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a b s t r a c t

Distortional buckling mode of cold-formed steel thin-walled member is an unstable behavior, and in some
cases it may govern the load-carrying capacity of the member. The source, evolution and performance of the
formulas and test data for the two strength design curves developed by Hancock are studied, for predicting
the load-carrying capacity in the distortional mode. A proposed strength design curve based on available test
data and Hancock's strength design curves are then compared with the current design methods, the Direct
Strength Method and the Effective Width Method, which are incorporated in the “North American
specification for the design of cold-formed steel structural members” (AISI-NAS: 2007), “cold-formed steel
structures” (AS/NAS 4600: 2005), and the Chinese “Technical specification for low-rise cold-formed thin-
walled steel buildings” (JGJ 227-2011). The results indicate that the current design standards adopted the two
strength design curves for the DSM and EWM, but they have some differences at the partial extent. A novel
formula is proposed for dealing with this problem. The range of applicability of the proposed strength
equation is extended from that in AS/NZS 4600 and is shown to be more accurate than AS/NZS 4600 when
compared with that in the NAS S100.

& 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Cold-formed steel applications continue to advance in three
primary categories: framing, metal buildings, and racks. The
behavior of cold-formed steel structures can be complicated due
to the thin-walled nature of the sections [1]. Cold-formed steel
thin-walled members with open cross-sections are highly suscep-
tible to structural instabilities, such as local (L), Euler (E) and
distortional (D) buckling; in some cases, the buckling mode can
play a dominate role for the structural behavior and the ultimate
strength. It is well known that thin-walled members display stable
local and global post-buckling behaviors with high and low post-
critical strength capacity, respectively [2]. Distortional post-
buckling behaviors fit between the previous two behaviors and
exhibit a non-negligible asymmetry with respect to the flange-
stiffener motion (outward or inward). Depending on the member
geometry (length, cross-section shape and dimensions) and end
support conditions, any of three buckling modes may be critical; in

some cases, distortional buckling mode may govern the load-
carrying capacity of the member.

The behavior of distortional buckling of the cold-formed steel
thin-walled sections was reported many years ago. However, after
a long period of time, local buckling and flexural–torsion buckling
and local–global interaction attracted considerable attention [3].
Distortional buckling was treated in light of the methods of
previous buckling modes; therefore, distortional behavior was
named “stiffener buckling mode” [4–7] and “local–torsion buck-
ling mode” [8]. In 1985, distortional buckling was first discussed
by Hancock [9] for steel storage rack sections. Hancock presented
simple design charts for computing the buckling stress. Simplified
formulas of computing the elastic distortional buckling stress for
sections with edge-stiffened elements were provided by Lau and
Hancock [10]. After performing a series of tests in the inelastic
distortional buckling range, Lau and Hancock [11] presented in a
preliminary set of design curves based on the Johnston parabola
for distortional buckling. The strength design curve did not allow
for post-buckling behavior in the distortional mode. In 1992, Kwon
and Hancock [12] tested channel sections with and without
intermediate web stiffeners composed of high-strength steel with
a yield stress of 550 MPa. The results showed that distortional
mode had a significant post-buckling strength reserve, yet had a
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lower capacity than the local mode. Based on prior test results,
Kwon and Hancock [12] developed two strength design curves for
the distortional buckling mode for predicting the load-carrying
capacity of these members. Kwon and Hancock [13] developed a
nonlinear elastic spline finite strip method to predict the post-
buckling behavior of thin-walled sections for the tested channel
columns. Hancock et al. [14] provided illuminating experimental
evidence of distortional instability of cold-formed steel members
with various cross-section shapes. They used numerical programs
(i.e., semi-analytical and spline finite strip methods) to evaluate
the distortional buckling and post-buckling behavior. They again
suggested the two strength design curves to estimate the ultimate
load-carrying capacity and design the members of cold-formed
steel undergoing a distortional failure. Hancock [15,16] modified
the Lau and Hancock elastic buckling stress formulas for sections
in compression to apply them to distortional buckling in flexure
and presented design curves for determining the post-distortional
strength. A series of studies on distortional buckling by Hancock
and his research team attracted considerable attention. Schafer
and Peköz [17,18] firstly mentioned the Direct Strength Method
(DSM) to explore cold-formed steel design for beams based on a
large database of sections undergoing local and distortional buck-
ling. For columns with local buckling, the strength curve was
selected to be similar to the curve previously discovered for
beams. For distortional buckling of columns, one of the two
strength curves proposed by Hancock et al. was adopted by
Schafer [19,20]. As Schafer stated, the beginning of the DSM for
columns can be traced to research of distortional buckling at the
University of Sydney. In particular, Hancock et al. collected the
research and demonstrated that for a large of variety of cross-
sections the measured compressive strength in a distortional
failure correlated well with the slenderness in the elastic distor-
tional mode [21,22]. Elastic critical buckling stresses are required
by the DSM approach, and those solutions have to be obtained by
advanced computational analyses. Elastic buckling analysis soft-
ware THINWALL (Papangelis and Hancock [23]) and CUFSM
(Schafer [24]), elastic buckling and vibration analysis software
GBTUL (Silvestre et al. [25]), which were based on finite strip
theory and generalized beam theory respectively were developed
to analyze the buckling half-wavelength and corresponding buck-
ling stresses.

