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ABSTRACT 

AN EXPERIMENTAL VERIFICATION 

OF THE 

LATERAL STABILITY OF I-BEAMS 

By 

Frank Winthrop Draper 

After looking into the topic of lateral stability in I-beams, it 

became apparent that very little experimental work had been carried 

out in any attempt to verify the theoretical results of Dr. Stephen P. 

Timoshenko. This, then, became the subject for this thesis. It was de­

cided to gather the material to compare the theoretical results of Dr. 

Timoshenko's equation for predicting the critical load at which an I-

beam would no longer be laterally stable. In checking the many possi­

bilities for supporting the I-beam and loading it, it was further decided 

to limit this experimental work to a cantilever I-beam with a single con­

centrated load at the free end. 

Due to the fact that neither the space nor the equipment was 

available to make use of standard structural sizes, it was decided 
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that a model I-beam could be made to do the work of an I-beam of 

standard structural size. If this were to be the case, the model beam 

was of necessity to be as nearly exact throughout in dimension as it 

was possible to make it. Two of these model I-beams were manu­

factured by the DeLavall Machine Company of Poughkeepsie, N. Y. 

The model I-beam was constructed well within the specified tolerances 

of 0.005 inch. 

After the model I-beam was constructed, careful measure­

ments were made to determine all of the constants which applied to 

those used in Timoshenko's equation for P . Graphs were drawn in 

which P for thin rectangular beams and for I-beams were plotted 

against the length. 

It then became necessary to design and make a device for 

clamping the model I-beam, loading it, and making the necessary meas­

urements. The faculty advisor for this thesis gave great inspiration 

and assistance in the design and machining of this equipment. 

The beam was loaded at its most extreme length, and each 

successive operation was made upon a shorter beam. The beam was 

moved into the clamp a distance of one inch after each loading in order 

that that portion of the beam in which the elastic limit of the material 

was at times exceeded would not enter into subsequent calculations. 

By means of a lateral adjustment in the loading head, and a 

lateral positioning screw in the load restrainer , the beam was constant­

ly adjusted to keep it untwisted and laterally stable. P w a s assum-
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ed to have been reached when no further adjustment could hold the 

beam in a stable untwisted state. 

The values of P , so determined, were plotted against length c r e 

on both standard graph paper and logarithmic graph paper. It was of 

interest to find that Timoshenko's equation for I-beams, Prandtl 's 

equation for thin rectangular beams, and the experimentally determin­

ed values of P all produced straight lines on logarithmic graph pa-
c r e 

per. It was of further interest to find that the curve described by Timo­

shenko's predicted values of P and the curve of the experimental 

values of P c r were exactly parallel on logarithmic paper. 

Within the accuracy and completeness of this investigation, it 

was found that experimental values of P c r ran consistently lower than, 

but within approximately 10 per cent of, Timoshenko's equation. It was 
also found that the experimental values of P ran about 10 per cent 

c r e 

above Prandtl 's values for lengths around 40 inches, and about 25 per 

cent above Prandtl 's values for lengths around 24 inches. This was due 

to the added resistance to bending, in the planes of the flanges, given to 

the beam by the flanges, and, as the length of the beam increased, the 

effect of this added resistance to bending was minimized. 
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ABBREVIATIONS AND DEFINITIONS OF SYMBOLS 

Symbol Definition 

a A constant for the te rm -^pr 

B, A constant for the te rm EL 

B9 A constant for the te rm EI« 

C A constant for the te rm JG 

D A constant for the Flexural Rigidity of one flange of the I-beam 
in the plane of the flange. This constant may usually be taken 
with sufficient accuracy to be equal to — B^ 

E Modulus of elasticity 

G Modulus of Rigidity 

I, Moment of inertia of the cross section of the I-beam with r e ­
spect to the vertical centroidal axis 

I« Moment of inertia of the cross section of the I-beam with r e ­
spect to the horizontal centroidal axis 

J Polar moment of inertia of the cross section of the I-beam 
with respect to the centroid 

L Length of the beam 

m A coefficient which varies with L and a 

P c r Predicted value of critical load 

cr , 
Experimentally determined values of critical load 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Pr ior to 1897, little interest had been given to the problem of 

lateral stability of beams. Attention, however, was quickly focused 

on this question when the bridge disaster occurred near Tarbes, 

France. On July 17, 1897, the supporting spans of this bridge failed, 

and the bridge was destroyed. Failure was due to lateral buckling of 

the spanning beams, and a report of this failure appeared in a French 

Engineering Publication. After the appearance of this article, inter­

est in the investigation of lateral stability in beams gradually developed. 

