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Chapter 1  

INTRODUCTION TO FINITE ELEMENT 

MODELLING 

 

This course aims to provide a modern formulation of finite element analysis for modelling engineering 

systems. The main idea of modelling is to use physical principles and mathematics to arrive at an 

approximate description of phenomena. These phenomena span a wide range of situations in civil 

engineering that demand predictive capabilities. A few examples: material behaviour of human-made 

materials, stability of structures, and transport of heat, water, or contaminants. In structural engineering, 

one of the responsibilities of the design engineer is to use predictive tools to devise arrangements and 

establish proportions of members ï to withstand, economically and efficiently, the conditions anticipated 

over the lifetime of a structure. In environmental engineering the description of phenomena is used to 

improve the natural environment, to provide healthy water, air, and soil for humans and ecosystems, and 

to remediate pollution produced by human activities. 

 

Mathematical modelling complements methods based on empirical experience. Empiricists base their 

formulae and design decisions on experimental analysis, and this approach can be very competitive and 

effective if the analysis is carried out properly. Repeatability, rapidity, and reliable accuracy are among 

its strengths; but the major disadvantage of the empirical method is that it usually yields only one data 

point of information in the spectrum of the physics involved. If the system is changed from the 

originally tested specimen (perhaps in dimensions, materials, or loading conditions), the experiment 

needs to be repeated on the new structure. The costs can be prohibitive. 

 

Experiments should be used as the starting point of any investigation. Results of experimental tests 

provide a window of insight, and hence clues to the behaviour of the structure and the phenomenon 

governing it. The best engineering approach to a problem is to evolve mathematical methods based on 

mechanical principles and experimental insight, and to use empirical methods for the ultimate 

verification of any theoretical or numerical solutions obtained through modelling. 

 

Development of mathematical models leads to a set of differential equations called governing equations. 

In just a few cases it is possible to solve these equations analytically. With analytical expressions we 

achieve explicit derivation of unknown variables in terms of the known parameters using well-known 

mathematical functions. These expressions are closed form solutions, and often they make strong 

assumptions ï such as perfect elasticity, and extremely simplified geometry. But real engineering 

problems often require a detailed description of the geometry of systems, like the cross section of a 

beam or a retaining wall; or they may be insoluble without a complex specification of material 

behaviour, perhaps with non-linearity or irreversibility. In these cases elegant analytical solutions are not 

available. We use numerical analysis instead, which involves the use of algorithms implemented on 

computers to arrive at approximate solutions of the governing equations, to the necessary degree of 

precision. 

 

Thanks to the rapid increase of computer power, numerical analysis is one of the fastest-growing areas 

in engineering. Finite element modelling is among the most popular methods of numerical analysis for 
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engineering, as it allows modelling of physical processes in domains with complex geometry and a wide 

range of constraints. The basic idea of finite element modelling is to divide the system into parts and 

apply the governing equations at each one of them. The analysis for each part leads to a set of 

algebraical equations. Equations for all of the parts are assembled to create a global matrix equation, 

which is solved using numerical methods. The beauty of finite element modelling is that it has a strong 

mathematical basis in variational methods pioneered by mathematicians such as Courant, Ritz, and 

Galerkin. The people who actually elaborated the method were engineers working toward greater 

stability for fuselages and wings of aircraft. In 1943 Richard Courant (in the United States, having left 

Germany early in World War II) came up with the first finite element modelling using nothing more 

than high-school mathematics. In 1960, John Argyris (University of Stuttgart) established the 

mathematical basis of the method to allow its application to problems beyond structures, such as seepage 

analysis, heat transfer, and long-time settlement. 

 

In the sixties, the golden age of finite element modelling, scientists and engineers pushed the boundaries 

of its application, and developed ever more efficient algorithms. Nowadays, finite element analysis is a 

well-established method available in several commercial codes. But numerical analysis research has not 

stopped there! Mesh-free methods have been proposed, which do not require the mesh used in finite 

elements. Discrete element methods have been developed with the aim of investigating systems of many 

parts interacting via contact forces. Enthusiasm for these models has spilled beyond the borders of 

science and engineering. They are now used in several computer games, and have inspired movies and 

visions of interactive computer simulations such as The Matrix. Such fascinating advances in computer 

modelling would be impossible without a foundation in finite element methods. 

 

Welcome to the fascinating world of the numerical modelling! 
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Chapter 2  

MATHEMAT ICAL FOUNDATION OF FINITE 

ELEMENT ANALYSIS 

 
 
 

 

In this chapter we introduce the key concepts of finite element analysis by considering few one-

dimensional problems. The formulation includes three steps. The first step is the derivation of the 

governing equations of the problem along with the identification of its boundary conditions.  The second 

step involves the conversion of the governing equations into a weak form that allows the formulation of 

the finite element theory.  In the third step we subdivide the domain of the system into a set of discrete 

sub-domains that are called elements, and we define the shape functions in each element. By expressing 

the seeking solution in terms of those shape functions, the governing equations are converted into a 

global matrix equation that is solved numerically. This is the essence of all finite element methods. 

 

2.1: Governing equations: strong formulation  
 

The first step towards the mathematical modelling of any problem in science or engineering is the 

derivation of the differential equations of the quantity that needs to be solved. This quantity can be the 

displacement on a building under wind load, the temperature in an electrical circuit, the distribution of 

pore pressure in a dam, or the electro-magnetic field produced by an antenna. In most of the case these 

equations can be assembled using three different parts. 

 

1) Kinematic equations, describing the gradient (derivative) of the variable we want to solve. For 

example: the gradient of the displacement is the strain, and the gradient of the head is the hydraulic 

gradient. 

 

2) Balance equations, which are the mathematical expression of the conservation laws in physics. 

Conserved quantities are usually mass, momentum, and energy. For example, for structures in 

equilibrium, the conservation of momentum lead to the so-called static equations; The Naiver-

Stokes equations in fluid mechanics involve conservation of mass and momentum. 

 

3) Constitutive equations, which represent the material properties of the system of study. These 

properties are usually derived from experimental tests. In structural mechanics the constitutive 

model is the stress-strain relation which is given in terms of a stiffness tensor. In transport of heat, 

radiation or pollutants the constitutive models consist on transport coefficients, such as permeability 

in seepage flow, or conductivity in heat transfer. 
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(a)                                                                      (b) 

 

 

    

 

               (c)                                             (d) 

 

Figure 2.1. From left to right: (a) the Leaning Tower of St Moritz; (b) the landslide displacements in the lower 

200 m, (c) the mathematical model to predicting landslide displacement; and (d) free body diagram of a slide 

(Puzrin, A. M. & Sterba, I. (2006). Geotechnique 56, No. 7, 483ï489) 

 

 

To illustrate the derivation of the governing equations, let us consider a simple mathematical model for a 

complex engineering problem, as shown in Figure (2.1). This is related to a landslide displacement in 

Switzerland, which have led to the leaning of the St Moritz Tower: the displacement of the inclined slope is 

constrained by a rock outcrop along the Via Maistra, as shown in the Figure (2.1). Geological survey has 

shown that the deformation occurs above a sliding layer, and it is constrained by a rock outcrop at the 

bottom.  For simplicity, we assume that the deformation u(x) only occurs in the direction of the slope. We 

want to derive the governing equations of u using the method of infinitesimals. First we divide the slope in 

slides perpendicular to the slope direction. Let u(x) and u(x+ȹx) be the displacement at both side of the 

slide initially placed at the position x. The width of the slide, ȹx, is assumed to be infinitesimally small, 

which means, very small. 

 

 

The kinematic equation is nothing more than the definition of strain: 
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u(x+ȹx) u(x)

Ů.=
ȹx

-
, 

where ó.=ô means that the expression is valid when ȹx is infinitesimally small. Thus the equation can be 

converted into a differential equation using the definition of derivative 

 
du

Ů=
dx

             (2.1) 

This corresponds to the kinematic equation of the problem. 

 

Now we will construct the balance equation assuming that the system is in equilibrium. Since the problem 

is one-dimensional, the equation of conservation of momentum corresponds to the balance of forces in the 

x-direction: 

 
gů(x)h ů(x+ȹx)h+Űȹx Ű ȹx=0- -  (2.2) 

where ů is the stress acting on the x-direction, also known as earth pressure, t is the shear stress acting 

on the sliding layer, and gŰ =ɔhsinŬ is the gravity force, and ɔ is the unit weight of the soil. Eq. (2.2) can 

be rearranged as 

 
gŰ Űů(x+ȹx) ů(x)

= 
ȹx h

--
-  (2.3) 

Since ȹx is infinitesimal, the equation above can be converted into 

 
dů

=  f(x)
dx

-  (2.4) 

where f(x) is the external loads apply to the system that in this case consists of a gravitational load 

minus the shear stress at the bottom of the boundary. This equation corresponds to the static equation of 

the problem. 

 

We notice that Eq. (2.1) and (2.4) are not sufficient to obtain the displacement profile of the slope. We 

still need an equation that relates stress and strain that is precisely the constitutive equation of the 

problem: 

 ů=EŮ (2.5) 

E is the Youngôs modulus that gives the material property of the soil. It can depend on the position for 

non-homogenous soil, or on the stress for non-linear materials. Now we can combine Eq. (2.1), (2.4) and 

(2.5) to obtain the governing equation of our problem:  

 
d du

E =  f(x)
dx dx

å õ
-æ ö

ç ÷
 (2.6) 

 

If the soil behaviour is not lineal, (i.e. E does not depend on ů) this equation can be directly integrated to 

obtain the displacement along the landslide. We should not forget that every time we integrate we obtain 

an integration constant, which lead us to an indeterminate solution of our problem. In order to obtain a 

single solution we need to complete Eq. (2.6) with the so-called boundary conditions. They correspond 

to the condition of the unknown variable u at the boundary of the domain. Since our slope is constrained 

by a rock outcrop at the bottom, and free to move at the top, the boundary conditions are 
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x=L

du
u(0)=0       and     =0

dx
 (2.7) 

where L is the length of the landslide. The first condition is called essential or fixed boundary condition. 

It states that the displacement at the bottom of the slope is always zero. The latter one is called natural, 

or free boundary condition, and it comes after using Eq. (2.1) and (2.5), and the fact that ů=0 at the top 

of the landslide. It is left as an exercise for the reader to show that if the soil is homogeneous and linear 

(E= cte) and the top boundary is at the critical state ( nŰ=ů tan(ű), where nů =ɔhcosŬ is the normal stress 

ű is the angle of friction of the soil), an analytical solution exists for Eq. (2.6) with boundary condition 

given by Eq. (2.7) 

 
( )ɔ sin(Ŭ) cos(Ŭ)tan(ű)

u(x)= x(2L x)
2E

-
-  (2.8) 

Note that to obtain this analytical solution we require several strong assumptions, such as one-

dimensional deformation, linear elastic soil, and a sliding layer of zero thickness at the critical state. In 

practice we cannot always depend on too strong assumptions. If we relax the assumptions the resulting 

governing equation does not have analytical solution. That is where numerical solutions take place. Eq. 

(2.6) for non-linear material behaviour could in solved replacing the derivatives by finite differences. 

This leads to a set of algebraic equations that can be resolved numerically. This is the essence of the 

finite differences method that is useful for systems with simple domains. Yet several real-world 

problems involve complex domains and the finite different method become problem dependent. The 

boundary conditions are much simpler to plug in finite element modelling. Here is where the power of 

the finite element modelling appears, as it provides a unified framework for solving the governing 

equation of a wide range of problems for any kind of domains and boundary conditions. In the section 

2.3 we present the key concepts of finite element modelling which will allow us to understand the 

general idea of this method. 

2.2: Euler Bernoulli Beam Theory 
 

The Euler-Bernoulli beam theory is a simplification of the linear theory of elasticity used to calculate the 

deflection produced by applied loads. As any theory, it has a certain number of simplifications: 

 

(1) The loads are perpendicular only;  

(2) The deflection are small; and  

(3) Plane sections of the beam remain plane and perpendicular to the longitudinal axis.  

 

Derivation of the bending equation of the Euler-Bernoulli theory will be presented here. 

 

 

 x 

u(x) 

u(x+ȹx) 

ȹx 

y 

ɗ(x) 

 

 

 

M(x) 

M(x+ȹx) 

Q(x) 

Q(x+ȹx) 

W(x) 

P 
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Figure 2.2 Kinematic Variables (left) and free body diagram (right) of the Euler-Bernoulli beam. 

Kinematic equations 

The rotation of the infinitesimal element is related to the deflection at their edges (Figure  2.2) by: 

 

                                   

u(x+ȹx) u(x) du
ɗ.=

ȹx dx

-
=

                                                   
(2.9)

 

 

The derivation of this expression used the assumption that the rotations are small enough so that 

ɗ sin tanɗqº º .  

 

Curvature is defined as the inverse of the radius of curvature ɟ of the beam (Figure  2.2). The exact 

calculation of curvature is obtained from differential calculus: 

 
2 2

3/2
2

d u/dx1
ə= =
ɟ 1+(du/dx)è øê ú

 ,  

 

Since ɗ=du/dx is assumed to be much smaller than one, the curvature can be approximated to: 

 

                   

2

2

d dɗ
ə

dx dx

u
º- =-

                                               (2.10) 

 

Thus we obtain the kinematic relation between deflection and curvature 

 

                                                               

2

2

d u
ə= 

dx
-

                                                (2.11) 

 

Balance equation 

The free body diagram of the infinitesimal element is shown in Figure 2.2. Q(x), M(x), W(x) represent 

the shear force, the moment, and the force per unit of length at point x.  For this problem we need to use 

both balance of forces and balance of moments. By balancing the forces in the y-direction we get 

 
Q(x)  Q(x+ȹx)  W x =0- - D  

The above equation results into 

           
dQ

= W
dx

-                                                           

(2.12) 

 

Now we use the balance of angular momentum   

ȹx
Q(x)dx+M(x+ȹx) M(x)+Wȹx =0

2
- -  

The last term vanishes since it is a second order infinitesimal, and the resulting equation is 

 

                                                                                   
dM

 = Q
dx

                (2.13) 
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Eq. (2.12) and Eq. (2.13) can be combined to obtain the balance equation of the bending problem 

 

                       

2

2

d M
= W

dx
-         (2.14) 

Constitutive relation 

This is the relationship that connects moments to curvature 

 

M=Cə 

 

Using elasticity theory, it is possible to show that the constant is the product between the Young 

modulus of the material E and the moment of inertia of the cross section area I. Therefore the 

constitutive relation can be written as: 

                    M=E I ə                              (2.15) 
 

Finally, if we combine the constitutive equation with the kinematics and the balance equations we obtain 

the governing equation of the problem: 
2 2

2 2

d d u
EI =W

dx dx

å õ
æ ö
ç ÷

 

 

2.3: Weak formulation 
 

We are about to introduce the weak formulation of the governing equations. In structural mechanics, this 

formulation is equivalent to the principle of virtual work. This principle plays a very vital role in 

structural analysis and in the finite element formulation of partial differential equations. 

