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Abstract: Research on the seismic performance of steel structures has led to the development of
improved structures, which minimize structural and non-structural damage and can be reused
immediately after an earthquake. Moreover, significant advances have been made for predicting
the response of steel members, connections, and structural systems exposed to fire. Nevertheless,
the research on the reuse of steel structures after a fire event is limited. A steel structure designed
according to the current seismic codes can survive a fire without significant structural damage
and may be repaired and reused. Therefore, it is of great importance to study whether the reuse
of steel structures after a fire is safe in high seismicity areas. This paper investigates the seismic
performance of steel columns that are pre-damaged due to fire. For this purpose, sophisticated finite
element models have been developed and validated against experimental data. It was concluded
that the models accurately predict the behaviour of beams-columns at elevated temperatures. First,
the behaviour of the columns was studied using simplified boundary conditions; the surrounding
structure was not included in the numerical model. Thermal-structural analyses were performed
to determine the structural damage induced by the fire. Subsequently, the cyclic performance of
the columns was investigated, considering both the residual post-fire deformations and the proper
material properties. Aiming to obtain more realistic results, the complicated interaction between the
heated columns and the surrounding structure was considered in the modelling. For this reason,
the fire behaviour of a seismic resistant frame was simulated. Then, the behaviour of fire-damaged
columns under cyclic loading was assessed. The analysis of the results demonstrates the effect of the
post-fire damage on the cyclic behaviour of columns.

Keywords: fire; earthquake; reuse; cyclic loading; steel columns; earthquake after fire; post-fire
behaviour; numerical analysis

1. Introduction

Reuse of structures after catastrophic events (earthquake, fire, explosions, etc.) is an
important economic, social, and technical issue that has attracted the interest of many
researchers. For instance, the design of structures against earthquakes for different perfor-
mance levels (e.g., collapse prevention, life safety, immediate occupancy, and operational
level) has been extensively studied. Numerous theoretical and experimental publications
on the behaviour of steel structures under seismic loading [1–5] have emerged in recent
decades. Research has led to the development of improved seismic structures, which
minimize structural and non-structural damage and can be repaired or immediately reused
after an earthquake.

There is also strong research interest in the behaviour of steel structures in other
accidental actions, such as fire. Significant advances have been made for predicting the
response of steel members, connections, and entire structural systems exposed to fire [6–10].
The research produced perspective design rules to ensure adequate fire resistance, which
have been incorporated into structural steel design standards [11,12]. Lately, there is an
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increasing worldwide interest in transforming building structural fire safety design from a
prescriptive-based to performance-based approach. This is driven by the need to improve
structural safety in fire, to increase design flexibility, and to reduce the cost of fire protection
to structures [6].

The philosophy of performance-based fire engineering is to define the required per-
formance of a structure under fire and to design the structure in order to achieve this
required performance. The different levels of requirement for structural performance in
fire range from compliance with simple prescriptive rules, through ensuring fire safety
with reduced levels of fire protection costs, to improving structural safety in fire under
exceptional conditions (for example, by controlling fire-induced collapse [6]). However, the
safety assessment of the re-useability of steel structures after a fire is still an issue open for
investigation. The reparability and the possibility of reuse are particularly important for
both the owner of the property (rehabilitation cost and immediate reuse), and the insurance
company who covers the cost of rehabilitation.

Fire exposed steel structures can be reused after a structural safety assessment and
necessary retrofit. Inspection reports from fire incidents indicate that, in many cases, fire
exposed steel structures may retain much of their load bearing capacity after cooling.
Examples include the fire at One Meridian Plaza in Philadelphia USA (1991), the fire at
Churchill Plaza in Basingstoke (2005), the fire at a building in Broadgate, London (1990)
etc. In the latter case, an extensive investigation of the building was carried out following
the fire [13]. Many structural members were not fire protected because the building was
in the construction phase and fire protection systems were not active. Despite the long
duration of the fire and the very high temperatures that developed, it turned out that the
building could be reused. Due to minor structural damage the building was repaired in a
very short time.

The postfire behaviour of steel structures may be affected by the degradation of the
material properties of steel after fire. According to the literature, while its mechanical
properties deteriorate at high temperatures, they are fully or partially recovered when
the metal cools down and returns to normal ambient temperature [14–19]. Other factors
influencing the recovery of steel properties are the rate of temperature cooling rate, the
chemical composition of steel, and its production process (thermal treatments, etc.) [20].
The possibility of the reuse of steel buildings depends also on the postfire (residual) defor-
mations of the structural members [21–23]. The post-fire geometry of structural members
can be assessed using appropriate measurement techniques (plumb bob, stringline, and
laser) and the decision for the reinforcement or the rejection of the members depends on
the level of the structural damage. Three categories can be defined, which are the following:
straight or slightly deformed members, members noticeably deformed which could be
heat straightened if economically justified, and members severely deformed. However,
general guidelines on the maximum permissible levels of residual deformations to ensure
satisfactory performance are not specified. The literature review reveals that knowledge of
the post-fire behaviour of steel structures is limited. Most studies of the literature focus
on the post-fire behaviour of bolted or welded connections [24–32] while research on the
global behaviour of structures or structural members is limited [33,34].

A particularly important question that arises at this point is whether a structure can be
safely reused under seismic combinations of actions [35]; research on this area has recently
begun [36].

Seismic resistant steel buildings can survive a fire without significant damage [36]
because seismic design acts beneficially in their fire behaviour. In particular, common
cross-sections used in structural members are characterized by small section factors (as
defined in [12]) resulting in high critical temperatures. Based on the current practice, if
the structure experiences insignificant residual deformations, it may be recommended
for minor repairs or immediate reuse. However, it is not known how this structure will
perform under an upcoming earthquake. Slight residual deformations may act as initial
imperfections and affect the stability of the structural members during seismic excitation.
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Moreover, the post-fire mechanical properties of steel may be different compared to the
original material.