Among the first men to inquire into the problem of lateral sta­

bility of beams were Dr. L. Prandtl, 2 and A. G. M. Mitchell. 3 

These men directed their efforts towards the theoretical aspects of 

this investigation, and dealt with beams of narrow rectangular cross 

sections. The first man to extend these theories and to apply them to 

La Revue Technique, vol. 18, Nov. 15, 1897 

o 
L. Prandtl, "Kipperscheinungen, M Nuremberg, 1899 

3A. G. M. Mitchell, Philosophical Magazine, vol. 48,1899 
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structural sections of " I " shape was Dr. Stephen Timoshenko. 4 

There has been a considerable amount of discussion and inves­

tigation of the theory of lateral stability of beams since 1900. How­

ever, until very recently, little experimental work has been carried 

out to verify these theories. In January, 1952, Dr. A. R. Flint, of 

London, England, presented some interesting experimental results 

based upon his tests with simply supported I-beams. Dr. Flint used 

a very unique arrangement of wires to support his model I-beams, 

and his work substantially verified the theoretical analysis of simply 

supported I-beams which Dr. Timoshenko had presented in 1924. 

The purpose of this thesis is to present the results of experi­

mental work with structural sections of I shape. These results were 

based upon investigation of an I-beam, supported as a cantilever, and 

loaded with a single concentrated load at the free end. The cantilever 

was made as a model, and its dimensions were made to conform as 

nearly as possible to standard structural I-beams. 

Stephen Timoshenko, "Beams Without Lateral Support, " 
Transactions ASCE, vol. 87, 1924, p. 1247 

5A. R. Flint, "The Lateral Stability of Unrestrained Beams, " 
Engineering, vol. 17 3, No. 4487, London, Friday, Jan 25, 1952, p. 99 
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CHAPTER II 

EQUIPMENT AND INSTRUMENTATION 

The equipment used in this experiment consists of the model, 

the loading equipment, and the measuring devices. Each of these will 

here be presented and discussed in turn. 

The Model Beam 

Due to the fact that neither space nor the facilities to make use 

of heavy loads were available, it was decided that a model beam close­

ly approximating proper ratios of dimensions of Standard Structural 

sizes would be used. To determine the suitable dimensions, a stan­

dard table of American Standard I-beams was closely scrutinized, 

and it was found that the overall depth of the model I-beam should be 

approximately 28 times the thickness of the web. The depth of beam 

used in this work was approximately 1. 75 inches. 

The beam itself was machined from a flat bar of hot rolled, 

3 1 
mild steel with the dimensions -* " x 2 — " x 10 •. The flat bar was 

4 4 
first cut into five pieces. Two pieces were cut into lengths of five 

o 
inches each. These five pieces of steel were then raised to 1500 F, 
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held there for one hour, removed, and allowed to cool in the air. 

After cooling, the two four foot lengths of steel were machin­

ed to within 0. 005 inch of the dimensions shown in Fig. 1, and the 

three five-inch pieces were machined to within 0. 005 inch of the di­

mensions shown in Fig. 2. 

After these initial cuts had been finished, the five pieces of 

machined steel were again raised to 1500° F and allowed to cool in the 

air. This process was employed in order to relieve the residual and 

machining s t resses to as great an extent as possible. The I-beams 

and test specimens were cut from the same bar and subjected to the 

same heat treating process in order to determine the actual mechani­

cal properties for the I-beams. The two four-foot beams, now having 

the shape of an I-beam section, were ground and polished to their final 

dimensions. The three test specimens were also ground and polished 

to their required dimensions. 

After all the machine work had been completed, the dimensions 

of the three test specimens were found to be exactly as shown in Fig. 2. 

The I-beams, however, were found to vary from the specified dimen­

sions of the beam by amounts indicated in Fig. 15 and Tab. 1 (in appen­

dix). As may be seen, the average variation in the thickness of the 

flanges was 0. 003 inch, and there was a maximum variation at one 

point of 0. 007 inch. 

The web of the I-beam was found to vary only 0. 001 inch in its 
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thickness at any section. It was then decided to determine how much 

the beam varied from a straight line. This test was made by placing 

a straight edge along the edge of each flange in turn and using a combi­

nation of shims to determine the variation. The results of this test 

are shown in Fig. 15 and Tab. 1. A similar investigation was conduct­

ed with each side of the web, along its longitudinal axis, and it was 

discovered that there was no measurable variation from the straight 

edge. 

Loading Equipment 

Base, --The base itself (A, Fig. 3) was made from two 4" x 4" x 42. 9" 

H-beams. In fastening the two beams together, a spacing of-« inch be­

tween the top flanges of each was used. This spacing was maintained 

by means of two separators . This separation between the beams was 

for the purpose of providing a means to bolt the remaining units to the 

base. At a position eight inches from each end of the beams and two 

inches from the bottom of the beams, two bolts were used to hold the 

beams together against the separators (B, Fig. 3). The top surface 

of the base was then milled 0. 015 inch in depth in order that the sur­

face would be flat and parallel to the bottom surface. 