We want to solve the governing equation plus boundary conditions: 

 

 x=L

d du du
E = f(x),      u(0)=0,          =0

dx dx dx

å õ
-æ ö

ç ÷
 (2.16) 

The solution above requires to have a second derivative, so that it need to be continuous and with no 

corners. We want to relax this assumption, and find solution that being continuous can have corners, i. e. 

discontinuities in the derivative. Let us define the test function u
*
(x), as continuous and piece-wise 

differentiable, satisfying the essential boundary conditions of the governing equation. The meaning of this 

test function may appear obscure at this point of the book, but it will be clarified when we arrive to the 

weak formulation. The equation above can be written as 

              

L

*

0

d du
E +f(x) u (x)dx=0

dx dx

è øå õ
æ öé ù
ç ÷ê ú

ñ  (2.17) 

Now we want to get rid of the second derivatives to allow continuous function with ócornersô to satisfy 

the new equation. With this aim we will ñintegrate by partsò the first term of the above equation. First 

we recall the óproduct ruleô of differential calculus  

( )
d dv dw

vw = w+v
dx dx dx

 

 Using v=Edu/dx and w=u
*
 we obtain the following identity 
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*

* *d du d du du du
E u = E u +E

dx dx dx dx dx dx

å õ å õ
æ ö æ ö
ç ÷ ç ÷

, 

this is rewritten as 

             

*
* *d du d du du du

E u = E u E
dx dx dx dx dx dx

å õ å õ
-æ ö æ ö

ç ÷ ç ÷
 (2.18) 

Replacing this equation into Eq. (2.17) we get 

              
L *

* *

0

d du du du
E u (x) E +f(x)u (x) dx=0

dx dx dx dx

è øå õ
-é æ ö ù

ç ÷ê ú
ñ  (2.19) 

Integrating the first term  
L L *

* *

0 0

du du du
E u (x) E f(x)u (x) dx=0

dx dx dx

è ø
- -é ù
ê ú
ñ  

and using the boundary condition given in Eq.(2.16) on u and u
* 

we obtain the so-called weak 

formulation of the problem 

 

 

L *
*

0

du du
E f(x)u (x) dx=0

dx dx

è ø
-é ù

ê ú
ñ

 

(2.20) 

 

The reader may ask, what does it mean? Why it is weak? Why is it important? It is called weak form 

because the conditions of the seeking solution u(x) are weaker than in the Eq. (2.16): In the weak form, 

our solution does not need to have continuous second derivative. We only require a solution that is 

continuous and differentiable, so that we can seek piece-wise linear solution. The weak form is also of 

great importance in structural mechanics because it corresponds to an important principle in mechanics: 

To show that, using Eq (2.1) and (2.5)  we can write  Eq(2.20) as 

 
L

* *

0

ůŮ fu dx=0è ø-ê úñ       (2.21) 

The first term looks like the energy done on the system by internal forces after a virtual displacement 

u
*
(x) consistent to the essential boundary condition. The second term is the energy given by external 

forces due to this virtual displacement. We have found that the weak formulation corresponds to the 

well-known principle of virtual work. This principle states that the equilibrium solution of the system 

u(x) is such that the internal work equals the external virtual work for any displacement consistent with 

the boundary conditions.  
 

2.4: Finite Difference Method  
 

Until now we have introduced the strong form and the weak formulation of the governing equations. The 

strong form can be used to solve numerically the equation using the method of finite differences. The 

weak form is the basis of the finite element formulation.  

 

In the ñfinite differenceò method, a solution of the basic governing differential equations is sought at 

discrete points within the domain investigated. The domain is divided in rectangular grids and the 

derivatives are approximated by a finite difference 
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du u(x+ȹx) u(x)
.

dx ȹx

-
=

  (2.22) 

 

 

 

The second derivative can be also approximated by a finite difference expression 

  
2

x x-ȹx

2

du du
  

d u dx dx
.

dx ȹx

-

=   (2.23) 

 

 

Using both equations above, we obtain a finite difference expression for the second derivative 

    
2

2 2

d u u(x+ȹx) 2u(x)+u(x ȹx)
.

dx ȹx

- -
=       (2.24) 

 

 

We can replace the above equation into Eq. (2.6) to obtain  

  
2ȹx f(x)

u(x+ȹx)+2u(x) u(x ȹx)
E(x)

- - - =   (2.25) 

 

 

Then the governing equations are converted into algebraical equations, which are completed using the 

boundary conditions.  Thus a pointwise approximation is obtained.   The beauty of this method is there is 

that the derivation of the algebraical equation is straightforward.  Unfortunately, this feature often 

cannot outweigh its main disadvantage, namely that the method is not very tolerant of irregular 

boundary conditions as shown in Figure 2.3. The other problem is that the conversion of the boundary 

conditions into algebraical equations is not always easy and it needs special treatment in each case. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3 Discretization of a turbine blade using (a) finite difference method and (b) finite element method 

[after Hubner, 1942] 
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2.5: Finite Element Method  
 

A more flexible technique in this respect is the ñfinite element methodò.  Once again, the physical body 

or continuum is discretised into smaller sub-regions or into what are more commonly known as finite 

elements.  A shape function is defined in each discrete element. Then we seek a solution as a linear 

combination of the shape function 

() ()
1

u Nu x = x
dofn

i

i i

=

ä  

 

Where the sum goes over all ñdegrees of freedomò (dof) of the system. In other words, a piecewise 

approximation to the governing equation is arrived at, whose solution is obtained by finding the 

coefficients iu .  Very complex shapes can be modelled with relative ease (Figure   2.1b) using this 

method.  Furthermore, by introducing intermediate points along element lines, it is even possible to 

ideally model curved boundaries. Next section introduces the basic concept of finite element method in 

one dimension. 

 

 

We are ready to introduce the brilliant idea of Galerkin (Russian Mathematician and Engineer) to find an 

approximate solution of the weak form of the governing equations. We will introduce the Galerkin 

method by formulating the finite element method in one dimension. The basic procedure is essentially 

the same for two and three-dimensional problems:   

 

1. Decompose the domain into a set finite elements;  

 

2. Define a set of shape functions, each one sitting in what are called nodes of the finite elements;  

 

3. Unknown field variable u(x) is expressed as a linear combination of the shape functions;  and  

 

4. The governing equation is transformed into a matrix equation that is solved to obtain coefficient 

of the linear combination. 

 

Domain Discretisation 

 

The domain of the slope problem is the interval [0,L].  Let us divide the interval into four elements (e1, 

e2, e3, e4). These elements will be joined by five nodes (x0, x1, x2, x3, x4). We seek and approximate 

solutions at the nodes given by ui=u(xi), i=0,1,..4. The natural question is how many element we need to 

use. The general rule is that as more elements we use more accurate will be the solution but more 

calculations need to be done. But in the practice we need to use smaller element in those part of the 

domain where we expect the solution will change more abruptly. In analysis of structures this happens 

near to the holes or the interfaces where different bodies interact. 
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Figure 2.4 Definition of hat shape function in finite element analysis 

 

Global shape function 

 

After discretisation we seek for a solution of the Eq. (2.20) on the domain.  The main idea is to sit a 

shape function in each one of the nodes, (Figure 2.4) and then express the virtual displacement as a 

linear combination. Each shape function will account for deformation at one node, and the total virtual 

deformation is expressed as a linear combination of the shape functions. In particular, Eq. (2.20) will be 

valid for u*(x)=Ni(x) (i=1,2,3,4). Thus Eq. (2.20)  is written as: 

 
L

i
i

0

dNdu
(E    (x)fN )dx=0    

dx dx
-ñ where i=1,2,3,4 (2.26) 

 

Linear combination  
The function u(x) is expressed also as a combination of the shape functions:  

       () () () () () ()
4

2 2 3 3 4 4

i=1

1 1 i iu x = x +  x + x + u N u N u N N N xux =u ä  (2.27) 
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If we use shape function as the hat shown in Figure 2.4, it is easy to show that ŭi is the deformation at 

the i
th
-node. 

 

Global matrix equation  
 

Replacing Eq. (2.27) into Eq. (2.26) we obtain a global matrix equation 

 
4

ij j i

i 1

K Fu =
=

ä  (2.28)  

                

L

i
ij

0

jdNdN
K = E dx 

dx dxñ  (2.29)  

              

()
L

i i

0

= f(xF ) N x dxñ  (2.30) 

The FEM solution consists of calculating the elements of the óstiffness matrixô Eq. (2.29) and the vector 

Ὂ. . It is left as an exercise for the reader to show that if E(x) = E0 and f(x) = f0, the global matrix 

equation is given by 

              

1

20
0

3

4

u2 1 0 0 1

u1 2 1 0 1E
 = f ȹx     . =

u0 1 2 1 1ȹx

u0 0 1 1 1/2

- è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù

- -
é ùé ù é ù\
é ùé ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù

-ê ú ê úê ú

K u F  (2.31) 

 

We notice that our smart selection of the shape function concentrated at the nodes allow us to obtain a 

banded matrix with zeros outside of the band. This simplifies the calculation of the inverse. The finite 

element programs have a solver that is in charge of inverting the stiffness matrix to find the solution at 

the nodes as 

 1= .-u K F  (2.32) 

 

Finite element solver 

 

Most of the computational work involved in Finite Element Analysis lies in the inversion of the stiffness 

matrix.  The part of the program that does this inversion is called solver. The first steps that the solver 

needs to check is whether the determinant of the matrix is different from zero.  If it vanished the matrix 

is singular, which means that it cannot be inverted. In other words, we do not have a unique solution of 

the problem, or we may not have any.  Singular matrix appears when the boundary condition is not ówell 

posedô. This is the case for example, when the boundary conditions are free at both ends of the domain.   

Singular matrices appear also when the material properties of the materials such as Young modulus of 

thickness of the materials are entered with zero values. This is a common mistake of beginners. 

 

The second problem that may be encounter by the solver in problems with large matrices is that the 

computer needs too much time to invert the matrix. This usually happen when the elements are not 

properly indexed, leading to sparse matrices. Ideally we want that the elements of the stiffness matrix 

vanish above a certain distance from the diagonal that is called bandwidth.   

 

A typical finite element program consists of three basic units: pre-processor, processor and post-

processor. In the pre-processor the geometry of the problem, the boundary conditions and material 
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parameters are entered into the program. The processor generates the finite element mesh, assembles the 

stiffness matrix, and inverts it using the solver. The last component of the program is the post-processor 

that computes the solution and its derivatives and print or plot the results. In this book we will focus on 

the theoretical aspects of the implementation of the finite elements within the processor. We focus not 

only on structural problems, but also in non-structural cases such as seepage analysis and thermal 

conduction problems. We will study the so-called static solvers that give solutions of static problems. 

However, the reader shall bear in mind that there are solvers for many situation, such as buckling 

analysis and dynamics systems.  

 

2.6: Finite Element for non-structural problems 
 

The above example was related to a simple example of a one-dimensional structure. We will show that 

here that similar governing equations can be derived for other kind of situations beyond structural 

mechanics.  

Let us start with the equation for the conduction of heat. Here the unknown variable is the temperature, 

which is given in terms of the position. The kinematic equation corresponds to the temperature gradient, 

for one-dimensional flow it is given by 

 
dT

T=
dx

Ð  (2.33) 

The constitutive equation corresponds to the Fourier law, which states that the flow of heat is proportional 

to the gradient of temperature by a factor k that is the conductivity: 

 q= k T- Ð (2.34) 

Then the balance equation correspond to the principle of conservation of mass, that the state that the heat 

generated in an infinitesimal element f(x)ȹxA equals to the heat that flow in the boundaries of the element 

A(q(x+ȹx)  ï q(x)), written in differential form  

 
dq

 = f(x)
dx

 (2.35) 

Putting all equation together we get the same equation as before 

 
d dT

k = f(x)
dx dx

å õ
-æ ö

ç ÷
 (2.36) 

Similar equations are derived for seepage flow by changed temperature by hydraulic head, and f(x) by 

the amount of water generated inside the elementary volume. In both case the fixed boundary condition 

correspond to a fixed heat/temperature at the extreme, and the free boundary condition correspond to 

impermeable/isolated boundaries. 
 

2.7: Variational principle : minimal form  
 

The principle of virtual work can be derived from a variational formulation. This formulation leads to a 

wide range of numerical methods to find equilibrium configuration of complex systems, such as the 

configuration of DNA molecules. One of these is the Finite Element Method that we have derived from 

the virtual work principle. 

 

Here we present an alternative to derive the weak formulation which is based on energetic principles. 

This formulation is useful when we are interested in the equilibrium of the system, which is the case of 
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most structural analysis problem. If we want to investigate the transient dynamics we need other 

methods. The definition define the óenergyô as a ófunctionalô (it means, a function whose argument is a 

function, and whose value is a real number, which in this case represents the energy. 

 ()
2L

0

1 du
E =  ( E  + fu)dx

2 dx
u

è ø
é ù
ê ú

ñ  (2.37) 

We seek for the function u(x) that minimizes the energy.  This can be done by using the óvariational 

derivativeô. 

 
*E(u+Ůu ) E(u)

0E'(u).
Ů

-
==  (2.38) 

Where u
*
(x) is a ótest functionô that satisfies the boundary condition of the problem. 

Replacing Eq. (2.37) in Eq. (2.38) we obtain:  

 

 
L *

*

0

du du
(E fu )dx 0

dx dx
- =ñ  (2.39) 

 

This corresponds to the weak form. We can also derive the strong formulation for Eq. (2.39). By 

integrating this equation by parts, 

 

()
L L* 2 L

* * * *

0
0 0

udu du d du
0 (E  fu )dx   E u +fu dx+u x

dx dx dx dx

å õ
= =-- æ ö

ç ÷
ñ ñ

 

Using the boundary condition it leads to 

  

L

*

0

d du
E +f(x) u (x)dx 0 

dx dx

è øå õ
æ öé ù

÷ê ú
=

ç
ñ

 
 

Since this equation is valid for any virtual displacement we can assume that the integrand vanish in all 

points 

 

                           
d du

E +f(x)=0
dx dx

å õ
æ ö
ç ÷      

                                               (2.40) 

 

 

We can conclude that the governing equation of an engineering problem can be written in three different 

forms: the strong form, which is useful in finite differences method; the weak form which allows the 

finite element formulation; and the minimal form, which allow numerical solutions using variational 

methods. 
 