Based on the previous discussion, it is of interest to investigate the vulnerability of fire-
damaged steel structures under earthquake. This paper focuses on the assessment of the
post-fire behaviour of steel H-columns under cyclic loading coupled with axial compressive
load. Variations in the boundary conditions, fire scenarios, and applied axial load ratios
are investigated. The study starts with columns that use simplified boundary conditions.
Thermal-structural analyses are performed to determine the structural damage induced
during the fire stage. Subsequently, the cyclic performance of the columns is investigated,
considering both the residual post-fire deformations and the proper material properties.
Furthermore, a seismic-resistant frame is also studied (columns with realistic boundary
conditions), aiming for a more realistic assessment of the fire and post-fire behaviour of its
columns. The analysis of the results demonstrates the effect of the fire damage on the cyclic
behaviour of columns.

2. Computational Modelling
2.1. Numerical Models

Finite element analyses of steel columns have been conducted in this work to examine
their post-fire behaviour under cyclic loading. The models were implemented within the
general-purpose finite element code MSC Marc [37], using quadrilateral elements (element
75 of the library of MSC Marc 2018). This is a four-node, thick-shell element with global
displacements and rotations as degrees of freedom. Bilinear interpolation is used for the
coordinates, displacements, and rotations. The membrane strains are obtained from the
displacement field and the curvatures from the rotation field. The transverse shear strains
are calculated at the middle of the edges and interpolated to the integration points. Through
this formulation, the element retains the proper rank and, hence, does not exhibit various
kinds of spurious behaviour. Moreover, the locking phenomena are eliminated. In this
way, a very efficient and simple element is obtained that exhibits correct behaviour in the
limiting case of thin shells. A four-point Gaussian integration is chosen for the element in
the plane of the shell and the eleven-point Simpson’s rule is used in the thickness direction.
This large strain formulation for the nonlinear procedure is used in the analyses. This
activates a formulation suitable for large strains, displacements, and rotations and the
updated Lagrange framework is used.

At both the base and the top end of the column, rigid kinematic links are used to apply
the boundary conditions. The central node of the cross-section (retained node) is tied with
all the other nodes of the cross-section (tied nodes), using the RBE2 link of MSC Marc [37].
The tying includes all the degrees of freedom. Using this option, the boundary conditions
are applied to the retained node.

The proposed finite element model represents an axially and rotationally restrained
steel column (see Figure 1). While the column base was considered rigid, the effect of the
flexibility of the column-beam connections at its top end is included in the model through
the rotational spring. The spring is defined through the rotational restraint stiffness ratio
αR (Equation (1)), which is the ratio of the rotational stiffness of the surrounding structure
kR to the rotational stiffness of the column kR,C.

The effect of the axial restraint induced by the surrounding structure during the
thermal loading was included in the numerical model through an axial spring [38–40]. This
restraint appears when a heated column is part of a frame, and the columns of the same
floor are not heated at exactly the same rate. When a column is heated, the ends of the
beams that are connected to its top end will undergo a vertical movement due to its thermal
expansion. If the columns at the other ends of the connected beams remain cool, the beams
will undergo differential vertical movement of their ends and they will therefore exert a
restraining force on the heated column, resisting its vertical expansion [38]. Only when
an entire floor is heated at exactly the same rate, all the columns will escape the addition
of a restraint force, since they will all thermally expand together, and no relative vertical
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movement will be present. The axial spring is defined through the axial restraint stiffness
ratio αA, equal to the ratio of the axial stiffness of the surrounding structure kA to the axial
stiffness of the column kA,C (see Equation (2)).

αR =
kR

kR,C
and kR,C =

4EC IC
L0

(1)

αA =
kA

kA,C
and kA,C =

AC · EC
L0

(2)

Buildings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  4 of 27 
 

addition of a restraint force, since they will all thermally expand together, and no relative 

vertical movement will be present. The axial spring is defined through the axial restraint 

stiffness ratio αA, equal to the ratio of the axial stiffness of the surrounding structure kA to 

the axial stiffness of the column kA,C (see Equation (2)). 

𝛼
,
 and 𝑘 ,

 
    (1) 

𝛼
,
 and 𝑘 ,

 ∙ 
    (2) 

In Equations (1) and (2), AC and IC are the cross‐sectional area and second moment of 

area of the restrained column, respectively, and EC is the Young’s modulus of the material 

at room temperature. 

   

Figure 1. The axially and rotationally restrained steel column and the numerical model. 

In the current study, S355JR [41] structural steel material is used. The yield stress and 

modulus of elasticity are 355 MPa and 210 GPa, respectively, at room temperature. For 

the heating stage, the material properties (reduction factors for yield stress, proportional 

limit, modulus of elasticity, and stress‐strain relationship) are considered according to EN 

1993‐1‐2 [12]. The post‐fire properties (yield stress, elastic modulus, and ultimate stress) 

were  considered  according  to  [20].  In particular,  the  following  reduction  factors were 

adopted to determine the residual post‐fire properties of structural steel: 

   

Figure 1. The axially and rotationally restrained steel column and the numerical model.

In Equations (1) and (2), AC and IC are the cross-sectional area and second moment of
area of the restrained column, respectively, and EC is the Young’s modulus of the material
at room temperature.

In the current study, S355JR [41] structural steel material is used. The yield stress and
modulus of elasticity are 355 MPa and 210 GPa, respectively, at room temperature. For
the heating stage, the material properties (reduction factors for yield stress, proportional
limit, modulus of elasticity, and stress-strain relationship) are considered according to EN
2 January 1993 [12]. The post-fire properties (yield stress, elastic modulus, and ultimate
stress) were considered according to [20]. In particular, the following reduction factors
were adopted to determine the residual post-fire properties of structural steel:

fyT

fy
=

{
1 T ≤ 600 ◦C
1.504 − T/1200 600 ◦C < T ≤ 900 ◦C

(3)

fuT
fy

=

{
1 T ≤ 600 ◦C
1.208 − T/2900 600 ◦C < T ≤ 900 ◦C

(4)

ET
E

=

{
1 T ≤ 600 ◦C
1.431 − T/1400 600 ◦C < T ≤ 900 ◦C

(5)
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where fyT , fuT , ET are the yield stress, the ultimate stress, and the modulus of elasticity at
T ◦C and fy, fu , E are the corresponding values at room temperature.