Clamp Base Platform and Clamp, --The clamp base platform (C, Fig. 3) 

was made from two 4" x 4" x 16" H-beams, carefully milled on both top 
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and bottom surfaces. These beams were placed side by side, one and 

one-half inches apart, and clamped at one end perpendicular to the 

base. The clamp (Fig. 4) was then attached to the clamp base platform 
3 

with eight — " x 2 " bolts. This clamp was made from a flat plate of 
o 

steel with the dimensions of 1" x 5 .6" x 9 .2" , On this flat plate (A, 

Fig. 4) was mounted another flat plate (B, Fig. 4)perpendicular to the 

bottom plate. This second flat plate was cut to the dimensions of 1 " 

x 2. 5 " x 9. 0 ". Four square bars (C, Fig. 4) with the dimensions 

of 1 " x 1 " x 2 . 5 " were then mounted vertically. Four more square bars 

(D, Fig. 4) with the dimensions of 1 " x 1 " x 3 .4" were then secured 

across the top of each vertical square bar and the vertical flat plate. 

Adjusting screws (E, Fig. 4) were set into the four horizontal square 

bars for clamping the I-beam into place vertically. Five adjusting 

screws (F, Fig. 4) were set into three of the four vertical square bars 

for the purpose of giving lateral clamping to the I-beam. The front 

face, the bottom surface, and the inside clamping surfaces of the 

clamp were then milled to present square flat surfaces of contact. Suf­

ficient width was maintained in the construction of this clamp so that a 

method of insuring that there would be the same pressure against the 

edges of the top and the bottom flanges of the model I-beam could be em­

ployed. This device consisted of two distribution plates (A, Fig. 5) se ­

parated by a longitudinal rod (B, Fig. 5). The rod was laid into milled 

grooves in the distribution plates on the midline between the top and 
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Clamp for I-Beam 

Fig. 4 
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the bottom flanges. The pressure of the adjusting screws upon the dis­

tribution plates held the rod in its groove. Adequate vertical c lear­

ance was also provided so as to distribute the pressure of the adjust­

ing screws on the top of the clamp along the distribution plate (C, Fig. 5) 

and onto the top flange of the model I-beam. 

Loading Head, — The loading head (Figs. 6 and 20) was designed and 

used as a device to transmit the load from the application point of the 

load swing support (A, Fig. 7) to a definite point in the loading head 

(A, Fig. 6) and to a particular point in the end cross section of the I-

beam. It was necessary to provide a small lateral adjustment when 

clamped onto the model I-beam and to be able to adjust the application 

point of the load from a position above the top of the top flange to a po­

sition below the lottom of the lower flange. In this experiment, only 

that position which was directly at the centroid of the cross section 

was used. The lateral adjustment was obtained by a dowell and screw 

device (B and C, Fig. 6) and the vertical adjustment was obtained by 

a vertical screw (D, Fig. 6). This loading head was securely fas­

tened to the end of the model I-beam with four bolts (D, Fig. 20). The 

weight of the loading head was computed to be 1. 54 pounds and was in­

cluded in all measurements of the load. 

The lateral adjustment of the loading head with respect to the 

model I-beam was to allow for any irregularity in the beam itself, i. e . , 

provide a means to always load the beam through the apparent centroid. 



*T K 
0.43 7 

i ' * 

0 .062 . 

I r—*i 

jlilOllJfJjl'WJL 

a." 
• . • ' : ; 

Z.75 

1.75 
I ! 

I I ' ' 

BKMH 
- I - 4-, 

J! 3L . - j .1 

3— 

D 

D' 

0 . 3 I Z 5 X Z4- A D J . SCREW 

Loading Head 

1.94'—4 
O.I875 - 4 MOLES 

O 

o 

/. 56 

I II W- Q.1875 " S T E E L OOWELL 

a. 5 " x i 3 x 2 . 5 " 

<k MASS 
L CENTER. 

Fi"-. 6 



14 

rm i 
i" 3 " " 

4> 
11 
1 • 

y 
DRJLLE O 

3 " 
3a t 1 " 3 * << 

2 X 4 * 6 

Load Swing Support 

F ig . 1 



15 

If, due to non-homogeneity in the beam, the shear center during load­

ing shifted from the centroid of the cross section, slight lateral ad­

justment could be made with the head adjustment so as to assure the 

application of the load exactly through the apparent shear center. 

This particular piece of equipment was constructed for use at some 

future date as well as for the purpose of this experiment. It was 

thought that an investigation of lateral buckling in a beam loaded with 

vertical and lateral eccentricity should be made by someone in the 

future. 

Load Swing, --This swing was designed to give great sensitivity under 

all conditions of loading. The swing was constructed in two parts, 

namely, the support (A, Fig. 9) and the seat (C, Fig. 8). The load 

swing assembly weighed 6. 50 pounds. These two parts were connect­

ed by the support wire (B, Fig. 8). 