 

Problem 1  

This question is related to the governing equation of the constrained landslide problem 
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2

o o2

d u
E = f

dx
-

 x=L

du
u(0)=0       and     =0

dx
      

Where E0 is the Young modulus of the soils, f0 is the external forces per unit of length, and u(x) is the 

displacement we want to obtain. Find the  analytical solution of this equation. Here we will compare this 

result with the numerical solutions from the finite difference method and the finite element method. 

Divide the space domain of the landslide in four equally-spaced intervals with nodes  

0 1 2 4x =0, x = x, x =2 x, ,x =L, D D   

Show that the finite different method (FDM) solution of the governing equation is given by   

 +
Ў

ụ
Ụ
Ụ
Ụ
ợ-ς ρ

ρ -ς

π π
ρ π

π ρ
π π

-ς ρ

ρ -ρỨ
ủ
ủ
ủ
Ủ

   

1

2
2 0

3 0

4

u2 1 0 0 1

u1 2 1 0 1f ȹx
=

u0 1 2 1 1E

u0 0 1 1 1

- è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù
é ù- -é ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù

-ê ú ê úê ú

    

     

 Solve this equation by inverting the matrix, and find the displacement at the nodes. 

 

Problem 2  

For the differential equation in Question 2.1, Construct the global matrix equation using the finite 

element method (FEM). You have to do the following 

1) Calculate the integrals for K11, K12, K13, K44, F1, and F4. 

2) Using these calculations to show that the matrix equation is given by 

1

2
2 0

3 0

4

u2 1 0 0 1

u1 2 1 0 1f ȹx
=

u0 1 2 1 1E

u0 0 1 1 1/2

- è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù
é ù- -é ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù

-ê ú ê úê ú

 

Invert the matrix to solve the displacement of the nodes.  

 

Problem 3 

Compare the numerical solutions of both FDM and FEM with the analytical solution. What is the 

numerical error of the solution in each case? How does the numerical error change if the number of 

elements is duplicated?  

Hint: to compare the numerical solutions, you can work with dimensionless variables by assuming that 

2

0 0f L /E =1 and L=1 

 

Problem 4  

A soil layer of depth H over a rock bed has a uniform unit weight ɔ and a Young modulus E(x) that 

varies linearly with depth as shown in Figure 1 center. A uniform load P is applied on the surface. The 

soil deforms due to the combined action of its weight and the surface load. The deformation due to the 

surface load is called settlement.  
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Figure 1 

1) Derive the strong form and the weak form of the governing equations.  

2) Plot suitable global shape function (Ni(x)) for a finite element analysis with three linear elements. 

Then derive global matrix equation KU=F  for the soil deformation in terms of H, ɔ, P, E0, E1, E2, 

and E3.  

 

Hint: Check that in the case when , E0=E1= E2= E3 your stiffness matrix becomes 

 

0

2 1 0
E

1 2 1
ȹx

0 1 1

-è ø
é ù
- -
é ù
é ù-ê ú

 

3) Derive the analytical solution for the settlement and compare with the numerical solution of step 

2.  

Hint: write the Young Modulus as  

 

0E(x)=E +ax
 

 

After deriving the displacement of the soil, you should take ɔ=0 to obtain the settlement: 

 

 0

P ax
S(x)= ln(1+ )

a E  

To compare the numerical and analytical solutions, assume that the Young modulus at the 

bottom of the soil layer is 30% larger than the one at the top. 
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Problem 5 

 A steel bar (E=200 GPa) is fixed to a wall as shown the figure above. The bar is pulled by a 

horizontal force P=1000 N applied at the right. The area changes from 0.01 m
2
 to 0.0064 m

2
.  

The length of the bar is 1m. This problem is about finding the horizontal displacement along the 

bar. It is assumed that displacements in the right direction are positive.

 

1) Derive the governing equations of the deformation of the bar. 

2) Derive the weak form of the governing equations.  

3) Find the global matrix equation with three linear elements.  

4) Derive the analytical solution for the deformation of the bar. 

 

 

Figure 2 
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Chapter 3  

FINITE ELEMENT CONCEPT 

 
 

 

 

In the previous chapter the basic concept of the finite element formulation was introduced, and the 

stiffness matrix was derived using global shape functions. Although the stiffness matrices of a few more 

element types may be obtained using similar procedures, for other types of finite elements, such as 

continuum triangular or rectangular elements, the derivation is not straightforward. Therefore it is 

necessary to develop a general procedure that can be used for derivation of the stiffness matrices of all 

element types. The general method consists of constructing the stiffness matrix of individual elements, 

and then assembly them into a global stiffness matrix of the complete structure. 

 

The aim of this chapter is to introduce this general formulation of the finite element method. The 

procedure will used to form the stiffness matrix of two different element types, bar element and a 

flexural beams element.  

 

3.1: The Principle of virtual work  
 

We recall the principle of virtual work for a single element (bar or beam) of the structure. The principle 

of virtual work states that during any virtual displacement imposed on the boundary of an element, the 

total work done by the external loads Wext must be equal to the total internal work done Wint by the 

internal stressesů(x). 

                                     
e

e

int ext

*

int
V

*

ext
V

W =W

W = Ů (x)ů(x)dV

W = u (x)f(x)dV

ñ

ñ
 

 

where f(x) are the external load, and Ů*(x) is the virtual strains produced by the virtual displacement
*u (x) . The integral goes over the volume of the element Ve = AL, where A is the cross section area and 

L the length of the element. 
 

3.2: General Procedure in Finite Element Analysis 
 

Most finite element computations in numerical analysis comprise the following steps: 

1. Chose a suitable coordinate system. While for many of the geometries a Cartesian coordinate is suitable, 

a cylindrical coordinate system may be used for problems with axial symmetry. 

2. Divide the geometry of the problem into a number of finite elements. Different types of elements may 

be used to represent differences in physical properties. In structural mechanics, these can be beams, 

cables, plates, bricks, etc. 

3. Use a suitable node numbering system for the elements of the structure.  
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4. Derive the stiffness equations for all finite elements using the principle of virtual work (or the principle 

of minimum potential energy). These equations are typically in the form of: 

e e e = k . u f  

where k
e
 is the element stiffness matrix, u

e
 is the vector of element nodal displacements, and f

e
 is the 

vector of element nodal forces. 

5. Assemble the global stiffness matrix for the complete structure from the stiffness matrices of the 

individual finite elements and assemble the global force vector to form the global stiffness equations: 

K.u = F  

where K=SeK
e
 is the global stiffness matrix, u is the vector of global nodal displacements, and  

F=SeF
e
 is the vector of global nodal forces.  

6. Apply boundary conditions by eliminating equations related to nodes with zero displacements.  

7. Solve the global stiffness equations to obtain the unknown nodal displacements: 

-1= u K . F  

8. Compute the relevant physical quantities in all elements: stresses, strains, curvature and moments. 

The Calculation of the element stiffness matrix, k
e
, is an important step in the finite element 

computations and therefore is dealt with in detail in the next section.  

 

 

3.3: Calculation of Element Stiffness Matrix 
 

A general procedure is presented here that can be used for derivation of the stiffness matrix of various 

finite elements. The aim is to relate the nodal loads to the nodal displacements, and thereby define the 

element stiffness matrix. 

 

Different types of elements have different numbers of nodes and different numbers of degrees of 

freedom per node and therefore the size of the stiffness matrix is generally different for different element 

types. In most structural analyses the term degree of freedom may be regarded as the different modes of 

displacement at each node. However, in general, the term "degree-of-freedom" is applied to any nodal 

quantity such as displacement, curvature, temperature, hydraulic head, etc. If the number of nodes in the 

chosen finite element is nne and the number of degree of freedom per node is dof, then the total degrees 

of freedom for the element is ndof = nne ³ dof. The size of the element displacement vector, u
e
, and the 

element force vector, f
e
, is equal to ndof and the size of the element stiffness matrix, k

e
, is equal 

to ndof ³ ndof. The element stiffness equations are defined by: 

 

                                                            
e e e.   =k u f  (3.1) 

 

The specific case considered here is a two-node bar element shown in Figure  (3.1) . Similar to 

the element of the constrained landslide, we assume that this element can only carry axial loads. 

The rotation and the deflection normal to the element axis are assumed to be zero. For this 

element nne=2, dof=1, ndof=2, and therefore the size of the stiffness matrix is 2³2. 
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Figure 3.1 Two-node bar element 

 

Following are the steps required for calculation of the element stiffness matrix, k
e
. 

 

1. Chose local coordinate and node numbering systems that best suit the shape of the element. Define 

the load and displacement associated with each degree-of-freedom at each node.  

 

For the bar element in Figure  (3.1) The local coordinate system is along the axis of the element. 

Each node has a displacement, u, and an associated force, p, measured along the direction of the 

bar. Therefore the stiffness equations for the element can be presented as: 

 

 

1 11 12 1

2 21 22 2

p k k u

p k k u

è ø è øè ø
=é ù é ùé ù

ê ú ê úê ú 

(3.2) 

 

2. Select a suitable displacement function that uniquely defines the state of displacements at all points 

within the element. 

 

The aim is to express the variation of displacements at any point within the element, u(x), in terms of 

the nodal displacements, u
e
. In many cases the variation of displacements can be approximated with 

sufficient accuracy by a polynomial function. The assumed polynomial function must contain one 

unknown coefficient for each independent degree of freedom that exists at the nodal points: 

 

                                       

dof dof

dof

dof

T

1 1 2 2 n n

T

1 2 n

1 2 n

u( ) = af ( )+a f ( )é+a f ( )= ( ) . 

(x)= f (x) f (x) é f (x)

= a a é a

è ø
ê ú

è ø
ê ú

x x x x f x a

f

a

 (3.3) 

 

where a is the vector of unknown coefficients of the polynomial function f(x). 

 

For the specific case of the bar element, the total number of degrees of freedom is 2. Therefore 

the polynomial function representing the variation of displacements must have 2 unknown 

coefficients and it is a function of x only:  

[ ] 1 T

1 2

2

a
u(x)     a   a  . x  1  (x) . 

a
x
è ø

= + = =é ù
ê ú

 f a  

where  f(x) = [1  x] 
T
 and  a = [a1 a2]

T
. 
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3. Relate displacements within the element to the nodal displacements. 

The function u(x) represents the displacements at any point and therefore it is also valid at nodal 

points. The displacements at the nodes, u
e
, can be simply obtained by substituting the nodal 

coordinates into Eq. (3.3). For example for node 1, with coordinates of x1 and y1, Eq. (3.3) becomes: 

  

 e T

1 1 1=u( )= ( ) . u x f x a  

 

If this procedure is followed for all other nodes attached to an element, Eq. (3.3) becomes: 
 

               

e T
1 1 2 1 1

11 1

e T
1 2 2 2 2 22 2e

e T

1 2

( ) ( ) ( ) au ( )

( ) ( ) ( ) au ( )
u

au ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

dof

dof

dofdof dof
dof dof dof dof

n

n

nn n n n n n

f f f

f f f

x f f f

è øè ø è ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù é ù= = =é ùé ù é ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù é ùê úê ú ê úê ú

x x xf x a

x x xf x a

f a x x x

                            (3.4)  

 

 

or 

 

              
e .=u Ca  

 

  

The unknown coefficients, a, can now be determined from Eq.(3.4): 

              

                                                                           .-1 e
a = C u  (3.5) 

 

 

The polynomial coefficients a can now be substituted into Eq. (3.3) to form: 

 

 
e T -1u( )   ( ) .  with ( ) ( ) .  = =x N x u N x f x C

 (3.6) 

 

 

Eq. (3.6) relates the displacements at any point within the element, u(x), to the nodal 

displacements, u
e
. In general, the terms in the expression N(x) = f

T
(x).C

-1
, called local shape 

functions in the finite element method, present a means of interpolation within the element through 

which any quantity within the element can be calculated from its values at nodal points. Details of 

the derivation of the shape functions for different element types will be given later. 

 

For the specific case of the bar element, C
-1

 can be calculated and substituted in Eq (3.6). 

 

  

1

2

1 x

1 x

è ø
=é ù
ê ú

C 2 11
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where 
12

2
1

xx

xx
(x)N

-

-
=  and 

12

1
2

xx

xx
(x)N

-

-
=  are called the shape functions.  

 

The shape functions depend only on the geometry of the nodal points and the type of the 

interpolation function used. The shape functions N1(x) and N2(x) vary linearly between x1 and x2 as 

shown in Figure 3.2.  Note that the value of the shape function N1(x) is 1 at point 1 and zero at 

point 2. Similarly the value of the shape function N2(x) is 1 at point 2 and zero at point 1.  

 

1 2

xx1 x2

N(x)

1

N1 N2

0
 

Figure 3.2 Linear shape functions 

 

Therefore the displacement at any point within the element at (x) can be found using the 

following equation: 

 
    e e

1 1 2 2u(x)=N (x) u + N (x)u  
 

4. Relate the strains within the element to the nodal displacements 

The strains Ů(x) at any point within the element can be related to the displacements at the point, u(x), 

and hence to the nodal displacements, u
e
. The strains can be expressed in the form of differentials of 

the displacements. The exact form of the differentials depends on the type of the element and may be 

obtained from the theory of elasticity. Details of the exact form of the strains for different types of 

continuum elements will be given later. In general the strains can be defined as: 

  

                                                           [ ]( )  u( )=Ů x L x  (3.7) 

 

Where L  is a differential operator, which depends on the problem we are analyzing. In particular, 

L=d/dx for bars and L=-d
2
/dx

2
 for beams. Substituting Eq. (3.6) into Eq. (3.7) results in: 
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                                                    [ ]eŮ(x)  .       B= ( )=Bu L N x ,  (3.8) 

 

Where B is generally a function of x. Eq. (3.8) represents the relationship between strains at any 

point within the element to the nodal displacements. 
 

 

For the specific case of the bar element the relation between the strain and displacement is given 

by 

du
Ů=

dx
 

Therefore  =
d

dx
L .  B and Ů can be calculated as follows. 

    

1 2

2 1 2 1

dN dNdN 1 1
B= = =

dx dx dx x x x x

è øè ø
-é ùé ù - -ê úê ú

 

e 2 1

2 1

u u
(x)= . =

x  x

-

-
Ů B u

 

 

It can be seen that the axial strain in the bar element is independent of the coordinates, i.e., it is 

constant all through the element. 

 

5. Relate the stresses within the element to strains and to the nodal displacements 

The stresses ů(x) at any point within the element can be related to the strains at the point, Ů(x), and 

hence to the nodal displacements, u
e
. The relationship between the strains and stresses can be 

expressed by the elastic properties of the element. 

 

                                                         

( )   ( )=ů x D.Ů x (3.9) 

 

Where D is the stress-strain matrix and contains the elastic properties of the element, such as 

Youngôs modulus E and Poissonôs ratio ɜ, assuming that the element deforms elastically under loads. 

Details of matrix D for different types of continuum elements will be given later. Substituting Eq. 