For the cyclic loading stage, the material constitutive relationships are based on a von
Mises yield surface J2 plasticity [42], with the well-established combined isotropic/kinematic
hardening law [43]. The Chaboche model combines isotropic hardening to describe the
cyclic hardening, and nonlinear kinematic hardening to capture proper characteristics of
cyclic plasticity. The nonlinear kinematic and isotropic hardening parameters defined in
Equations (6) and (7) are:

.
X =

[
C

1
R + k

(σ − X)− γX
]

.
εpl (6)

where X is the back stress tensor representing the center of the yield surface in stress space,
σ is the stress tensor, and εpl is the equivalent plastic strain. C and γ are two material
constants, C is the translation rate of yield surface, and γ is the relaxation rate of yield
surface translation as plastic deformation accumulates. The quantity R + k defines the size
of the yield surface, and the initial conditions of cyclic hardening are k = σy and R = 0 (σy is
the initial yield stress). The evolution equation for the variable R is described as follows:

R = R∞

(
1 − e−bεpl

)
(7)

where R∞ and b are material constants. R∞ represents the maximum change in size of yield
surface and b is the rate at which size of yield surface changes as plastic deformation devel-
ops. In the current study, the material constants C, γ, R∞, and b are taken according to [44].
Specifically, the following values were adopted: C = 12.640 MPa, γ = 91, R∞ = 70 MPa, and
b = 2.

Aiming for a more realistic assessment of a column’s behaviour, initial imperfec-
tions are incorporated in the geometry of the finite element models. In particular, local
web/flange and global out-of-pane imperfections were introduced, with magnitudes equal
to d/250 and b/250 (where d = h - 2tf, b and h are the width and depth of the cross section
and tf is the flange thickness) for the web and flange, respectively, and L/1500 for the global
imperfection [45]. To incorporate the initial imperfections, the buckling eigenmodes were
extracted and introduced as imperfections with a specific amplitude. For this purpose,
the normalized buckling modes are multiplied by a scale factor, leading to the desired
maximum amplitude, and the resulting buckled geometry is added to the initial coordinates
of the FE model.

2.2. Numerical Analyses

The loading involves two different stages. During the first stage, the column is exposed
to fire (including the heating and cooling phase), and the cyclic loading is applied during
the second stage. Note that different boundary conditions and material models are required
to accurately simulate the behaviour of columns during the separate stages. For this reason,
two different analyses are conducted.

First, a thermal-structural analysis is conducted which includes both heating and
cooling of the column. The second analysis reads as an initial condition of the output file of
the first analysis. This includes all the results of the previous stage (i.e., the kinematic, strain,
and stress tensors). Thus, in the second analysis, both the geometric damage (deformed
shape of the column) and the material damage (plastic strains) are considered. During this
mechanical analysis, the cyclic loading is applied while the axial load remains constant.
The proper material properties are used, depending on the peak temperature during the
first fire stage (according to Equations (3)–(5)).

2.3. Finite Element Model Validation

The numerical model was validated against the experimental results that are presented
in the study of Dharma and Tan [46]. For the needs of the validation, the simply supported
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steel I-beam of Figure 2 was chosen. The total length is equal to 3.65 m, while the distance
between the supports is 3.45 m. Web stiffeners are used at the support and at mid-span,
where the load is applied.
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Figure 2. The structural system and the cross section (dimensions of the cross section in mm).

For validation purposes, the material properties at room temperature were considered
according to the tensile tests of the experimental study. At elevated temperatures, the
mechanical properties are according to the recommendations of EN 1993-1-2 [12] for carbon
steel. The strain hardening was also included in the stress-strain relationship, according
to Annex A of EN 1993-1-2 [12]. Preparatory numerical analyses and comparison with
experimental results displayed significant strain-hardening of steel, even for temperatures
equal to 400 ◦C. For this reason, the ultimate strength of steel (fu,θ) was taken equal to
1.6 fy,θ (fy,θ is the yield stress at elevated temperature) for temperature ranges between
20 ◦C and 400 ◦C. Although EN 1933-1-2 [12] suggests more conservative values for ultimate
strength at elevated temperature (fu,θ = 1.25 fy,θ for T ≤ 300 ◦C), higher values are found in
many experimental studies of the literature [47,48].

The beam is laterally restrained at the position of supports at both ends and at mid-
span and, therefore, the development of plastic lateral-torsional buckling is possible at
elevated temperatures. Additionally, local buckling of the upper flange may appear. For this
reason, initial imperfections that correspond to both global and local buckling modes were
included in the numerical model. The amplitude of the initial imperfections is taken equal
to 0.5 mm for the buckling eigenmode, which is related to the lateral torsional buckling,
and to 2 mm for the eigenmode, which is related to the local buckling of the upper flange.
These values are in accordance with the measured initial imperfections that are presented
in [46].

The numerical analysis has two different stages, following the test procedure described
in [46]. During the first stage, the steel beam is heated under a heating rate of 7 ◦C/min
until the desired temperature T is reached and the temperature is uniform along the beam.
During the second stage, the temperature remains constant and the loading is applied at
mid-span until failure.