The support was constructed so that loads could be applied 

through a sharp pointed applicator (G, Fig. 9) to the desired point in 

the loading head (B, Fig. 9). The support wire was securely fastened 

to the support. 

At the other end of the support wire, there was attached the 

seat of the load swing. The seat (C, Fig. 8) was merely a framework 

in which could be placed selected weights (D, Fig. 8). With the com­

bination of the weight of the loading head, the load swing, and the se ­

lected weights which were placed on the seat, very accurate loads 
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Load Swing Seat and Load Restrainer 

Fig. 8 
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could be applied to the model I-beam. 

Measuring Devices 

Lateral Load Restrainer, --Although this framework (E, Fig. 8) is not 

truly a measuring device, it is included in this section due to the fact 

that it was constantly used in taking the measurements of the load. 

The frame was built entirely of unequal angle sections 1 " x lo-" X j " . 

This frame was bolted onto the milled surface of the base, opposite to 

the clamp base platform and clamp. The restrainer made it possible 

to prevent rapid lateral movement of the end of the model I-beam by 

prohibiting excessive lateral movement of the load swing support wire. 

When the end of the I-beam gradually shifted laterally, the horizontal 

positioning screw (F, Fig. 8) was adjusted so that no lateral restraint 

was exerted upon the supporting wire (B, Fig. 8) of the load swing seat. 

This whole device was used for the purpose of determining when P 
c r e 

had been reached. As long as the horizontal positioning screw was 

able to move the plug (A, Fig. 8) laterally so that the supporting wire 

did not come in contact with the sides of the hole in the plug, P had 
c r e 

not been reached. A photograph of the entire apparatus may be seen in 

Fig. 10. 

Measuring Table, --The measuring table was constructed as indicated 

in A, Fig. 10. After it was completed, 0. 015 inch was milled from 
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Entire Apparatus 

Fig. 10 
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both the bottom of the legs and the top measuring surface. This ma­

chining was employed in order to give a smooth flat surface to rest up­

on the base and also to give a smooth flat surface from which all meas­

urements could be made. This further insured that the measuring sur­

face would be as nearly parallel to the base as possible. The measur­

ing table itself rested, without being attached, upon the base and was 

held in place there by its own weight and conformation. 



21 

CHAPTER III 

PROCEDURE 

Preparation 

Theoretical, --The theoretical preparation consisted of carefully perus­

ing theoretical results already submitted, following through the various 

derivations of other writers, and in particular, those derivations of Ti-

moshenko which apply to a cantilever I-beam loaded with a single con-
6 

centrated load at the free end. Dr. Timoshenko's latest book presents 

a more complete derivation of the formula than any of his previous ar ­

t icles, The translation of this derivation from German may be found 

in the appendix. 

Mathematical, --When determining the value for P for any I-beam is 

found to be necessary, the first step is to determine the values of the 

7 

various constants E, I-,, I«, B-,, B«, h, L, C, G, etc. Sample calcu­

lations may be found in the appendix. Fig. 1 may be consulted for the 

values used for the model I-beam used in this experiment. Having de-

Stephen P. Timoshenko, The Collected Papers, trans by 
KibbeyM. Home, Capt., USA, New York, JM. ¥., McGraw Hill, 1952, 
p. 34 

7 
Supra, p. xii 
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termined the values for these preliminary constants, a table was used 

to determine values of "m" to be used in the theoretical equation 
P c r = Y \—. For values of i^. less than 40, this table provided the 

\f 
value for m. For values of —g- greater than 40, an approximate "m" 

4.01 
was determined from the equation m = . 

P - £ > 2 

Curves were then drawn in which P c r versus length for both 

thin rectangular beams and I-beams were plotted on standard graph 

paper (Figs. 11 and 12) and on logarithmic graph paper (Figs. 16 and 17). 

A table of values was also prepared which gave all necessary values of 

constants for determining P c r for Prandtl 's thin rectangular beams and 

for Timoshenko's I-beams. With these mathematical tools, it was eas­

ily apparent for each length of beam to be tested, what load could be ex­

pected to produce P c r . 

Test Data, --In order that accurate values of the modulus of elasticity 

(E) of the model I-beam could be determined, and also an accurate 

value for the elastic limit of the material be available, the test speci­

mens which had been cut from the same bar of steel and had been sub­

jected to the same heat treating process were tested by several means. 

These specimens were placed in a Tinius Olson Plastiversal Testing 

Machine, and a tension test conducted four t imes. The first time, 

readings of strain were made by using a Tuckerman Optical Strain 

°Stephen P. Timoshenko, "Theory of Elastic Stability, " New 
York, N. Y. , McGraw Hill, 1936, p. 264 
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