(3.8) into Eq. (3.9), results in a relationship between the stresses at any point within the element to 

the nodal displacements. 

 
 

 ( ) =  e
ů x D. B.u (3.10) 
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For the specific case of the bar element the axial normal stress can be related to the axial normal 

strain as: 

2 1

2 1

E (u u )
ů(x) = E Ů(x) =

x x

-

-
 

 

The axial stress is therefore constant for the bar element. 

 

6. Relating the internal stresses to the nodal loads. 

The internal stresses can now be related to the loads at the nodal points. In this way the nodal 

displacements will be related to the nodal loads, since the stresses at each point within the element 

are related to the nodal displacements. The relationship between the nodal loads and the nodal 

displacement constitutes the stiffness matrix of the element. 

 

Here the principle of virtual work will be used to determine a set of nodal forces that are statically 

equivalent to the sum of the stresses within the element. If an arbitrary set of virtual nodal 

displacements, u*
e
, is imposed on the element where the actual nodal forces f

e
 are applied, it causes 

virtual strains Ů*(x) at a point within the element where the actual stresses are ů(x). The virtual 

displacement are related to virtual nodes by 

  
Tu*( )  = e eT

x N u* =  u* N
 

 

The external virtual work done by the nodal loads, Wext, is given by: 

 

 

                     
( )

e e e

* eT* eT

ext
V V V

W  = u ( )f( )dV = (x)f( )dV= *  (x)f( )dVT T

ñ ñ ñx x u N x u N x
                       (3.11) 

   

 

That we can write as: 

 

              
eT

extW = * . e
u f   (3.12) 

 

Where the nodal forces of the element is given by: 

 

 

                                                              eV
(x)f( )dVe T=ñf N x

                       (3.13) 

 
 

Now we calculate the work done by the internal stresses. The virtual strains can be related to the nodal 

virtual displacements using Eq. (3.8) 

  

                                                           
e*( )   *=Ů x Bu 
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T eT T* ( )  *  =Ů x u B (3.14) 

 

 The total internal work can be as 

 

   

                   
( )

e e e

* *T T *T T

int
V V V

W = ( ) ( )dV ( ) ( ) dV= ( ) ( )dVT =ñ ñ ñŮ x ů x u B x DB x u u B x DB x u
                    (3.15)

 

 

That can be written as 

  

                                                         
eT e

intW = *   u k u                                                                  (3.16) 

 

 

 where 

                 
e

e T

V
( ) ( )dV=ñk B x DB x               (3.17) 

                                                         
 

Based on the principle of virtual work the total internal virtual work given by Eq (3.15) , must be 

equal to the total external virtual work, Eq. (3.11), i.e., 

  

                                                                
eT e e*  (   ) 0- =u k u f  (3.18) 

 

Eq. (3.18) is valid for any set of virtual displacements. Therefore the vector of virtual 

displacements, u*
e
, can be removed from both sides of Eq. (3.18). (The arbitrary set of virtual 

displacements may also be assumed to have unit values so that u*
e
 can be removed from the 

equation. Thus Eq. (3.18) gives:  

 

                                                                   
e e e=k .u f          (3.19) 

 

Therefore, to calculate the element stiffness matrix, the strain-displacement matrix, B, and the stress-

strain matrix, D, must be evaluated and then the matrix multiplication and integration must be 

performed. 

 

For the specific case of the bar element the stiffness matrix can be calculated as follows. 

 

                                                           
[ ]B  1/L  1/L= -  

                                                            E  D=  

                                                          dx .A   dV=  

B.B.L.E.AdxB.B.E.Adx.B.E.BA.dVB.D.Bk T

L

0

T

L

0

T

V

Te ==== ñññ  
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2 2

e

2 2

1/L 1 11/L 1/L1 1 AE
k AEL AEL

1/L 1 1L L L1/L 1/L

- -è ø-è ø è øè ø
= - = =é ùé ù é ùé ù --ê úê ú ê úê ú

 

The above stiffness matrix for a bar element, obtained from the method presented in this chapter, is 

identical to the one given by other method from structural analysis.   

 

The load vector of Equation 3.13 can be calculated assuming that f(x) is constant. The direct integration 

leads to 

  

()

()

2

1

2

1

x

1

x

e

2

N x f(x)Adx
1A

=
12

N x f(x)Adx

x

x

f x

è ø
é ù

è øé ù D
= é ùé ù

ê úé ù
é ù
ê ú

ñ

ñ

F   (3.20) 

 
 

Thus Equation (3.20) becomes 

  

1

2

u1 1E

u1 1

1

2ȹx 1

f x- è øè ø
é ùé ù

-

è

ê úê
=
ú

øD
é ù
ê ú  (3.21) 

 

This is the element matrix equation of the one dimensional bar problem.

 

3.4: Calculation of the Stiffness Matrix of a two-dimensional bar element 
 

The aim of this section is to present an approach to the construction of the element stiffness matrices of 

the elements of two-dimensional structures through transformation of coordinates. A structural frame 

usually consists of members set at various angles to one another. Therefore it is more convenient to set 

up the stiffness matrix in terms of the local member coordinates and then transform each of the local 

coordinate system to the global coordinate system adopted for the complete structure.  

 

A two-dimensional bar element which is inclined at an angle ɗ to the global system is shown in Figure 

3.3. Axes X and Y refer to the local member system and axes x and y to the global coordinate system. In 

a framed structure each end of the bar could be displaced in both directions. The displacements U 

and V, u and v, and the forces P and Q, p and q are related to the local and the global systems, as shown 

in Figure 3.3. 
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Figure 3.3 Two-dimensional bar element 

We start with:  

1 1a

2 2

U P1 1AE

U P1 1L

- è ø è øè ø
=é ù é ùé ù-ê úê ú ê ú

          1 1

2 2

V Q1 1AE
=

V Q1 1L

l
- è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù

-ê úê ú ê ú 

where Ea and El are the axial and lateral Young modulus. In the special case of a truss-element, El=0 that 

reflects the fact that displacement of the nodes does not lead to shear forces. More precisely, the nodal 

forces are always parallel to the bar element so that Q1=Q2=0 
 

We expand the matrices 

1 1

1

2 2

2

U1 0 1 0 P

V0 0 0 0 0AE

U1 0 1 0 PL

V0 0 0 0 0

a

- è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù=
é ùé ù é ù-
é ùé ù é ù

ê ú ê úê ú    

1

1 1

2

2 2

U 00 0 0 0

V Q0 1 0 1AE

U 00 0 0 0L

V Q0 1 0 1

l

è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù

-
é ù é ùé ù =
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù

-ê úê ú ê ú

 

 

And then we sum both equations 

a a 1 1

l l 1 1

a a 2 2

l l 2 2

E 0 E 0 U P

0 E 0 E V QA

E 0 E 0 U PL

0 E 0 E V Q

-è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù

-
é ùé ù é ù=
é ùé ù é ù-
é ùé ù é ù

-ê úê ú ê ú

 

 

 

For the special case of a truss element Ea=E and El=0, so that the equation above reduces to 

 

 

                                    

1 1

1 1

2 2

2 2

U P1 0 1 0

V Q0 0 0 0AE

U P1 0 1 0L

V Q0 0 0 0

- è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù =
é ù é ùé ù-
é ù é ùé ù

ê úê ú ê ú

 (3.22) 

 

The local and global systems of forces at each node can be related by Eq. (B.3) in Appendix B: 
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() ()

() ()

+cos ɗ  sin ɗP p

sin ɗ  cos ɗQ q

è øè ø è ø
=é ùé ù é ù-ê ú ê úê ú

 (3.23) 

Thus the relationship between the applied forces in the local and global systems is: 

 

                                           

() ()

() ()

() ()

() ()

1 1

1 1

2 2

2 2

cos ɗ sin ɗ 0 0P p

sin ɗ cos ɗ 0 0Q q

0 0 cosɗ sin ɗP p

0 0 sin ɗ cos ɗQ q

è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù
-é ùé ù é ù=
é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù

-é ùê ú ê úê ú

, (3.24) 

or simply: 

 

                                                               
T  =F T . f   (3.25) 

 

where F and f are the force vectors in the local and global systems, respectively. 

A similar relationship also exists between the two sets of displacements in the local and global systems: 

 

                                                     T  =ȹ T .u (3.26) 

 

ȹ and u are the displacement vectors in the local and global systems 

The stiffness matrix for a member in the global system can now be established. The basic force-

displacement relationship for the bar element, given in Eq.(3.22), states that: 

 

                                                    
e  =F K ȹ (3.27) 

 

K
e
 refers to the element stiffness matrix in the local coordinate system. Substituting F and ȹ from Eq. 

(3.25) and  Eq. (3.26) into Eq. (3.27) results in: 

 

                                                   
T e T  =T f K T u  (3.28) 

 

Both sides of the above equation are multiplied by T. 

 

                                               
T e T  =T.T . f T. K .T .u     (3.29) 

 

One useful property of the T matrix is that its transpose is equal to its inverse, i.e, 

 

                                 
T -1 T -1  ,         = = =T T T T T T 1  (3.30) 

 

Therefore; 

 



 

35 
 

                                              
e T e    = =f T. K .T .u k . u     (3.31) 

 

Whereby k
e
 is the stiffness matrix of the element in the global system. 

 

                                                             
e e T  =k T. K . T  (3.32) 

 

It can be seen that the global stiffness matrix for a member, k
e
, can be obtained from the stiffness matrix 

of the member in the local member coordinate system. So that the stiffness matrix of the bar elements 

can be written in the global system as shown below. 

 

                                          

2 2

2 2

e

2 2

2 2

c cs c cs

cs s cs sAE

L c cs c cs

cs s cs s

è ø- -
é ù

- -é ù=
é ù- -
é ù
- -é ùê ú

k         c=cos(ɗ)   s=sin(ɗ). (3.33) 

 

Eq. (3.22) can now be written in the global system: 

 

                                            

2 2
1 1

2 2
1 1

2 2
2 2

2 2
2 2

u pc cs c cs

v qcs s cs sAE

u pL c cs c cs

v qcs s cs s

è øè ø è ø- -
é ùé ù é ù

- -é ùé ù é ù=
é ùé ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù
- -é ùê ú ê úê ú

 (3.34) 

 

In the assembly of the global stiffness matrix for a structure, an important point is that the stiffness 

matrix of any member, established in local coordinates, must be transformed into the global coordinate 

system before commencing the assembly process. 

 

3.5: Calculation of the Stiffness Matrix of Flexural Beam Elements 
 
 

The procedure explained in Section 4 is employed here to calculate the stiffness matrix of a flexural 

beam element. Beam elements are the basic members of rigid jointed frames.  

The beam element considered here has two nodes, a uniform cross-section A, and is loaded by forces 

and moments at each node as shown in Figure 3.4. The beam is assumed to be slender so that the effects 

of shear deformations can be ignored. The effects of axial forces and deformations are also ignored here. 

The sign conventions for the moments and the shear forces are shown in Figure 3.4.  
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Figure 3.4 Two-node beam element 

 

1. Local coordinate and node numbering system 

The node numbering and coordinate system shown in Figure 3.4 may be used for the element where the 

y-axis is normal to the axis of the beam. The number of nodes is nne = 2, the number of degrees of 

freedom per node is dof = 2, that is a deflection normal to the beam axis, v, and a rotation about the 

z-axis, ɗ. Therefore the total number of degrees of freedom for the element is ndof=nne³dof = 4. The 

nodal forces associated with the rotation and deflection of the beam at each node are a moment about 

the z-axis, M, and a shear force in the y-direction, q.  The size of the displacement vector, u
e
, and the 

element force vector, f
e
, is 4 and the size of the element stiffness matrix, k

e
, is 4³4. 

 

                                                

11 12 13 141 1

21 22 23 241 1

31 32 33 342 2

41 42 43 442 2

k k k kq v

k k k kM ɗ

k k k kq v

k k k kM ɗ

è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù=
é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù

ê ú ê úê ú

, (3.35) 

 

2. Displacement function 

The variation of the transverse displacement can be approximated by a polynomial function. The 

polynomial function, w, must contain one unknown coefficient for each degree of freedom: 

 
                                              3

4

2

321 xaxaxaav(x) +++=  

                                                2 3 T

1 2 3 4v(x) [1 x x x ] [a a a a ]=  (3.36) 

 

Where a1 to a4 are the unknown coefficients. The rotation at any point can be expressed as ɗ=dv/dx, 

thus:  
                                                2

432 x3ax2aadv/dxɗ(x) ++==   

                                                2 T

1 2 3 4ɗ(x) [0 1 2x 3x ][a a a a ]=  (3.37) 

 

Therefore the "displacements" at any point along the beam can be obtained from Eq. (3.36)  and Eq. 

(3.37)  as: 

                                                 

1

2 3
2

2
3

4

a

av 1 x x x

aɗ 0 1 2x 3x

a

è ø
é ù

è øè ø é ù=é ùé ù é ùê úê ú
é ù
ê ú

 (3.38) 
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The matrix f(x) and the vector a can be defined for the beam element by comparing Eq. (3.38) with 

Eq. (3.3): 

 

                                            

v

T 2 3

T

T 2

(x) 1 x x x
(x)

(x) 0 1 2x 3xq

è øè ø
= =é ùé ù
é ùê úê ú

f
f

f
 , [ ]

T

1 2 3 4a a a a=a  (3.39) 

 

3. Relate displacements within the element to the nodal displacements 

The general displacements within the element can be related to the nodal displacements using 

Eq. (3.6).  