Figure 3a presents the load-displacement curves obtained numerically and experimen-
tally. A very good agreement is obtained, and the numerical model accurately predicts the
load path. Slight differences in the unloading branch may be attributed to the uncertainties
connected to the profile of the initial imperfections. Additionally, the failure mode that
results from the numerical analysis is very close to the experimentally obtained mode, as
presented in Figure 3b. In both cases, the failure is due to lateral-torsional buckling of
the steel beam. Thus, it is considered that the numerical model accurately simulates the
behaviour of the steel beam at elevated temperatures, and it may predict instabilities like
lateral torsional buckling.
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3. Columns with Simplified Boundary Conditions

During the heating and cooling stages, fixed boundary conditions (all the degrees of
freedom were fixed except from the displacement z at the top end of the column) were
considered for all the columns. The axial degree of freedom at the top end of the column is
restrained by the axial spring, representing the effect of the surrounding structure. Accord-
ing to the literature [38,39], the restraint experienced by a heated column (Equation (2))
varies between very low values (e.g., 0.001) to very high values (e.g., 0.2). In this section, the
axial restraint is considered equal to 0.1. During the cyclic loading stage, the columns are
free to translate axially and rotate at their top end, while all the other degrees of freedom
are fixed.

The cyclic loading protocol of Figure 4 has been employed in this study. The lateral
load was coupled with the compressive axial load of constant magnitude. Four different
levels of axial load ratios P/Py,20 = 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, and 0.4 were studied (where Py,20 is the
axial plastic strength of the column). These loading ratios are typical for both interior and
end steel columns of moment resisting frames. Lower values of axial load are typical for
the interior columns, while the higher values are more typical in end columns [45]. Table 1
summarizes the parametric analyses that were conducted in this section.
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Table 1. Columns with simplified boundary conditions.

Case Study Cross
Section

Length
(m) b/2tf h/tw P/Py,20

Class at
Room Temp.

Class at
High Temp. aA aR

Maximum
Temperature

(◦C)

HEB300_01_Tmax

HEB300 4000 7.9 24

0.1 1 1 0.1 fixed 350–750
HEB300_02_Tmax 0.2 1 1 0.1 fixed 350–750
HEB300_03_Tmax 0.3 1 1 0.1 fixed 350–750
HEB300_04_Tmax 0.4 1 1 0.1 fixed 350–750
HEA340_01_Tmax

HEA340 4000 9.1 31

0.1 1 3 0.1 fixed 350–750
HEA340_02_Tmax 0.2 1 3 0.1 fixed 350–750
HEA340_03_Tmax 0.3 1 3 0.1 fixed 350–750
HEA340_04_Tmax 0.4 1 3 0.1 fixed 350–750

Note: b and h are the width and depth of the cross section, and tf flange thickness and tw are the web thickness.

The thermal-structural analysis, which is conducted to simulate the fire behaviour of
columns, consists of four steps. During the first step, the column is at room temperature
and the axial load is applied. The axial spring is activated at the onset of the second step
and the heating is applied while the axial force remains constant. When the temperature
reaches the maximum value, the third step starts, which includes the cooling phase. The
axial spring is still active during this step and the axial force remains constant. When the
column returns to room temperature, the axial spring is deactivated (fourth step). During
the subsequent mechanical analysis, which is conducted to simulate the cyclic loading
behaviour of columns, the axial spring is not active.

3.1. Behaviour during the Fire Stage

The axial forces developed in the HEB300_550 ◦C columns during the heating stage
are presented in Figure 5. An increase in temperature results in thermal strain, which is
partially prevented, generating thermal stresses and, therefore, the axial forces increase.
The behaviour is linear elastic until the proportional limit is reached (482 ◦C, 397 ◦C, 378 ◦C,
and 318 ◦C, for the columns HEB300_01_550 ◦C, HEB300_02_550 ◦C, HEB300_03_550 ◦C,
and HEB300_04_550 ◦C). During the initial stages of heating, web and flange local buckling
initiates. For further increases in temperature, the global out-of-plane displacements at
the mid-height of the columns increase disproportionately and the buckling about the
weak axis starts. At this point, the axial force takes its ultimate value and the temperature
reaches its critical value (critical temperature). The critical temperatures are 509 ◦C, 493 ◦C,
447 ◦C, and 375 ◦C for the HEB300_01_550 ◦C, HEB300_02_550 ◦C, HEB300_03_550 ◦C, and
HEB300_04_550 ◦C columns, respectively.

Figure 6 presents the axial forces in the HEB300_03 columns, during both heating
and cooling stages. The unloading branch during the cooling stage depends on the axial
restraint and subsequently on the spread of the fire. For example, if the fire is restricted
to the left bay of the first story of the frame of Figure 7 (Scenario A of Figure 7a) during
the cooling stage, the Beam 1B will undergo differential vertical movement of its ends, and
therefore a restraining force will be exerted on the Column1B. In this case, the axial restraint
of the column 1B is the same during both cooling and heating stages, and the axial force at
the end of cooling stage (Figure 7c) is different from the initial force (before heating).

In the event of fire spread to the neighbour bays of the first story (Scenario B of
Figure 7b), the behaviour of interior columns (e.g., Column 1B) will be different. While
fire remains in the left bay, the restraint effect in Column 1B is active. As soon as the fire
gradually spreads to the central and right bays, the neighbour columns (1C and 1D) will
expand and contract, and the restraint effect will be gradually relieved. Finally, the axial
force of Column 1B will return (approximately) to its initial value (Figure 7d).



Buildings 2022, 12, 288 9 of 26
Buildings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 27 
 

   

(a)  (b) 

Figure 5. Behaviour of HEB300_550 °C columns during the fire stage. (a) Axial forces; (b) Global 

out‐of‐plane displacements (x‐axis) at mid‐height of the column. 

In the event of fire spread to the neighbour bays of the first story (Scenario B of Figure 

7b), the behaviour of interior columns (e.g., Column 1B) will be different. While fire re‐

mains in the left bay, the restraint effect in Column 1B is active. As soon as the fire grad‐

ually spreads to the central and right bays, the neighbour columns (1C and 1D) will ex‐

pand and contract, and  the restraint effect will be gradually relieved. Finally,  the axial 

force of Column 1B will return (approximately) to its initial value (Figure 7d). 

