load range cycles NASTRAN Simply Simply Before After 250 K effective Simply r-m

and number (ton] (kilocyclesI MSC supported Clamped supported Clamped cycling cycles width supported Clamped Experimental '"",
::l

II Static 7.1 4.98 7.97 5.5 5.6 5.35 36.2 19.1 50.2 24.0
a.

-
'-

12 14-22 315 7.1 4.98 7.97 5.5 5.6 5.80 5.20 36.2 19.1 50.2 32.0
13 15-21 250 7.1 4.98 7.97 5.5 5.6 7.00 6.20 36.2 19.1 50.2 33.5

Vl

Z
J4 Static - 5.15 3.82 6.11 4.4 4.45 3.40 - 22.4 14.0 20.5 15.0 Clm
J5 11-12 75* 5.15 3.82 6.11 4.4 4.45 4.50 - 22.4 14.0 20.5 * '"
16 11-15 250 5.15 3.82 6.11 4.4 4.45 6.05 5.00 22.4 14.0 20.5 16.7

* Panel broke during loading due to loading machine failure.
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skin along 45 degree lines. A typical failure is shown in Fig. 21a. Panels which contained
manufacturing defects in the caps broke at the location of the defects as can be seen in Fig.
21b. No damage or failure occurred at the stiffener-skin interface as was the case in Romeo
(1986). Final failure load of most panels ranged between 4.4 to 5.5 times their initial
buckling load.

5. CONCLUSIONS

(I) Composite stiffened panels can be safely utilized in the "deep" postbuckling region also
under repeated loading. This was shown conclusively by the postbuckling and failure
behavior of both the shear panels and compression panels.

(2) All shear and compression panels sustained the specified fatigue life of 250,000 cycles.
(3) In most of the shear panels significant damages developed with increasing number of

repeated buckling cycles, the extent of the damage depending on the working load level,
Vcyc ' But, no matter how pronounced the damage was, it did not affect the fatigue life
of the panels; even extensive delamination did not result in immediate catastrophic
failure. The residual strength of the panels was reduced, however, by up to 20%. In the
static tests, two ultimate loads were observed, the final one being 10-20% higher.

The correct placement of the outer fibers in the stacking sequence of the web was
found to be of great importance. Placing these fibers in the tension field direction
increased the ultimate shear strength.

Comparison of the composite shear web test results with those of the corresponding
metal shear webs of the earlier investigations (Weller et al., 1984b; Libai et al., 1984),
shows the advantages of the composite webs, primarily less sensitivity to fatigue at
similar levels of cyclic working loads.

(4) All the compression panels were of the relatively "heavy" stiffener type, where the skin
buckled first with stiffeners (with an effective width of skin) failing at a load 4.5 to 5.5
times the initial skin buckling load. The initial buckling was somewhat reduced by
repeated buckling, whereas the ultimate load carrying capability of the stiffened panel
was not affected and often even slightly increased.

Panel failure initiated at the stiffener caps of one of the outer stiffeners, followed
by failure of the two central stiffeners, these failures being associated with 45° cracks
in the skin (parallel to the 45° fibers in the outer plies, see Fig. 21).

No stiffener separation from skin was experienced. This failure mode was prevented
by overlapping the last two upper plies in the skin on the flange and by manufacturing
the panel in one stage. Thus the development of interlaminar shear stress was eliminated
and the effect of peeling stresses at flange-skin intersection reduced.

SAS 26:9110-8
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Note that the test results indicate that "I" stiffened compression panels. though
weighing more than the corresponding"J" stiffened ones. are structurally more efficien t.

Comparison between PANDA 2 (Bushnell, 1987), type predictions and test results
verify the suitability ofPANDA 2 for initial sizing offlat composite compression panels.

(5) The two repeated buckling test programs on stiffened shear panels and stiffened axial
compression panels showed clearly less fatigue sensitivity of the composite (Graphite'
Epoxy) panels. This feature adds to other advantages of composite structures.

Safe design of stiffened Graphite/Epoxy panels well beyond their initial buckling
is therefore feasible, which will result in their increased structural efficiency.
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