 

        
T -1 ev(x)  (x)  =f .C .u

 

T

1

2 3T

2

2

1 0 0 0

0 1 0 0(x )

1 L L L(x )

0 1 2L 3L

è ø
é ù

è ø
é ù= =é ù
é ùê ú
é ù
ê ú

f
C

f

 

                                                     

1

2 2

3 2 3 2

1 0 0 0

0 1 0 0

3 2 3 1

L L L L

2 1 2 1

L L L L

-

è ø
é ù
é ù
é ù
é ù
=é ù
é ù- - -
é ù
é ù

-é ù
ê ú

C  (3.40) 

Thus the shape functions can then be calculated by: 

 

e T -1 2 3

2 2

3 2 3 2

1 0 0 0

0 1 0 0

-3 -2 3 -1(x) (x) 1 x x x
L L L L

2 1 -2 1

L L L L

è ø
é ù
é ù
é ùè ø= =ê úé ù
é ù
é ù
é ùê ú

N f .C  

 

This results in 
 

3 2 3
e 2 3 2 2 3

2 3 2 2 3 2

3 2 2 x 3 2 x x
(x) 1- x + x x- x + x - x - +

L L L L L L L L

è ø
=é ù
ê ú

N  

4. Strain-displacment relationship: 

The "strains" (x)e  at any point within the element can be related to the nodal displacements, u
e
 

based on Eq. (3.8) 
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e( )  =Ů x B.u (3.41) 

 

Where Ů(x) is the ñstrainò for the beam. The only strain that need to be considered is the curvature 

about the z-axis. For the beam considered here, all other strains such as shear strain and axial strain are 

assumed to be zero. The curvature at any point is defined as: Ů(x)=-d
2
v/dx

2
. Therefore, the matrix B in 

Eq.(3.41) is defined as: 

 

ɗ

2 T 2 -1 -1[ d (x)/dx  ]   [0 0  2  6x]  = - = - -B f C C  

                                                
2 3 2 2 3 2

6 12x 4 6x 6 12x 2 6x

L L L L L L L L

è ø
= - - - + -é ù
ê ú

B  (3.42) 

 

5. Stress-strain relationship 

The ñstressò for the beam element, which corresponds to the ñstrainò or curvature of the beam, is the 

internal moment. The moment at any point within the beam can be related to the curvature as: 

 

2

2

dx

vd
EIM(x) -=  

 

Therefore, the stress-strain relationship is: 

 

                                                              
e(x)  (x)  = =ů D.Ů EI.Bu.  (3.43) 

6. Relate the Internal stresses to the nodal loads 

Based on the principle of virtual work the stiffness matrix was obtained as: 

 

 

e T dV=ñk B D.B..
 

                        

L L

e T T

0 0

A dx EIA dx= =ñ ñk B EI. B B . B

 

        

2 2 2 2

4 5 6 3 4 5 4 5 6 3 4 5

2 2 2 2

3 4 5 2 3 4 3 4 5 2 3 4
e

2 2

4 5 6 3 4 5 4 5

36 144x 144x 24 84x 72x 36 144x 144x 12 60x 72x

L L L L L L L L L L L L

24 84x 72x 16 48x 36x 24 84x 72x 8 36x 36x

L L L L L L L L L L L L
AEI

36 144x 144x 24 84x 72x 36 144x 144

L L L L L L L L
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- + - + - + - - +

=

- + - - + - - +

k

L

2 2
0

6 3 4 5

2 2 2 2

3 4 5 2 3 4 3 4 5 2 3 4

dx
x 12 60x 72x

L L L L

12 60x 72x 8 36x 36x 12 60x 72x 4 24x 36x

L L L L L L L L L L L L

è ø
é ù
é ù
é ù
é ù
é ù
é ù

- + -é ù
é ù
é ù

- + - + - + - - +
é ùê ú
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3 2 3 2

2 2
e

3 2 3 2

2 2

12EI 6EI 12EI 6EI

L L L L

6EI 4EI 6EI 2EI

L L L L
A

12EI 6EI 12EI 6EI

L L L L

6EI 2EI 6EI 4EI

L L L L

è ø
-é ù

é ù
é ù-
é ù

= é ù
é ù- - -
é ù
é ù

-é ù
ê ú

k
 

 

 

The stiffness matrix of the beam element is symmetric, as expected. 

 

The final step is to calculate the nodal load vector assuming that the distributed load is constant along 

the beam, f(x)=w The nodal forces for the beam are given by: 

 
L

e T

0

= (x).f(x)dxñf N  

Thus 

 

2 3

2 3

2 2 23 2
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2 30
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x x L L wL
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è øè ø è ø
- +- + é ùé ù é ù
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é ùé ù é ù
- +- +

é ùé ù é ù
= = =é ùé ù é ù
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ñf  

 

The element matrix equation of the beam becomes  

 
 

3 2 3 2
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2 2
1

2

3 2 3 2

2
2

2 2

12EI 6EI 12EI 6EI

2L L L L
v6EI 4EI 6EI 2EI
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è øè ø
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é ù-é ù -
é ùê ú ê ú 

 

 

Problem 1 

Solve the problem of cantilever beam of Assignment 2, question 2 using this finite element solution with 

one element. Compare the deflection, bending moment, and shear force versus position, to the analytical 

solution of simple beam. 
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Chapter 4  

BAR AND BEAM FRAMES 

 
The behaviour of frames structures consisting of bar and beam elements is considered in this chapter. 

Simple forms of these structures may be analysed using a variety of manual techniques. However, a 

complex structure like the frame structure in Figure 4.1 consisting of many thousands of these elements, or 

a structure combining these elements with continuum elements as shown in Figure 4.2, is best suited to 

analysis by the finite element method.  

 

The stiffness of the complete structure can be constructed using the stiffness of each individual element. 

This matrix represents the relationship between the forces applied to any particular node to the 

displacement of all the nodes in the structure. But since one node may be shared by different elements, the 

assembly of the global stiffness matrix is not straighforwards. In this chapter we will deal with this 

important step of the finite element analysis: given the stiffness matrices of all individual elements in a 

structure. How can these matrices be combined to form the stiffness matrix of the complete structure?  

 

     

P

 

Nodes

Element

 

Figure 4.1 Framed structure Figure 4.2 Continuum structure and finite element 

 

4.1: Assembly of global stiffness matrix . 
 

In this section we will learn how to assemble the global matrices from the corresponding element 

matrices. For a complex structure consisting of beams and columns and braces (Figure  4.1), the global 

stiffness matrix defines the relationship between the load applied at any point to the deformation of any 

other point in the structure. (The distinct points in a structure where the loads are applied or where the 

displacements are required are termed ñnodesò). The stiffness matrix of individual element is given by  

 

                                                       e e e = f k .u ,     e=1,é, n, (4.1)  

In the first step of the assembly, the element matrices f
e
 and k

e
 of size n x n are expanded to F

e
 and K

e
  

so that the equation above results in 
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e e = .F K u  

 

The expanded stiffness matrices have the dimensions ndof x ndof of the global matrix equations.  The 

column vector u contains the degrees of freedom of the whole structure. The column vector F
e
 and the 

matrix K
e
 is completed with zeros for all nodes that do not belong to the element. 

 

 

In the second step of the assembly, the global matrix equation is created by summing all the expanded 

equations, leading to 

ää
==

===
n

e

e
n

e

e FFkkukF
11

,,.

(4.2)

 

4.2: Stiffness Matrix of a Simple One-dimensional Structure 
 
 

First we present the procedure for the assembly of the stiffness matrix of a simple structure consisting of 

two bar elements will be examined in detail. Consider the two-bar-structure in Figure 4.3. The structure 

has 3 nodes, each of which may deform and to each of which a force may be applied. Therefore, the 

force vector or displacement vector has 3 components and the stiffness matrix is of order 3³3. 

 

                                                  

1 11 12 13 1

2 21 22 23 2

3 31 32 33 3

p k k k u

p k k k u

p k k k u

è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù

=
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ùê ú ê úê ú

, (4.3) 

 

p3, u3
p2, u2p1, u1

-   x  +
1              ka               2             kb            3

 

Figure 4.3 Two-bar-structure 

 

By examining the stiffness matrix of the structure more closely, it may be visualized that the stiffness 

matrix of the complete structure can be formed by the stiffness matrices of the individual elements. The 

stiffness matrices, the load vectors and the displacement vectors of each of the elements can be written as: 

 

                                      Element a:    
a

a a 11

a
a a 22

k k up

k k up

-è øè øè ø
=é ùé ùé ù
- ê úê úê ú

 (4.4) 

                          Element b:    
b

b b 22

b
b b 33

k k up

k k up

-è øè øè ø
=é ùé ùé ù
-ê úê úê ú

 (4.5) 
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Although the two stiffness matrices are of the same order they may not be added directly since they relate to 

different sets of nodes. However, by adding rows and columns of zeros, both of the element stiffness 

matrices may be expanded in such a way that each row and column relates to the three nodes. (A general 

procedure for the assembly of the stiffness matrices of elements will be given later.)  

 

                Element a:               

a

1 a a 1

a

2 a a 2

3

p k k 0 u

p k k 0 u

0 0 0 0 u

è ø -è øè ø
é ùé ùé ù

= -é ùé ùé ù
é ùé ùé ùê úê úê ú

 (4.6) 

                Element b:               

1

b

2 b b 2

b

3 b b 3

0 0 0 0 u

p 0 k k u

p 0 k k u

è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù

= -
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù-ê ú ê úê ú

 (4.7) 

The above matrices can now be added together to assemble the stiffness matrix of the complete structure.  

  

                       Two-bar structure: 

a

1 1 a a 1

a b

2 2 2 a a b b 2

b

3 3 b b 3

p p k k 0 u

p p +p k k k k u

p p 0 k k u

è ø -è ø è øè ø
é ùé ù é ùé ù
= = - + -é ùé ù é ùé ù
é ùé ù é ùé ù-ê ú ê úê úê ú

, (4.8) 

 

The simple procedure for the assembly of the global stiffness matrix for the two-bar-element structure can 

be extended for more complex structures. 

 

4.3: Stiffness Matrix of a Simple Two-dimensional Trusses 
 

The value of the stiffness matrix of a one-dimensional bar element has been obtained from the standard 

stress-strain relationship. The individual components of the stiffness matrix have been determined by 

permitting the element to adopt each independent mode of deformation in turn and determining the 

relationship between this deformation and the nodal forces. This method can be generalised to calculate 

the stiffness matrix of two-dimensional bar elements, e.g. element (a) in Figure 4.4 

 

Structural frames usually consist of members that are connected to each other at various angles. Before 

useful expressions can be written for the analysis of complete structures, it is necessary to express the 

nodal forces, nodal displacements and the stiffness matrix of each element in a coordinate system that is 

common to all members of the structure. A suitable frame of reference, normally a Cartesian coordinate 

system, is used, as shown in Figure 4.4 for a simple pin-jointed frame and in Figure 4.5 for one member 

of the frame.  
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Figure 4.4 Two-dimensional truss Figure 4.5 Two-dimensional bar element 

 

The nodal displacements and the nodal forces of each individual bar element can be expressed as: q=(u1, 

v1, u2, v2)
T
 and f=(p1, q1, p2, q2)

T
, respectively. These two vectors are related to each other by a 4³4 

stiffness matrix, as kq=f.  

 

Example 1: 

For example, consider the landslide example from Chapter 2. The domain of the problem was divided as 

 

 

 

 x1=ȹx x0=0 x2=2ȹx 
x3=3ȹx x4=L 

u0 u1 u2 u3 u4 e1 e2 e3 e4   
 

From expanding the matrix for each of the elements 

   

i 1

i

1f xAu1 1EA
       i=1,2,3,4

1u1 1ȹ 2x

-- è øè ø
=é ù

è øD
é ù
ê ú

é ù
-ê úê ú

 
We expand the matrix in each one of the elements 

 

0 0

1 12 2

2 2

3 3

4 4

u u1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

u u1 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1
fȹx fȹx

=         = u u0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 1
2E 2E

u u0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

u u0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

- è ø è øè ø è ø è ø è ø
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é ù

- -
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é ù
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é-
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù éê ú ê ú ê ú ê úê ú ê ú

ù
ù
ù
ù

 

0 0

1 12 2

2 2

3 3

4 4

u u0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

u u0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
fȹx fȹx

=        = u u0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
2E 2E

u u0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 1

u u0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1

è ø è øè ø è ø è ø è ø
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é ù
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é ù
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é ù-
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é

- -é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é
é ù é ùé ù é ù é ù é-ê ú ê ú ê ú ê úê ú ê ú

ù
ù
ù
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By summing all of the expanded matrices we obtain the unrestrained global matrix equation 

0

1 2

2

3

4

u1 1 0 0 0 1/ 2

u1 2 1 0 0 1
fȹx

= u0 1 2 1 0 1
E

u0 0 1 2 1 1

u0 0 0 1 1 1/ 2

- è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù

- -
é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù

- -é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù-ê ú ê úê ú  

The next step is to impose the boundary condition at the first node 0u =0. First we remove the first row 

of the above equation (this equation provides information about the reaction force at the restrained node 

that is not of our interest at this moment). The resulting equation is 

0

1 2

2

3

4

u
1 2 1 0 0 1

u
0 1 2 1 0 1fȹx

= u
0 0 1 2 1 1E

u
0 0 0 1 1 1/ 2

u

è ø
- -è ø è øé ù
é ù é ùé ù- -
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ù- -é ù
é ù é ùé ù-ê ú ê úé ùê ú  

Then we separate the first column from the Equation to obtain 

1

2
2

0

3

4

u1 2 1 0 0 1

u0 1 2 1 0 1fȹx
u  = 

u0 0 1 2 1 1E

u0 0 0 1 1 1/2

- - è øè ø è ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù é ù

- -
é ùé ù é ù é ù+
é ùé ù é ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù é ù

-ê ú ê ú ê úê ú

 

 

Imposing the boundary condition at the first node 0u =0we obtain 

 

1

2
2

3

4

u2 1 0 0 1

u1 2 1 0 1fȹx
 = 

u0 1 2 1 1E

u0 0 1 1 1/2

- è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù

- -
é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù

-ê ú ê úê ú

 

This is the same result as derived in Chapter 2 but using a different method: In Chapter 2 we obtained 

the global matrix equation using the global shape function; here we calculate first the element matrix 

equation and then assembled all matrices and apply boundary conditions. Note that the essential 

boundary condition (nodes with zero displacement) was applied by eliminating the row and column of 

the corresponding node. 

 

Example 2: 

Construction of the stiffness matrix for a simple pin-jointed structure consists of two bar elements as 

shown in Figure 4.6 - is considered here as an example. Both elements have the same cross-section 

area, A, and Young's modulus, E. 
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Figure 4.6 Two-dimensional frame structure  

 

The stiffness matrices for elements in the global coordinate system and their relevant force vectors and 

displacement vectors are shown below. Element (a) connects node 1 to node 2. The inclination angle of 

element (a) is ɗ = 45
o
. Therefore: 

 

Element (a):           

1 1

1 1

2 2

2 2

u p0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5

v q0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5A.E

u p0.5 0.5 0.5 0.52 L

v q0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5

- - è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù

- -
é ù é ùé ù =
é ù é ùé ù- -
é ù é ùé ù

- -ê úê ú ê ú

 

Element (b) connects node 2 to node 3, thus ɗ = 180
o
. 

Element (b):          

2 2

2 2

3 3

3 3

u p1 0 1 0

v q0 0 0 0A.E

u p1 0 1 0L

v q0 0 0 0

- è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù =
é ù é ùé ù-
é ù é ùé ù

ê úê ú ê ú

 

These matrices can now be combined to assemble the stiffness matrix of the complete structure. 