In this section, the study focuses on interior columns, and it is assumed that the col‐

umns’ axial force returns to its initial value (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6. Axial forces in the HEB300_03 columns during heating and cooling. 

Figure 5. Behaviour of HEB300_550 ◦C columns during the fire stage. (a) Axial forces; (b) Global
out-of-plane displacements (x-axis) at mid-height of the column.

Buildings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 27 
 

   

(a)  (b) 

Figure 5. Behaviour of HEB300_550 °C columns during the fire stage. (a) Axial forces; (b) Global 

out‐of‐plane displacements (x‐axis) at mid‐height of the column. 

In the event of fire spread to the neighbour bays of the first story (Scenario B of Figure 

7b), the behaviour of interior columns (e.g., Column 1B) will be different. While fire re‐

mains in the left bay, the restraint effect in Column 1B is active. As soon as the fire grad‐

ually spreads to the central and right bays, the neighbour columns (1C and 1D) will ex‐

pand and contract, and  the restraint effect will be gradually relieved. Finally,  the axial 

force of Column 1B will return (approximately) to its initial value (Figure 7d). 

In this section, the study focuses on interior columns, and it is assumed that the col‐

umns’ axial force returns to its initial value (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6. Axial forces in the HEB300_03 columns during heating and cooling. Figure 6. Axial forces in the HEB300_03 columns during heating and cooling.

In this section, the study focuses on interior columns, and it is assumed that the
columns’ axial force returns to its initial value (Figure 6).

The magnitude of the maximum temperature (Tmax) during the heating stage affects
the deformed shape of the column at the end of the cooling stage. If the maximum
temperature (e.g., 350 ◦C) is less than the temperature that corresponds to the ultimate
axial force (critical temperature equal to 447 ◦C for the HEB300_01 column), the column
remains in the elastic branch and returns to its initial condition through the same path
(Figure 6). In this case, there are no residual post fire displacements in the column. For this
reason, the columns with Tmax = 350 ◦C, are not further studied. For maximum temperature
beyond the critical temperature (e.g., 550 ◦C), the column enters a non-linear elastic branch
(the stresses are larger than the proportional limit and less than the yield stress) and the
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unloading path that follows is non-linear (Figure 6). Moreover, the column is on the post-
buckling stage and therefore it cannot return to the initial undeformed shape. Only part
of the displacements that were developed during the heating stage are relieved, and the
column remains in a deformed condition, which is the initial condition for the cyclic loading
stage. The deformed shapes of HEB300_03 columns at the end of heating and cooling for
different maximum temperature levels are presented in Figure 8. The results for the column
HEB300_03_450 ◦C are omitted in this figure because the magnitude of the displacements is
very small (maximum 0.9 mm). It is observed that the global flexural buckling mode about
the weak axis is coupled with the local buckling of web and flanges, but as the maximum
temperature increases, the global mode becomes dominant.
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The behaviour of HEA340 columns is similar to the HEB300 columns. Local web and
flange buckling initiates during the early stages of the heating stage and finally flexural
buckling about the weak axis takes place. Also, the critical temperatures are almost
identical (Table 2) because their radius of gyration about the weak axis is almost the same
(75.8 mm and 74.6 mm, respectively, for the HEB300and HEA340 columns, respectively).
Nevertheless, larger displacements are detected for the HEA340 columns (Figure 9), because
of the larger web and flange slenderness ratios (see Table 1). The global and local out-of-
plane displacements at the end of the cooling stage are summarized in Table 2 (the global
displacements are recorded at the mid-height of the columns). Their magnitude increases
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significantly as the load level and maximum temperature increase. It is anticipated that the
global displacements may lead to premature global buckling during the subsequent cyclic
loading stage.
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Emphasis is also placed on the base of the columns, where the plastic hinges are ex-
pected to be formed during the cyclic loading stage. Local buckling is critical because it may
reduce the lateral restraint at column ends and trigger premature global instabilities [45].
Based on Figure 9, the flange local buckling waves are symmetric and antisymmetric with
respect to the xz and yz planes, respectively. Their length is almost the same for both
columns and their center is located at the same height from the base (1.25 d and 1.05 d
for the HEB300 and HEA340, respectively). Two web local buckling waves appear at
0.45 d/1.1 d and 0.4 d/0.9 d from the base for the HEB300 and HEA340 columns, respec-
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tively. Note that the local buckling waves appear at the same locations for all the load levels
and examined temperatures.

Table 2. Post-fire residual out-of-plane displacements (in mm).

Cross
Section

Load
Level

Maximum Temperature during Heating

Tcr (◦C)450 ◦C 550 ◦C 650 ◦C 750 ◦C

Global Web Flange Global Web Flange Global Web Flange Global Web Flange

HEB300

0.1 0.0 0.4 0.1 0.2 2.2 0.3 1.0 11.3 0.4 2.2 509
0.2 1.0 0.2 0.6 5.4 0.3 1.7 21.1 1.4 3.8 493
0.3 0.5 0.2 0.3 2.0 0.3 0.9 12.3 0.4 2.2 31.6 3.0 6.0 447
0.4 0.9 0.2 0.5 4.5 0.4 1.4 22.7 1.5 3.8 39.9 5.7 8.3 375

HEA340

0.1 0.0 0.4 0.2 0.2 2.3 1.2 1.2 10.8 4.9 4.1 509
0.2 1.0 0.4 0.5 5.7 2.4 2.1 19.0 10.0 12.5 492
0.3 0.5 0.2 0.3 2.1 0.9 1.1 12.2 4.7 4.0 41.6 10.4 16.4 446
0.4 0.9 0.4 0.6 4.9 1.7 1.8 25.6 8.6 10.9 55.3 12.4 22.4 375
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3.2. Behaviour during Cyclic Loading

The behaviour of the pre-damaged steel columns under cyclic loading is evaluated
through several indicators. These include the overstrength factor ρ (ρ = Mmax/Mpl,20),
the achieved rotation capacities θMpl,20, and θMmax, as they are defined on the first-cycle
envelope curve of Figure 10.
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Figure 11 depicts the first cycle envelope curves of the moment Mx (about the strong
axis) versus the chord-rotation, at the base of the HEB300 columns and Table 3 summarises
the results. The moment-rotation curves at both ends of the specimen were nearly identical
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due to the fixed-fixed boundary conditions, so the corresponding curves at the top end of
columns are not included here. The results are compared with the case where the columns
are not damaged. The behaviour of the HEB300 columns was slightly affected by damage
(residual displacements) that was introduced by the heating stage, for maximum recorded
temperatures 450 ◦C and 550 ◦C and for all loading levels. Differences are observed for
Tmax ≥ 650 ◦C, which become more significant as the load level increases.
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Figure 11. First cycle envelope curves for the moment Mx at the base of the HEB300 columns.