One of the two strength design curves improved by Hancock
et al. was used by the DSM for columns with a distortional mode,
which had been incorporated in the current versions of the
Australian/New Zealander (AS/NZS 4600: 2005) [26] and North
American (AISI-NAS 2007) [27] cold-formed steel design specifica-
tions. The second of the two strength design curves was adopted
by the Effective Width Method (EWM), which also had been
incorporated in the Australian/New Zealander (AS/NZS 4600:

2005) [26] and Chinese code “Technical specification for low-rise
cold-formed thin-walled steel buildings” (JGJ 227-2011) [28].
According to recent researches by Kwon et al. [29], Hancock
et al. [30] and Young et al. [31], the interaction of distortional
buckling with other modes is detrimental to the load-carrying
capacity of these members. To predict the reduced load, the DSM
equation of the distortional mode was used in the novel design
approach. Hancock's strength design curves, based on the same
test data, were derived from the Johnston [32] parabola and the
Winter formula respectively. However, the two strength design
curves in DSM and EWM, have some differences in partial range
applicability. The range of applicability for the strength curve
employed in the EWM is shorter than the curve employed in DSM.

The main purpose of this study is to compare the performance
of the two strength design curves employed in current design
standards for cold-formed steel members with a distortional mode
in compression. A novel strength design curve with an extended
range of applicability for the current EWM is provided. The novel
design curve is based on test results performed on a series of
sections at the University of Sydney and conducted on a set of high
strength and mild steel for channel columns by Young et al. [31] in
the recent years. Lastly, a novel design formula of the EWM, using
the proposed strength design curve and the current EWM shape, is
presented to predict the ultimate load-carrying capacity of cold-
formed steel thin-walled columns with distortional buckling.

2. Strength curves and design method on distortional buckling

2.1. Strength design curve 1 of Hancock

The Johnston [32] parabola of cold-formed steel columns in
compression is expressed as
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Lau and Hancock [11] conducted a set of tests for hat, channel and
storage rack sections with yield stresses in the range of 200–
480 MPa. As the distortional buckling stress was greater than half
the yield stress, significant post-buckling strength capacity was
not observed in the results. Therefore, Lau and Hancock used a
design formula similar to the formula used by Chajes and Winter
for inelastic flexural–torsional buckling to predict the inelastic
distortional buckling stress. The proposed formula, based on the
Johnston parabola, is

Nomenclature

A, Ag area of the full cross-section
Acd effective distortional buckling area
be effective flat width of the compression element
b flat width of the compression element
fcr, fcrl elastic local buckling stress
fcrd, fde elastic distortional buckling stress
fdi inelastic distortional buckling stress
fm maximum strength test values
fu maximum design stress
fy yield stress
Mde, Mcrd elastic critical moment for distortional buckling

Mm test maximum moment capacity
Mnd nominal flexural strength for distortional buckling
Mu ultimate moment capacity
My moment causing the initial yield at the extreme

compression fiber of the full section
Pcrd critical elastic distortional column buckling load
Pnd, Pcd nominal column strength for distortional buckling
Py yield load for the column
Sg, Zf gross section modulus referenced to the fiber at

first yield
λ global slenderness value
λd, λcd distortional slenderness value
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