 

 

1 1

1 1

2 2

2 2

3 3

3 3

1 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 0 0 u p

v q1 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 0 0

u pA.E 1 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 1 1 2 2 1 0

v qL 1 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 0 0
u p

0 0 1 0 1 0
v q

0 0 0 0 0 0

è ø- - è ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù

- -é ùé ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù- - + -é ù =é ù é ù
é ùé ù é ù- -é ùé ù é ù
é ù- é ù é ù
é ùé ù é ùê ú ê úê ú

 (4.9) 

 

Eq. (4.9)  can be solved if sufficient boundary restrains are applied to the structure.  
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4.4: Two-Dimensional Trusses 
Plane trusses consist of a pin-jointed assembly of bar elements, each of which is in a state of pure tension or 

compression. A simple truss structure is shown in Figure 4.7, which is the subject of the analysis in this 

section. The general procedure explained in section 2.2 for finite element analyses is employed here for the 

analysis of the truss structure. The general procedure for finite element analyses depends very little on the 

type of the structure and whether the structure is a truss, a frame, or a discretised continuum.  

1. Coordinate system 

A cartesian coordinate system is best suited to any type of truss.  

2. Discretisation 

The truss structure consists of 10 members. Each of the members is chosen as a pin-jointed finite 

element. No further discretisation is required for a simple truss structure. The finite elements are 

numbered from 1 to 10 (in circles) as shown inFigure 4.7. A linear bar element has two nodes, and 

each node has 2 degrees-of-freedom. 

 

421
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y
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1 2 3
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6 7 8
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10

 

Figure 4.7 Truss structure 

 

3. Node numbering system 

The choice of the node numbering system for a structure affects the distribution of the non-zero 

stiffness components in the global stiffness matrix. It also affects the storage size of the stiffness 

matrix in many finite element programs. In general, a good node numbering system shall minimise 

the difference between the end node numbers of any member that is a part of the structure. Such a 

numbering system for the nodes is shown in Figure 4.7. 

 

4. Element stiffness matrix 

The stiffness matrix of bar elements has been derived in the previous sections as: 

 

2 2

2 2

e

2 2

2 2

c cs c cs

cs s cs sA.E
k

L c cs c cs

cs s cs s

è ø- -
é ù

- -é ù=
é ù- -
é ù
- -ê ú

 (4.10) 
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Where A, E, and L are the cross-section area, the Youngôs modulus, and the length of the bar 

element, respectively, and c=cos ʃ, s=sin ʃ, where ʃ is the inclination angle of the element axis with 

respect to the global x-axis, measured in the anti-clock wise direction. The stiffness matrices of all 

elements are calculated from Eq. (4.10)  and shown in Table 4-1. The displacement vectors for 

different elements are also shown in the same table. 

 

Table 4-1 Stiffness matrices and displacement vectors of the bar elements 

Element No. Displacement vectors Stiffness matrices 

1, 2, 3, 10 

 

L=H 

ɗ=0
 o
 

 

[ ]e

1 1 1 2 2u   = u , v , u , v  

[ ]e

2 2 2 4 4u   = u , v , u , v  

e

3u  =[ ]4 4 6 6u , v , u , v  

e

10u =[ ]3 3 5 5u , v , u , v  

e

1, 2, 3,10

1 0 1 0

0 0 0 0A.E
k

1 0 1 0H

0 0 0 0

-è ø
é ù
é ù=
é ù-
é ù
ê ú

 

4, 6 

 

L= 2 H  

ɗ =45
 o
 

 

e

4u  =[ ]1 1 3 3u , v , u , v  

e

6u  =[ ]2 2 5 5u , v , u , v  

 

e

4, 6

1 1 1 1

1 1 1 1A.E
k

1 1 1 12 2 H

1 1 1 1

- -è ø
é ù

- -
é ù=
é ù- -
é ù
- -ê ú

 

5, 8  

 

L=H,  

ɗ =90
o
 

e

5u  =[ ]2 2 3 3u , v , u , v  

e

8u  =[ ]4 4 5 5u , v , u , v  

 

    
e

5, 8

0 0 0 0

0 1 0 1A.E
k

0 0 0 0H

0 1 0 1

è ø
é ù

-
é ù=
é ù
é ù
-ê ú

 

7, 9  
 

L= 2 H  

ɗ =135
 o
 

 

e

7u  =[ ]4 4 3 3u , v , u , v  

e

9u  =[ ]6 6 5 5u , v , u , v  

 

e

7, 9

1 1 1 1

1 1 1 1A.E
k

1 1 1 12 2 H

1 1 1 1

- -è ø
é ù
- -
é ù=
é ù- -
é ù

- -ê ú

 

 
 

5. Global stiffness matrix 

The element stiffness matrices can be enlarged to full structure size and added together to assemble 

the global stiffness matrix for the complete structure. An example of this type of assembly has been 

given in Chapter 1. Since each node has two degrees-of-freedom, the unrestrained global stiffness 

matrix for the 6-noded structure is of the order 12³12: 
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6. Boundary conditions 

The boundary conditions shall be applied by eliminating rows and columns of the global stiffness 

matrix associated with the fixed degrees-of-freedom. Four of the degrees-of-freedom are restrained, 

i.e., u1, v1, u6, v6. Therefore, columns 1, 2, 11, 12 and rows 1, 2, 11,12 of the global stiffness matrix 

are eliminated and the size of the restrained stiffness matrix reduces to 8³8:  
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 (4.11) 

 

The restrained degrees-of-freedom shall also be eliminated from the global displacement vector and 

the global force vector: 

 

[ ]
T

R 2 2 3 3 4 4 5 5ȹ  u  , v  , u  , v  , u  , v  , u  , v  =  

[ ]
T

R 2 2 3 3 4 4 5 5F  p  , q  , p  , q  , p  , q  , p  , q  =
 

 

7. Solution of the finite element equations 

The finite element equations can now be solved for the unknown nodal displacements: 

                                                                
-1

R R R
K . F = ȹ  (4.12) 
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where: 
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2.06280.17721.94970.14881.21200.26921.43230.1845

0.17721.12000.06410.14880.26920.67360.48950.1845

1.94970.06412.72940.18451.43230.48951.54540.1488

0.14880.14880.18450.65470.18450.18450.14880.3453

1.21200.26921.43230.18452.06280.17721.94970.1488

0.26920.67360.48950.18450.17721.12000.06410.1488

1.43230.48951.54540.14881.94970.06412.72940.1845
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EA

H
K 1

R

 

 

Assuming that a vertical load of 1000 kN is applied at node 3, as shown in Eq.(4.10), and 

E=2³10
8
 kPa, A=0.01

 
m

2
, H=4 m, a solution to Eq.  (4.12) results in: 

 

 

 [ ]
T

R 2 2 3 3 4 4 5 5ȹ      u     ,    v     ,     u    ,      v      ,     u     ,     v      ,      u     ,      v       =  

      [ ]
T

 .0003, .0039, .00035, .00413, .00037, .00286, .00054, .00242 = - - - - -  

 

 

The displacements associated with the restrained degrees-of-freedom, u1, v1, u6 and v6 are all zero.  

The reactions at node 1 and 6, i.e., p1, q1, p6, q6, can be calculated by multiplying the first, second, 

eleventh and twelfth rows of the unrestrained stiffness matrix by the displacement vector, ȹ: 

 

                    [ ] [ ]
T

1 1 6 6 p  , q  , p  , q     517.88, 666.67, 517.88, 333.33 = -
 

 

8. Calculation of stresses and strains for each element 

The axial strain, Ů, and axial stress, ů, in any element can be calculated from the element nodal 

displacements. The nodal displacements should be transformed into the local coordinate system of 

the element under consideration. The relationship between the element nodal displacements in the 

local coordinate system, ȹe
, and the element nodal displacements in the global coordinate systems, 

u e
, was given in Eq. (4.1): 

                                                                      
e T e   . =ȹ T u (4.13) 

Where T is the transformation matrix, defined by: 

 

() ()
() ()

() ()
() ()ù

ù
ù
ù

ú

ø

é
é
é
é

ê

è

-

-

=

ɗcosɗsin00

ɗsinɗcos00

00ɗcosɗsin

00ɗsinɗcos

T  

 

In which ʃ is the inclination angle of the element. The axial strain and stress for element 6, for example, 

are calculated as follow. The element nodal displacement vector in the global system, u e
, is: 
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[ ] [ ]
T T6 

2 2 5 5 u   u  , v  , u  , v     0.00030 , 0.00390, 0.00054 , 0.00242 = = - - -  

Therefore the element nodal displacements in the local coordinate system is: 

[ ]
T6 T e

1 1 2 2ȹ   T  . u   U  , V , U  , V= =  

 
 

 6

cos(45) sin(45) 0 0 0.00030 0.00255

sin(45) cos(45) 0 0 .00390 0.00297
ȹ

0 0 cos(45) sin(45) .00054 0.00209

0 0 sin(45) cos(45) .00242 0.00133

-è øè ø è ø
é ùé ù é ù
- - -
é ùé ù é ù= =
é ùé ù é ù- -
é ùé ù é ù

- - -ê úê ú ê ú 

 

The axial strain and stress can be calculated for the element as: 

 

 

0.00008
24

0.002550.00209

L

UU
Ů 12 =

+-
=

-
=

 

 

kPa 15986 Ů . E ů ==  

 

4.5: Two-Dimensional flexural Frames 
 

Flexural frames are structures with rigid jointed members that resist loads primarily by flexural action. 

The stiffness relation is first derived in a local coordinate system, defined by the member axes, and is 

then transformed to the global system Figure 4.8.  The stress resultants at any point of such members 

consist of a moment, a transverse shear force, and an axial force. Thus the number of degrees-of-

freedom at each node is dof=3.  The total degrees-of-freedom for the two-noded flexural element shown 

in Figure 4.8 is therefore ndof=6. The size of the element stiffness matrix is 6³6. 
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Figure 4.8 Two-node beam element  
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The stiffness equation of a beam element in its local coordinate system was obtained in Chapter 2, 

ignoring the effects of shear deformations and axial forces, as: 
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                                             (4.14) 

 

Equation 4.14 can be expanded to include the effects of axial forces, p1 and p2: 
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 (4.15) 

 

For an arbitrarily oriented beam element, inclined at an angle ɗ, it is necessary to express the stiffness 

matrix in the global coordinate system. The local and global systems of forces and displacements at each 

node can be related by: 

() ()
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M 0 0 1 M
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Therefore, local and global nodal forces and displacements are related by: 

 

                                                    
e T e e T e

F = T . f   , ȹ = T . u 

Where  
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 (4.16) 

 

Note that in this case, the force vector at any point comprises stress resultants at the point consisting of a 

moment, a transverse force and an axial force. The displacement vector at any point also comprises a 

curvature, a transverse displacement and an axial displacement. For this reason, these vectors are often 

called the generalised force vector and generalised displacement vector, respectively. 

 

4.6: Suitable Node Numbering System 
 

A suitable node numbering system is required to minimise the computer storage required for storing the 

global stiffness matrices and also to save on the time required for calculation of the inverse of the 

stiffness matrices and solving the finite element equations. This section provides simple instructions for 

a suitable node numbering system. 

 

The method for calculation of the stiffness matrix of a two-bar structure given in section 4.3 can be 

theoretically applied to other types of structures. It was shown that the global stiffness matrix of a 

structure can be formed by giving each node in the structure a unit displacement in one direction (while 

all other nodes being held fixed), and calculating the nodal forces developed. Since all other nodes are 

held fixed, forces are not developed at nodes beyond the ones linked by a member to the node being 

displaced. It follows that only a few stiffness terms result from a unit displacement.  

 

If the nodes are suitably numbered so that the maximum difference between nodal numbers in any one 

member is kept small, the stiffness matrix consists of a narrow band of non-zero numbers clustered 

about the main diagonal. Figure 4.9(a) shows diagrammatically such a banded stiffness matrix. In this 

figure Ndof is the order of the full square stiffness matrix and B is the ñbandwidthò, defined as: 
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( )maxjiof )NodeNode(1dB -+³=  (4.17) 

 

Where dof is the number of degrees-of-freedom at each node and maxji )NodeNode( -  is the 

difference between end node numbers in the member that has the maximum difference in end node 

numbers. 

 

The stiffness matrices are also symmetric. Therefore, for the purpose of efficient storage, the compact 

storage of Figure 4.9(b) should be adopted, in which only the upper half of the band of the whole 

stiffness matrix is stored. The diagonal of the whole stiffness matrix becomes the first column of the 

compact matrix. In large problems B may be only a few percent of Ndof. Thus very large savings in 

storage can be made by the compact storage of global stiffness matrix.  

 

A large portion of the computational time in a finite element analysis is spent on solving the stiffness 

equations, i.e., finding the inverse of the stiffness matrix. The computational time required for solving 

the stiffness equations is approximately proportional to the square of the bandwidth of the stiffness 

matrix. Therefore, a suitable node numbering system allows considerable reductions in computational 

time by reducing the bandwidth. 
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Figure 4.9 The banded system and compact storage of the stiffness matrix  

To demonstrate the effectiveness of a suitable node numbering system in reducing the bandwidth of a 

structure, consider a five-story frame structure consisting of 10 nodes, each with three degrees-of-

freedom. The restrained structure has 30 degrees-of-freedom, thus Ndof=30. Three different 

node-numbering systems are shown in Figure 4.10, together with the stiffness matrices resulting from 

each of the systems.  

Each (x) in the stiffness matrices represents a 3³3 matrix containing the stiffness coefficients associated 

with a node. For system (a) the bandwidth B is equal to 9, and for systems (b) and (c), B=18 and B=30, 

respectively. Obviously for this structure the most suitable node numbering system is the one presented 

in Figure 4.10(a). The worst node numbering system is case (c) in Figure 4.10. 
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Figure 4.10 Different node numbering systems 

(After Dawe, D. J., 1984, Matrix and Finite Element Displacement Analysis of Structures) 

 

Problem 1 

¶ Calculate the nodal displacements and reactions for the pin-jointed structure shown below. 

¶  All members of the structure have a cross section area A = 0.001m
2
 and a Youngôs modulus 

E=2³10
8 
kPa. 

¶ Evaluate the results, are they reasonable? 

¶ If the cross section area of the vertical member is increased by 1000 times, how does this change 

affect the results? 

 

100kN

10m

30
o

 

Problem 2  

 shows a plane frame consists of 5 elements that are rigidly connected together. The supports are also 

fully fixed. The properties of the elements are: 
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Elements 1, 2, 3: A=0.0025m
2
, I=0.00005m

4
, E=2³10

8
 kPa  

Elements 4, 5: A=0.0010m
2
, I=0.00025m

4
, E=2³10

8
 kPa  

 

If a horizontal load of p2=1000kN is applied at node2, calculate the rotations of node2. 
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Figure 4.11 Frame structure 

The general procedure for finite element analyses, explained in section2.2, is employed here for the 

analysis of the frame. 

 

1ï3 The coordinate system, discretisation (element numbering) and node numbering system used for the 

analysis of the frame is shown in  

4.  Element stiffness matrix 

The stiffness matrices of all elements are calculated using Eq. (4.16) and shown in , together with the 

element displacement vectors. 