For the lowest loading level (P/Py,20 = 0.1) and Tmax = 650 ◦C, the reduction of the
maximum moment of the first envelope curve was 7%, with respect to the undamaged
column. This can be attributed to the reduced yield stress of steel (according to Equation
(3) the reduction factor for the yield strength is 0.96) and the residual displacements. The
maximum moment appears earlier for the damaged column (θMmax = 3% and 2% for the
HEB300_01_undamged and HEB300_01_650 ◦C, respectively) and its rotational capacity
(θMpl,20) is 10% reduced (Table 3). The reduction of the flexural capacity (i.e., the maximum
deduced moment of the damaged column with respect to the undamaged one) is 16% for
the HEB300_01_750 ◦C, while its rotation capacity is further reduced by 30% (Table 3).

To obtain further insight into the behaviour of columns, Figure 12a,b compare the
out-of-plane displacements in the columns HEB300_01_undamaged, HEB300_01_650 ◦C,
and HEB300_01_750 ◦C. The plastic hinge at the base of the columns was formed during
the second cycle of the 1.0% drift amplitude, in all the columns. The local web and flange
buckling occurred during the first cycle of the 3.0% drift amplitude for the undamaged
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column, and this led to flexural strength deterioration. In the damaged columns, the local
buckling waves, which were introduced due to the heating/cooling, are amplified during
the cyclic loading. Initially, the out-of-plane displacements grow slowly, but during the first
cycle of the 2.0% drift amplitude they start to grow rapidly, launching flexural deterioration.
Note that the center of both the local flange and web buckling coincide in the undamaged
and damaged columns.

Table 3. Summary of the results for the HEB300 columns.

Loading Level Undamaged 450 ◦C 550 ◦C 650 ◦C 750 ◦C

overstrength factor
Mmax/Mpl, 20

P/Py,20 = 0.1 1.29 1.29 1.28 1.19 1.08
P/Py,20 = 0.2 1.28 1.28 1.25 1.19 1.01
P/Py,20 = 0.3 1.26 1.24 1.20 1.09 0.93
P/Py,20 = 0.4 1.23 1.23 1.23 1.06 0.81

θMmax

P/Py,20 = 0.1 3.0 3.0 3.0 2.0 2.0
P/Py,20 = 0.2 2.0 2.0 1.5 1.5 1.5
P/Py,20 = 0.3 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.0 1.0
P/Py,20 = 0.4 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

Rotation capacity

P/Py,20 = 0.1 4.40 4.40 4.33 3.96 3.09
P/Py,20 = 0.2 3.07 3.07 3.15 2.51 1.56
P/Py,20 = 0.3 2.04 1.98 1.94 1.56 0.00
P/Py,20 = 0.4 1.71 1.64 1.53 1.15 0.00

It is also observed that local buckling at the plastic hinge regions results in axial
shortening of the columns, which increases rapidly as the local out-of-plane deformations
become excessive (i.e., for drift amplitude larger than 3% (Figure 12c)). Moreover, the
excessive deformations due to local buckling trigger lateral displacements in the plastic
hinge regions and, subsequently, global out-of-plane displacements take place (Figure 12b).
This was more obvious for the damaged columns and for drift amplitude larger than 3%
and 2% for the HEB300_01_650 ◦C and HEB300_01_750 ◦C, respectively. Figure 12b depicts
the evolution of the global out-of-plane displacements at selected drift amplitudes (first-
cycle envelope curve). Their magnitude was measured at two different locations along
the height of the member (at L/3 and 2L/3 from the column base). It is also interesting
to note that the global out-of-plane displacements that appear at the end of the cooling
stage did not trigger any global instability. On the contrary, they are reverted back to zero
and gradually they grow in the opposite direction (Figure 13). Thus, the failure is due to
the plastic hinge formulation and the local buckling mechanism that triggers the global
out-of-plane displacements.

The same failure mechanism was detected for all load levels (P/Py,20 = 0.2, 0.3, and
0.4). The history of the out-of-plane displacements at the center of the web and flange
local buckling waves, as well the global out-of-plane displacements for the load level
P/Py,20 = 0.4, are provided in Figure 14. The only case study where the failure can be
attributed to buckling about the weak axis is the damaged column HEB300_04_750 ◦C.
In this case, the maximum moment Mx is less than the full plastic moment (which is
0.88 Mpl,20, based on the reduction factor of the yield stress, according to Equation (3)).
The plastic hinges were not fully formed, and the local web and flange buckling appears
during the first cycle of drift amplitude equal to 0.75%. Plastic deformations were evident
at the end of the cooling stage at the crest of the local buckling waves. The out-of-plane
displacements at L/3 and 2L/3 of the column height grow quickly for drift amplitudes
larger than 1%, and the dominant failure is buckling about the weak axis.