5. Global stiffness matrix 

The global stiffness matrix is assembled using the direct method explained in Chapter 4. The 

Transformation matrices for different elements are shown in Section 4.3.The restrained global 

stiffness matrix for the complete structure is given as: 
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Table 4-2 Stiffness matrices of the elements 

Element 

No. 

Displacement vectors Stiffness matrices 

 1, 2, 3 e

1u =[ ]1 1 1 2 2 2u ,v , ɗ , u , v , ɗ 

e

2u =[ ]3 3 3 4 4 4u , v , ɗ , u , v , ɗ 

e

3u =[ ]5 5 5 6 6 6u , v , ɗ , u , v , ɗ 
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 4, 5 e

4u  =[ ]2 2 2 4 4 4u , v , ɗ , u , v , ɗ 

5ue
 =[ ]4 4 4 6 6 6u , v , ɗ , u , v , ɗ 
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6. Boundary conditions 

The boundary conditions have been applied to stiffness matrix by the direct assembly method. The 

vectors of the restrained global degree-of-freedom and the global force vector for the structure are: 

 

[ ] [ ]
T T

R 2 2 2 4 4 4 6 6 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9ȹ u ,v ,ɗ ,u ,v ,ɗ ,u ,v ,ɗ a ,a ,a ,a ,a ,a ,a ,a ,a= =  

[ ] [ ]
T T

R 2 2 2 4 4 4 6 6 6F p , q , M , p , q , M , p , q , M 1000, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0= =
 

 

7. Solution of the finite element equation 

The finite element equations can now be solved which result in the unknown nodal displacements: 

 

[ ]
T

Rȹ 0.394,0.002, 0.019,0.377,0.000, 0.002,0.370 , 0.002 , 0.018= - - - -  
 

Therefore the rotation of node2 is ʃ2=-0.019 radians; the negative sign indicates a clockwise 

rotation. 

 

 
 
 

Problem 3 

This question is about finding the structure of the finite element analysis using the steps listed below. 

Most of these steps belong to the three main components of the analysis: pre-processing, processing, and 

post-processing. Few of the steps are not necessary. Find the steps for each component and sort them in 

the order they should be executed during the analysis. 
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a) calculate displacement at the 

domain 

b) assembly unrestrained global 

matrix equation 

c) input boundary conditions 

d) calculate stress at the domain 

e) input material properties 

f) invert global stiffness 

matrix 

g) apply boundary 

conditions 

h) calculate nodal loads 

i) create element matrix 

equations 

j) invert element stiffness 

matrices 

 

k) input nodes 

l) invert unrestrained global matrix 

equation 

m) calculate stress at the nodes 

n) input elements 

o) calculate nodal displacement 

Write your solution in the table below. Note: Not all boxes have to be filled 

Component include the letters aïo of the steps, in the order they should be executed 

Pre-processor          

Solver          

Post-processor          

 

Problem 4 

This problem is about the construction of the stiffness matrix for a simple structure that consists of two 

bar elements as shown in the figure below. Both elements have the same cross-section areaA=0.01m
2
 

and the same length L=1m. A load P=10N is applied at the right node. Write your solutions in the boxes 

below. 

. 
 

Eb=100MPa 

zz 

P Ea=50MPa 

-   x  + 

u1 u2 u3 

 

1) Write down the element matrix equation e e e = f k .u for each bar. 

 

2) Find the expanded element matrix equation e e = .F K u for each bar 

3) Find the unrestrained global matrix equation 

2 2
e e

e 1 e 1

  ,       = ,          =
= =

= ä äF K. u K K F F  

4) Find the global matrix equation after applying the boundary conditions. 

 

5)  Find the displacement of the unrestrained nodes   
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Chapter 5  

STRAIN AND STRESS IN CONTINUA 

 

The general equations for derivation of the finite element relationships have been established in the previous 

chapters through consideration of simple one-dimensional elements such as bars and beams. The extension 

of the general equations to two or three-dimensional elements differs from the unidirectional case only in the 

degree of complexity involved and not in the basic concepts. The remainder of the text will be focussed with 

two-dimensional elements, but before such elements can be studied in detail, a review of the relevant 

concepts and the governing relations of continuum mechanics will be presented.  

 

To carry out a stress analysis of a structure using the finite element method, it is first necessary to 

understand the concepts of stress and strain in matrix form.  Furthermore, people who intend using this 

method with such an aim in mind should have a good comprehension of constitutive modelling.  The 

reason for this is obvious.  Human lives will depend on how well the engineer models the structure and 

interprets the results.  Ultimately, it is a stress analysis problem the engineer is investigating ï not a 

computer analysis problem as often depicted in glossy FEM commercial package sales brochures.  No 

matter how sophisticated the computer method may be, experience and knowledgeable engineering 

judgement should always be the absolute criterion for a correct engineering design decision.    In this 

Chapter, the strains and stresses in continua are presented followed by the stress-strain relationships. 

Consideration on constitutive modelling is limited to linear isotropic elasticity and only a brief review on 

the theory of elasticity is provided.  

 

5.1: Kinematic Equation: definition of strain  
In this section the concept of normal strain and shear strain in a solid continuum will be reviewed. 

Expressions for transformation of strains from one coordinate system to another are also provided.  

When a body is subjected to applied loads it will distort. A small element which is subject to in-plane 

loading may deform in the manner shown schematically in Figure 5.1. 
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eyy Dy 

x 

y p/2 -gxy  

Normal strain in 
the x-direction 

Normal strain in 
the y-direction 

Shear strain in 
the x-y plane 

 

Figure 5.1 Normal and shear strain in x-y plane 

In general a small planar distortion can be broken up into: 

 

(a) a rigid body translation in the x direction 

(b) a rigid body translation in the y direction 

(c) a rigid body rotation about the z axis 

(d) a normal strain exx in the x direction 

(e) a normal strain eyy in the y direction 

(f) a shear strain gxy in the xy plane. 

 

The rigid body components (a, b, c) involve no change in shape and hence no strain. The axial extensions 

(d,e) involve a change in area while the shear strain (f) involves no change in area. 

 

Relation of strains to displacements 

An examination of the displacements for the element shown in Figure 5.1 shows that for small 

deformations and changes of shape, the strains can be expressed in terms of the displacement components 

as follows: 
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These equations can be written in matrix form 
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It is clear that by examining the deformation of elements in the yz and zx planes it is possible to identify 

similarly the strains in these planes: 
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The full three-dimensional kinematic relation can be written in a compact for as 

 

[ ]( )x=Ů L u  
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Eq. ((5.1)a, b) can be used to evaluate expressions for the strain components if the displacements are 

known. These expressions may be exact as in an analytic solution or approximate as in the case when the 

displacements are expressed in terms of interpolation functions. Eq.((5.1)a,b) give zero strain whenever the 

displacements considered correspond to a rigid body movement. 

 

The volumetric strain ev for an element is defined to be the increase in volume divided by the initial volume 

of the element and for small strains it is related to the normal strains by the following relationship. 

 

                                                                            zzyyxxv ŮŮŮŮ ++=  (5.2) 
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5.2: Transformation of strain  
 

It is sometimes convenient to determine the strains in terms of a local coordinate system. It is therefore 

necessary to find a method for transformation of strains from one coordinate system to another. The 

transformation of strains is facilitated by introducing the mathematical component of shear strain ʀ xy. In 

contrast to the engineering shear strain, gxy, this is defined by the relation: 
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ɔ
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The strain tensor e is then defined as 
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Where the components of the strain tensor can be calculated from the displacements using the 

relationship: 
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And p, q can be any of the symbols x, y, z. 

In the transformed coordinate system the strain tensor has the form 
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and P, Q can be any of the symbols X, Y, Z. 

The local and global coordinate systems are related by the relation given in Eq.(B.5), Appendix B: 

 

r = H.R  
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And Ii, mi, ni are the cosine of the anti-clockwise angles between the different axes of the two coordinate 

systems, as defined by Eq.(B.6) in Appendix B. 

 

The strain tensors in the different coordinate systems can be related by the relations: 

 T
Ů = H . E . H 

  T   E = H . Ů .H 

 

 

 

Strains in a cylindrical polar coordinate 

 

The strain components in cylindrical polar coordinates can be found by determining the strains relative to a 

set of reference axes X, Y, Z with the X axis parallel to the r direction, the Y axis parallel to the q direction 

and the Z axis parallel to the z axis as shown in Figure B.4, Appendix B. Thus: 
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 (5.3) 

 

Where c=cosɗ and s=sinɗ.  

 

The expressions for strains in terms of displacement components in polar coordinates are more complex 

than in cartesian coordinates. It is found: 
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 (5.4)                              

 

5.3: Balance Equation: Definition of Stress 
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The previous section has been concerned with deformation of a continuous body. In this section the 

forces within the body that cause this deformation will be examined, stress components under 

three-dimensional conditions will be defined, and the concept of a stress tensor (matrix) will be 

introduced together with transformation of stresses in different coordinate systems. 

 

Consider a small rectangular box, having sides of length Dx, Dy, Dz parallel to the x, y, z axes 

respectively, which surrounds the point P. The material outside the boxes will exert a force on each of 

the six sides of the box. As the dimensions of the box approach zero the forces on the sides of the box 

also approach zero. However the force per unit area approaches a limiting value that is called the 

traction. Consider the positive x face (the face having the x axis as its outward normal) and assume the 

x, y, z components of the force acting on this face are denoted DFxx, DFxy, DFxz respectively.  

 

The stress components (sxx, sxy, sxz) at point P inside the face are defined by the relationships: 

 

xx
xx

x

ȹF
ů .

ȹA
=   

xy

xy

x

ȹF
ů .

ȹA
=

xz
xz

x

ȹF
ů .

ȹA
=  

 

Where DAx = Dy.Dz is the area of the x face.  

 

It is similarly possible, by considering the force acting on the y, z faces, to define the stress components 

(syx, syy, syz) acting on the y face and those acting on the z face (szx, szy, szz). In general 

 

pq

pq

p

ȹF
ů .

ȹA
=  

 

Where ȹFpq is the force acting on the p-face along the q-direction and ȹAp is the area of the p-face. This 

leads to the conclusion that the forces per unit area are as summarized in Figure 5.. 

 

The collection of stress components spq (where the indices p, q can take any of the values x, y, z) is 

called the stress tensor at point P, and is defined below:   

 

  

                                                      

ù
ù
ù

ú

ø

é
é
é

ê

è

=
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ů  (5.5) 

 

The stress components sxx, syy, szz are called normal or direct stresses. The components sxy, syz, szx,, 

syx, szy, sxz are called shear stresses. In this course a tensile normal stress will be assumed to have a 

positive value.  

 

5.4: Traction acting on a plane 

The stress tensor defined in the previous section can be used to calculate the force per unit area acting on 

any plane passing through P. Suppose that a plane passing through point P has an outward unit normal n 

as shown in Fig.5.2. 
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Ty
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Fig. 5.2: Traction acting on a plane 

By considering the equilibrium of the tetrahedron shown in Fig.5.2 it can be shown that the traction T 

(force per unit area) acting on the plane is given by: 

 T =ů . n   (5.6)  

 zxzyxyxxxx n ů  n ů n ů  T ++=  

 zyzyyyxyxy n ů  n ů n ů  T ++=  

 zzzyzyxzxz n ů  n ů n ů  T ++=  

A simple demonstration of this is found by considering the x-y plane system of stresses in which there 

are no shear stresses acting on the z face, so that sxz=0 and syz = 0. The situation is shown schematically 

in Fig.5.3. 
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Tx 

T 

Ty 

sxx 

syx 

syy 
sxy O 

B 

A 
a 

n 

a 

 

Fig. 5.3: Relation of stress and traction 

Equilibrium of the forces in x and y directions reveals that: 

           OAů OBů  ABT xyxxx +=  

            OAůOBů ABT yyyxy +=  

         ABŬcos OA =  

     ABŬsin OB=  

The normal to AB is given by: 
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T T

x y[n n ] [sinŬ cosŬ]= =n  

So that: 

 yxyxxxx n ů  n ů  T +=  

 yyyxyxy n ů  n ů  T +=  

 

 

 

 

 

5.5: Static equations for the stress 

 

Under most cases the stress distribution will vary from point to point. In most civil engineering analyses 

it can be assumed that processes are quasi static, i.e., the effects of acceleration can be neglected. In this 

case consider the equilibrium of rectangular box shown in Figure 5.. 
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Figure 5.4 Left: equilibrium in a rectangular box  whose center is the point (x,y,z). Right: stress components 

seen from the top. 

 
 

The force in the z direction acting on the face A
*
B

*
C

*
0

*
 is:          ( )zzů x,y,z+ȹz/2 ȹxȹy+  

The force in the z direction acting on the face A B C O is:          ( )zzů x,y,z ȹz/2 ȹxȹy- -  

The force in the z direction acting on the face A B B*A* is:      ( )xzů x+ȹx/2,y,z ȹyȹz+  

The force in the z direction acting on the face O C C*O* is:       ( )xzů  x x/2,y,z ȹyȹz- -D  

The force in the z direction acting on the face B C C*B* is:       ( )yzů x,y+ȹy/2,z ȹzȹx+  

The force in the z direction acting on the face A O O*A* is:      ( )yzů x,y y/2,z ȹzȹx- -D  
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The force in the z direction due to the self-weight of the material is: ȹxȹyȹzwZ  

 

In the above relations, the quantities in brackets ñ()ò indicate the coordinates of the point at which the 

stress is taken. 

 

 

The sum of these 7 force components must vanish. By dividing the resulting equation by the volume of 

the box and letting Dx,Dy,Dz­0 it is found that: 
 

  

yz yzxz xz zz zz
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x y z

- -- - - -
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Now we use the concept of the partial derivative to obtain 
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The complete set of equilibrium equations can be derived in similar fashion and it is found that: 
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 (5.7) 
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Where wx, wy, wz are the components of the unit weight of the material in the x, y z directions 

respectively. It can be written in a compact form 

  
T + =L ů w 0 

 

Where L is the differential operator defined above, and  

                                                            
T

yy xy yzů ů ů ů ů ůxx zz xz
è ø=ê úů  

                                                           
T

x y zw w wè ø=ê úw  



68 
 

 

 

Stress components in different coordinate systems 

The stress components defined by Eq. (5.5) were based on the x, y, z coordinate system. The coordinate 

system X, Y, Z could also have been used to define the stress tensor S and in that case it would have 

been found that: 
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If Eq. (5.9) is applied to the three planes having the X, Y, Z directions as outward normals respectively, 

the stress tensors are related by the following equations: 

 

T=ů HɆH 

T
Ɇ=H ůH 

 

 

Where H is the transformation matrix which relates two coordinate systems and defined by Eq.(B.6). 
 