Figure 15 displays the first cycle envelope curves of the moment Mx (about the strong
axis) versus the chord-rotation, at the base of the HEA340 columns and Table 4 summarises
the results. It is observed that plastic hinges are not formed in all columns (Figure 16).
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Figure 12. First cycle envelope curves of: (a) the normalized out-of-plane displacements at the center
of local buckles, (b) the global out-of-plane displacements for the HEB300_01 columns, and (c) the
normalized axial shortening of HEB300_01 columns.
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Figure 13. Deformed shape of the HEB300_01 columns at the begging of cyclic loading (θ = 0%) and
for the θ = 6% chord rotation.
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Figure 14. Normalized global out-of-plane displacements for the HEB300_04 columns (first cycle
envelope curves).
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Figure 15. First cycle envelope curves for the moment Mx at the base of the HEA340 columns.
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Figure 16. Overstrength factor considering the degradation of yield strength.
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Table 4. Summary of the results for the HEA340 columns.

Loading Level Undamaged 450 ◦C 550 ◦C 650 ◦C 750 ◦C

overstrength factor
Mmax/Mpl, 20

P/Py,20 = 0.1 1.18 1.18 1.17 1.11 0.94
P/Py,20 = 0.2 1.12 1.12 1.13 1.06 0.82
P/Py,20 = 0.3 1.14 1.14 1.12 0.94 0.70
P/Py,20 = 0.4 1.14 1.11 1.05 0.84 0.56

θMmax

P/Py,20 = 0.1 2.00 2.00 1.50 1.50 1.50
P/Py,20 = 0.2 1.50 1.50 1.00 1.00 1.00
P/Py,20 = 0.3 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.75
P/Py,20 = 0.4 1.0 1.0 0.75 0.75 0.75

Rotation capacity

P/Py,20 = 0.1 2.73 2.73 2.59 1.96 0.00
P/Py,20 = 0.2 1.72 1.72 1.64 1.24 0.00
P/Py,20 = 0.3 1.28 1.27 1.22 0.00 0.00
P/Py,20 = 0.4 1.16 1.13 0.89 0.00 0.00

For the loading level P/Py = 0.1, all the columns fail due to the formulation of plastic
hinges at the base and their top end, and the local buckling mechanism that triggers global
out-of-plane displacements. For higher loading levels, the behaviour depends on the
maximum temperature recorded during the fire stage. For the columns where the flexural
strength is less than the full plastic moment of the cross section, although the plastic hinges
are not formed, the excessive local buckling deformations trigger the global out-of-plane
displacements in the columns again. The residual global out-of-plane displacements (post
fire displacements) are reverted back to zero and they grow in the opposite direction
(Figure 17) very quickly. Thus, the columns fail due to coupled local and global instabilities.
Note that when the plastic hinge mechanism is formed, the excessive global out-of-plane
displacements are prevented.
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Figure 17. Normalized global out-of-plane displacements for the HEA340 columns (first cycle envelopes).
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The only case study where the failure can be attributed to buckling about the weak
axis is the heavily damaged column HEA340_04_750 ◦C. In this case, the plastic hinges
were not fully formed, the global out-of-plane displacements grow fast for drift amplitude
larger than 0.75%, and the dominant failure is buckling about the weak axis.

4. Column with Realistic Boundary Conditions

The main objective of this section is to study the behaviour of columns under cyclic
loading that has been damaged by fire, using realistic boundary conditions. For this
purpose, the frame of Figure 18, which has been designed against earthquakes (details are
included in [49]), is used. To reduce the computational cost, the details of the connections
were not included in the numerical model and the beams were considered welded to the
columns. A primary analysis highlighted the importance of column web stiffeners, which
are usually used in the beam-to-column connections of seismic resisting frames; for this
reason, they were included in the model (Figure 19).
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The scenarios of Figure 18 are examined. The fire is represented by the ISO fire curve,
as defined in Eurocodes [12,50]. For the first scenario (Scenario A), the fire takes place at
the left bay of the first story of the frame. For the second scenario, the fire starts from the
left bay and when the temperature of the structural members returns to its ambient value,
the fire expands to the next bay; in this way, it gradually spreads to the right bay. The
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temperature of the beams and columns is calculated according to the guidelines of EN
1993-1-2 [12], and it is uniform in the cross-section and along the length of all the structural
members. The maximum temperatures for the columns and beams are 750 ◦C and 780 ◦C,
respectively, for both scenarios. Both beams and columns are protected against fire using
vermiculite cement (properties according to [51]) of 10 mm thickness. Preparatory analyses
were conducted for the calculation of the critical temperature of columns, which was found
to be equal to 640 ◦C.

In this section, the fire behaviour of the columns was evaluated through thermal-
structural analyses of the seismic resistant frame. In this way, the complicated interaction
between the columns and the surrounding structure during the fire stage was considered.
The numerical model that was used to evaluate the behaviour of columns for the cyclic
loading includes only the examined column; the surrounding structure is not included.
Its effect is considered through the rotational spring at the top end of the columns. The
boundary conditions for the isolated columns are the following: the bottom of the column
is fixed while the top end is free to translate in the y- and z-directions, the rotational degree
of freedom about the x-axis is controlled by the rotational spring, and the other degrees of
freedom are fixed. The rotational stiffness ratio aR (Equation (1)) was calculated numerically
equal to 0.45–048 for all the heated columns.

4.1. Behaviour during the Fire Stage

The axial forces for all heated columns during the fire stage are presented in Figure 20,
for both the examined scenarios. A redistribution of forces takes place during fire. When
the fire takes place at the left bay (Scenario A), the axial force ratio at the end of the cooling
stage is different from its initial value (before heating) for both heated columns. When the
fire spreads to the neighbour bays (Scenario B), the axial force returns approximately to its
initial value for the interior columns (1B and 1C).
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The post-fire deformed shape of the left bay of the frame is presented in Figure 21
(Scenario A). It is observed that the beam is severely damaged, while the columns are
slightly damaged. Small web and flange out-of-plane displacements are detected for the
heated columns and the global out-of-plane displacements are minor as well (Figure 22).
As demonstrated in the same figures, residual (in-plane) global displacements appear in
both columns for Scenario A. Their distribution is almost triangular along the height of the
columns and the maximum value appears at their top end. These displacements appear
due to the thermal expansion/contraction of the connected beam. During heating, a lateral
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force acts at the top end of the columns due to the restrained thermal expansion of the
beam, which is connected at its top end. This force is reversed during cooling, but it is not
eliminated, and the columns do not return to their initial position [8].
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When the fire spreads at the neighbour bays (Scenario B), the post-fire deformed
shape of column 1B is different. The global in-plane displacements are small, and the
column remains “straight” at the end of the cooling stage. This is attributed to the fact
that the connected beams at the top end of the column are heated to the same maximum
temperature. For this reason, the forces that act on the columns are equal and opposite
and they are balanced. Moreover, no significant residual web and flange out-of-plane
deformations are detected (Figure 22). The post-fire deformed shapes of columns 1C
and 1D are antisymmetric to columns 1B and 1A, respectively, and for this reason the
results are omitted.

4.2. Behaviour during Cyclic Loading

The first cycle envelope curves for the moment Mx at the base and top end of the
columns are presented in Figure 23. The different behaviour at the ends of the column is
due to the flexible support at the top end. In the case of the undamaged column, a plastic
hinge is first formed at its base and the maximum moment appears for a chord rotation
equal to 2%. Once the plastic hinge is formed due to force redistribution, the flexural
demand at the top end of the column increases and the maximum moment appears for a
chord rotation equal to 4%.

The flexural capacity of all the columns is reduced with respect to the undamaged
column. The reduction of the maximum moment of the first envelope curve was almost
14% (Table 5); this is mainly attributed to the reduced yield stress of steel (according to
Equation (3), the reduction factor for the yield strength is 0.88). The combination of the
residual displacements and deteriorated mechanical properties strongly affected their
rotational capacity (a reduction of 45% is detected for Column A for Scenario A, according
to Table 5). It was also observed that flexural deterioration is detected earlier for the
damaged columns (reduced chord-rotation at the maximum moment). This may affect the
global behaviour of the frame during an earthquake, by increasing the story drift demands.
Furthermore, it triggers the earlier local buckling and the subsequent flexural deterioration
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at the top end, and this may affect the global behaviour of the frame by promoting the
soft-story mechanism. It is concluded that although the columns can survive at high
temperatures (750 ◦C) without significant damage, they are more vulnerable during an
upcoming earthquake.
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Figure 23. First cycle envelope curves for the moment Mx at the base and top end of the heated
columns.

Table 5. Summary of the behaviour of columns 1A, 1B, and 1C.

Scenario A Scenario B

Undamaged Column 1A Column 1B Column 1A Column 1B

overstrength factor 1.29 1.11 1.13 1.10 1.10

θMmax 2.00 1.75 1.75 1.60 1.80

Rotation capacity 3.92 2.16 3.84 2.92 3.38

5. Summary and Conclusions

The post-fire behaviour of steel columns under cyclic loading was studied numerically.
The sophisticated numerical model includes an axial and a rotational spring to simulate the
effect of the surrounding structure. The problem was solved in two successive analyses.
First, a thermomechanical analysis was conducted to simulate the behaviour of the columns
during a fire (heating and cooling). The post-fire behaviour of the damaged columns under
cyclic loading was simulated in the second analysis. This analysis reads the output of the
first one as an initial condition, and the relevant material properties were used (depending
on the maximum temperature recorded during the first analysis).

First, the behaviour of the columns was studied, using simplified boundary conditions,
and the surrounding structure was not included in the model. Parametric analyses were
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conducted with respect to the maximum temperature recorded during the heating stage
and the axial load level. The following conclusions were drawn:

• At the end of the fire stage, global out-of-plane displacements are coupled with local
buckling of web and flanges. Their magnitude escalates with the load level and the
maximum recorded temperature.

• Slight residual local displacements (approximately 1 mm) did not affect the behaviour
of the columns during the cyclic loading for maximum recorded temperatures less or
equal to 550 ◦C.

• Larger amplitude of local out-of-pane displacements near their base may affect their
cyclic behaviour by triggering premature local buckling phenomena and subsequent
loss of the flexural capacity. This was more obvious as the load level increases and for
temperature levels more than 550 ◦C.

• The global out-of-plane residual displacements (less than 1% L) did not affect the
cyclic behaviour of the columns and did not activate any global instabilities.

• The failure of the columns was mainly attributed to the plastic hinge formulation and
the local buckling mechanism which triggers global out-of-plane displacements.

• Another failure mode was also detected which couples local and global instabilities.
For these columns, the maximum moment is less than the full plastic moment of the
cross section, and the plastic hinges are not formed. Nevertheless, the excessive local
buckling deformations trigger global instability about the weak axis.

• Only the heavily damaged columns (magnitude of global out-of-plane displacements
more than 1% L) failed due to lateral buckling.

Aiming to get more realistic results, the complicated interaction between the heated
columns and the surrounding structure was considered. For this reason, the fire behaviour
of a seismic resistant frame was simulated. The analysis, which is conducted to simulate the
cyclic loading behaviour, includes only the examined columns; the surrounding structure
was not included. Its effect was considered through the rotational spring at the top end of
the columns. The conclusions were the following:

• During the cyclic loading, the flexural capacity of all the columns was reduced, mainly
due to the deterioration of material properties.

• The rotation capacity of the damaged columns is reduced due to both the residual
displacements and the deterioration of the mechanical properties.

• The flexural deterioration is detected earlier for the damaged columns, and this triggers
earlier local buckling and subsequent flexural deterioration at the top end.

• Although the fire-damaged columns can survive at high temperatures (750 ◦C) without sig-
nificant damage, their behaviour will be more vulnerable during an upcoming earthquake.

Further research is needed to better understand the post-fire behaviour of steel struc-
tures under earthquake. Full scale tests on steel columns are needed, to genuinely validate
the numerical models used in this paper. More experimental and numerical work is also
needed to investigate the seismic vulnerability of steel frames after fire events and propose
guidelines for their reuse.
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