 

Example 5.1 

In example 5.1 the stress state was given relative to the x, y, z coordinate system.  However, when 

examining the stress state in the silt seam it is more appropriate to use a local (X, Y, Z) axes in which 

the Y axis is normal to the seam and the X, Z axes are in the plane of the seam. Thus 
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Symmetry of the stress tensor 

The convention adopted in defining the stress components is that spq defines the "p" component of 

traction (force per unit area) acting on the plane having the "q" axis as the outward normal. By 

considering the moment equilibrium of the rectangular box shown in Figure 5., it can be shown that: 

 

                                   qppq ů  ů =                                                                         (5.8) 



 

69 
 

 

 

Stress components in cylindrical polar coordinates 

The stress components for a set of cylindrical polar coordinates correspond to those for a set of Cartesian 

axes having an X axis parallel to the r direction, a Y axis parallel to the q direction and a Z axis parallel to 

the z direction. 
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 (5.9) 

 

where c = cosq  and s = sinq. 

 

The conditions of equilibrium expressed in terms of polar coordinates are: 
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Where wr, wq, wz denote the components of body force acting in the r, q, z directions respectively so that: 
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5.5: Stress-Strain Relations 
 

The concepts and relationships developed in the previous sections are applicable to any material. 

Different materials respond to application of forces in different ways and are said to have different 

constitutive behaviours. In this section the Hooke lawôs relationship between strains and stresses under 

three-dimensional conditions will be introduced. We assume that the material is isotropic and it behaves 

elastically. The relationships for the special cases of plane strain, plane stress and axi-symmetric 

conditions will be derived from the general relationship. 

 

Consider a simple element in a structure. In general the element will not be in a state of zero stress. It 

will almost certainly be subjected to atmospheric pressure, however it may also be subjected to 

additional stresses. For example an element of concrete in a gravity dam, shown in Figure 5., will be 
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subjected to stresses due to the self-weight of the material, or an element in a steel section may be 

stressed because of the rolling process or heat treatment used in its production. 

 

 

 

(a) Initial State (b) Final State

so so+Ds

 

Figure 5.5 Dam subjected to water loading 

 

 

If the element is subjected to an increase in stress it will respond by undergoing an increase in strain.  

Many materials, to sufficient accuracy, respond in the following simple manner: 

i) The increment of strain is directly proportional to the increase in stress, i.e., if the increment in stress 

is doubled/halved the increment of strain is doubled/halved. 

ii)  The increment of strain due to the combined action of two sets of stress, e.g., a normal stress together 

with a shear stress, is the sum of the strains due to each of the sets of stress applied individually. 

Such materials are said to be elastic solids and are said to respond elastically. 

 

Isotropic elasticity 

An isotropic body is one in which the behaviour on an element within the body does not depend on the 

orientation of the element. Suppose an element of an isotropic elastic material shown in Figure 5. is 

subjected to increases in both normal stress and shear stress. From the previous discussion it can be seen 

that the response to this loading can be found by summing the responses of the six components of the 

loading as shown in Figure 5.. 
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Figure 5.6 Stress components 

 

Consider component (a) in Figure 5., it is clear from symmetry that the components of shear strain gyz, 

gzx, gxy are all zero and also that eyy = ezz. Hookeôs law for uniaxial behaviour states that: 
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where E and n are material constants called Young's modulus and Poisson's ratio, respectively. A 

consideration of the component (b) leads to the conclusion that the only non-zero strain components are: 
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Similarly it is found that the response to the component (c) leads to the non-zero strains: 
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The response to the combined normal stresses is thus: 
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The shear strain increment, ɾxy occurs due to an increment of shear stress sxy, as shown in Figure 5.(d), 

can be calculated by the following relation: 
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where G is a material property called the shear modulus. Similarly, the responses to the stress changes 

(e) and (f) are: 
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The complete set of stress strain equations is given by Eq.(5.15) and Eq.(5.16). 

 

Because of the isotropy of the material the stress-strain relations expressed in terms of another set of 

coordinate axes (X, Y, Z) should have precisely the same form as Eq.(5.15) and Eq.(5.16). This implies 

that the shear modulus must be related to Young's modulus and Poisson's ratio. The relationship between 

the shear modulus, Youngôs modulus and Poissonôs ratio for an isotropic elastic material is: 

 

                                                             
ɜ)2(1

E
G

+
=  (5.17) 

 

The complete expression for strain in terms of stress can be presented in a matrix format as: 
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 (5.18) 

 

It is often useful to be able to determine the volumetric strain and it is found that: 
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¶ Where v xx yy zzŮ Ů Ů Ů= + +is the volumetric strain 

¶ ( )m xx yy zzů ů ů ů /3= + +  is called the mean stress  

¶ 
( )2ɜ13

E
K

-
=  is the bulk modulus. 

 

Expression for stress in terms of strain  

In many cases it is necessary to calculate the stresses resulting from application of a set of strains to an 

element. Clearly in such cases it is much more convenient to have an expression for stress in terms of 

strain. There is no difficulty in developing an expression for the increment of shear stress in terms of 

increment of shear strain from Eq.(5.16).  

 

       xy xyů G.ɔ=  

                                                                      yz yzů G.ɔ=   

    zx zxů G.ɔ=  

 

An expression for the increase in normal stress caused by the increase in normal strain may be found by 

writing the first of the relations in Eq. (5.12) to Eq. (5.14) in the form: 
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and then using Eq.(5.19) to show that: 
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The quantity l is called the Lamé modulus. Similar expressions can be found for syy and szz. Thus the 

complete expression for an increment of stress in terms of an increment of strain is: 

 

                   

xx xx

yy yy

zz zz

xy xy

yz yz

zx zx

ů Ůɚ 2G ɚ ɚ 0 0 0

ů Ůɚ ɚ 2G ɚ 0 0 0

ů Ůɚ ɚ ɚ 2G 0 0 0

ů ɔ0 0 0 G 0 0

ů ɔ0 0 0 0 G 0

ů ɔ0 0 0 0 0 G

+è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù

+
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù+

=é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùé ù
é ù é ùê úê ú ê ú

 (5.21) 

 

or in a familiar matrix notation: 
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D is called the matrix of elastic moduli. 

 

It is perhaps worth observing at this stage that the matrix D in Eq.(5.22) is symmetric and positive 

definite. This is a general characteristic of elastic material and leads to the reciprocal theorem. 

 

As stated before, in an isotropic material the form of the stress-strain relation is independent of the 

particular choice of coordinate system. Therefore, the relationships given in Eq.(5.18) and Eq.(5.21) can be 

written for cylindrical polar coordinates as: 
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Plane stress, plane strain and axial symmetry 

There are certain circumstances in which it is not necessary to carry out a full three-dimensional 

analysis. One of these is shown schematically in Figure 5., where a uniform thin plate is subjected to 

edge loads parallel to the plane of the plate. Clearly the increments of stresses szz, syz, sxz are all zero on 

both faces of the plate. It is found that to sufficient accuracy these are zero throughout the entire 

thickness of the plate. It thus follows that the increases in stresses within the body are completely 

specified by sxx, syy, sxy. It can also be shown that to sufficient accuracy these stresses do not vary 

throughout the thickness of the plate and hence depend only on x, y but not on z. The stress strain 

relationship can then be written in the form: 
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Figure 5.7 Plane stress of a thin plate 

 

The increments in stresses can be expressed in terms of the increments in strains as: 
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The situation illustrated in Figure 5. and described mathematically by Eq.(5.26) and Eq.(5.27) is known 

as "plane stress".  

 

The second case in which a similar simplification is possible is when a long prismatic body, such as the 

one shown schematically in Figure 5. is subjected to loads which are uniform along the length of the 

body and are in the plane perpendicular to the axis of the body. 

x

y

 

Figure 5.8 Plane strain of a long prismatic body 

 

For these conditions it is found that the axial displacement uz is zero in the central portion of the body, 

that is the region remote from the ends, and the remaining two components of displacement are 

independent of z. This leads to the relations: 
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In terms of the remaining components of strain, it follows from Eq. (5.21)that 
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The only remaining non-zero component of stress can be found from Eq. (5.15) is: 

 

                                                    ( )zz xx yyů ɜ ů ů= +  (5.29) 
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The situation illustrated in Figure 5. and described mathematically by Eq. (5.28)and Eq. (5.29) is known 

as "plane strain".  

 

The third case for which another simplified form of stress-strain relationship can be presented includes 

bodies of revolution which are subjected to axi-symmetric loading. These bodies constitute another 

important category of structures which are essentially two dimensional in nature. Such structures are 

called axi-symmetric continua. 

A typical axi-symmetric body is shown in Figure 5.. The z-axis is the vertical axis about which the 

geometry and loading is symmetric, the r axis is radially outwards and ʃ is the polar angle. 

 

r 
z 

q 

 

Figure 5.9 Axis-symmetric body 

 

The non-zero displacement components are in z and r directions only and do not vary with ʃ, since the 

prescription of symmetry indicates that the tangential component of displacement is zero everywhere. 

Therefore, the vector of strain components for axi-symmetric continua can be derived from Eq. (5.4)  as: 
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The corresponding vector of stresses is:  

 

[ ]
T
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The stress-strain relationship for axi-symmetric continua consisting of isotropic materials can be found 

from Equation (5.25) as: 

 

                                   

rr rr

ɗɗ ɗɗ

zz zz

rz rz

ů Ůɚ 2G ɚ ɚ 0

ů Ůɚ ɚ 2G ɚ 0
,

ů Ůɚ ɚ ɚ 2G 0

ů ɔ0 0 0 G

+è ø è øè ø
é ù é ùé ù

+
é ù é ùé ù=
é ù é ùé ù+
é ù é ùé ù

ê úê ú ê ú

 (5.30) 

The situation illustrated in Figure 5. and described by Eq. (5.30) is known as "axial symmetry". 
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Problem 1 

In a geological site a layer of silt was found which is inclined at 20 to the horizontal. The global and local 

coordinate systems were set up as shown in Figure 5.6. At a point on the silt layer the vertical stress is 

300 kPa and the horizontal stress is 250 kPa. Recalling that tensile normal stresses are considered to be 

positive, the stress tensor (in the global system of coordinates) is; 
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The unit vector normal to the surface is: 
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Hence the traction acting on the seam is given by: 
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The components of traction normal and tangential to the seam are given by: 

 

  

Tn=-0.3420³85.505-0.9397³281.908=-294.15 kPa 

  

Tt=-0.9397³85.505+0.3420³281.908=16.07 kPa 
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Figure 5.10: Local and global coordinates 

Problem 2 

In a plane system the stress in global coordinates is: 
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Calculate the traction on a plane making an angle of 120° with the x-axis. 

Answer:  Tx = 86.6025 MPa Ty = 50 MPa 

 

Problem 3 

A local set of coordinates with the X axis inclined at 30° to the axis and the Y axis inclined at 120° to the x 

axis. If the stresses in the global (x, y) system are given by Eq. , show that the stress components in the local 

(X, Y) coordinate system can be given by  
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Chapter 6 

 INTERPOLATION 

 
 
 

In the finite element method the body to be analysed is broken up into a number of elements that join with 

each other at a discrete number of points or nodes. The method is an approximate one and so it is not usual 

to determine the displacement of every point in every element. In fact the displacement is only evaluated at 

a number of nodes and the displacement at any other point is inferred from these nodal values by 

interpolation.  

 

In the previous section a general procedure for calculation of the stiffness matrix of a finite element was 

explained. One of the major steps in the procedure was the establishment of the relationship between the 

strains or displacements within the element and the nodal displacements. It was shown that the value of 

a quantity at any point within an element can be related to its nodal values using the shape functions. 

The aim of this section is to present a general method for derivation of the shape functions for various 

finite elements. 

 

6.1: One-Dimensional Interpolation 
A polynomial interpolation is used in derivation of the stiffness matrix for most of the finite elements. 

The use of polynomial functions allows high order elements to be formulated. In this section linear and 

quadratic interpolation functions are discussed.  

 

Linear interpolation 

Consider that a continuous function w(x) is to be approximated over the interval x1¢x¢x2 using a linear 

function (Figure 6.1). The values of the function at point 1 and 2 are W1 and W2, respectively. Assume 

that the function w(x) can be approximated by a linear function such as:  

 

                                                         
 xa  a   w(x) 21+=  (6.1) 
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Figure 6.1 Linear in terpolation 

where a1 and a2 are unknown coefficients of the function. The coefficients can be determined from the 

known values at points 1 and 2.  
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This set of equations can be solved for the unknown coefficients: 
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Therefore the value of the function w at any point x within the interval x1¢x¢x2 can be expressed as: 
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Rearranging the above equation results in: 

 

2

12

1
1

12

2 W
xx

xx
W

xx

xx
w(x)

-

-
+

-

-
=  

or: 
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The shape functions depend only on the geometry of the nodal points and the type of the interpolation 

function used. The shape functions N1(x) and N2(x) vary linearly between x1 and x2 as shown in Figure 6.2. 

Note that the value of the shape function N1(x) is 1 at point 1 and zero at point 2. Similarly the value of the 

shape function N2(x) is 1 at point 2 and zero at point 1.  

1 2

xx1 x2

N(x)

1

N1 N2

0
 

Figure 6.2 Linear shape functions 

Quadratic interpolation 

Consider that the value of a continuous function w(x) is to be approximated over the interval x1¢x¢x3 

using a quadratic function (Figure 6.3). The values of the function at point 1, 2 and 3 are W1, W2 and 

W3, respectively. 

 

1

3

xx1 x3

W1

W3

w

W2 2

x2  

Figure 6.3 Quadratic interpolation  

 

The function w(x) can be approximated by a polynomial quadratic function such as: 

 

                                              
2

321  xa  x a  a   w(x) ++=    (6.3) 

 

Where a1 to a3 are unknown coefficients of the function. The coefficients can be determined from the 

known values at points 1, 2 and 3.  
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This set of equations can be solved for the unknown coefficients: 
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Substituting a1, a2 and a3 into Eq. (6.3) results in a quadratic interpolation as a function of nodal values: 

 

                                     332211 W(x)NW(x)NW(x)Nw(x) ++=  (6.4) 
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The quadratic shape functions vary quadratically between x1 and x3 as shown in Figure 6.4.  The value of 

the shape function N1(x) is1 at point 1 and zero at points 2 and 3. Similarly the value of the shape function 

N2(x) is 1 at point 2 and zero at points 1 and 3, and the value of the shape function N3(x) is 1 at point 3 and 

zero at points 1 and 2. 

 

 

Figure 6.4 Quadratic shape functions 

 

The method used above for calculation of the linear of quadratic shape functions can be applied to 

calculate higher order interpolation functions. However, for higher order polynomials it is difficult to 


























































































































































