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Abstract: As a demountable structure, the structure with design for deconstruction (DfD) is considered
as a key contribution on the promotion of current construction sustainability by directly reusing
valuable components from old structures. As a preliminary study, this paper investigated the cyclic
behavior of bolted joints consisting of three reinforced concrete blocks bolted by steel bolts under
axial compressive, focusing on the damage and failure modes, resistance mechanism and stiffness
development of the joints. Results showed that the number of steel bolts, the tightening process of
the bolts and concrete compressive strength all had a significant effect on the overall performance
and capacity of the joints. The failure mode of most of tested joints was considered as fracture of
stirrups and steel bolts in the tested joints. According to the investigation of this study, several
recommendations on the design of the joints were provided.

Keywords: design for deconstruction (DfD); construction sustainability; bolted joints; component
reusing; demountable components; cyclic behavior; seismic design

1. Introduction

Precast concrete (PcaC) structures play a significant role on modern construction industries, which
can be simply divided into three types for building structures, i.e., PcaC wall-based structures, PcaC
frame structures and PcaC frame-wall combined structures [1–4]. Regardless of which type, however,
the key technology of the PcaC structures is the connection between components, usually including
the connections of column-wall, beam-wall, column-beam, wall-floor, etc. To be specified, the overall
performance of the connections, energy-consuming capacity and economic performance play a leading
role for the PcaC structures. Generally, according to previous research, there were two connection
methods applied widely for the joints, wet joints and dry joints.

Wet-joint is a connection method using re-casting concrete or grouting on the site by working
together with steel bars at the edge of the members, while dry connection is the method of welding or
bolting at the joints. For the wet joints, there may be less secondary concrete placement on site during
assembling. The overall performance of the wet joints is good and can be regarded as equivalent to
that of the cast-in-place connections, but the joint construction may be complicated and the quality
is not easy to guarantee, as well as the cost is high. The construction of dry joints is quick and is
convenient to be constructed, reduces secondary watering on the site and is easy to be maintained and
reused. It can truly reflect the advantages of modern construction industrialization and development
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of prefabricated structures. Dry connection has certain application in Europe and other countries,
but it is limited to be used in earthquake-prone zones such as Japan and China, especially for high-rise
structures. The important constraint factor is that the seismic performance of the joints needs to be
strengthened to meet the requirements of the structures in the zones.

On the other hand, as a demountable connection, dry connection is a key technology for the
structures with design for deconstruction (DfD), which can significantly promote the construction
sustainability for the reuse of the components connected by the joints, including almost all structures
such as steel and reinforced concrete (RC) structures. The direct reuse of valuable components obtained
from old structures is being attracted by engineers and researchers worldwide, for the process of reuse
can effectively control the pollution of construction and demolition wastes well, can reduce the use
amount of raw construction materials for new structures, can consume less energy for the process of the
construction, which all can promote the construction sustainability. Comparing with the recycling of
construction and demolition wastes, the reuse of the wastes shows its superiority, as shown in Figure 1.
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According to the literature, dry connection and wet connection including seaming of fabricated
members such as shear walls have been researched well in the past 50 years. In the 1980s and
1990s, Wan et al. [5–8] studied the performance of the wet joints of prefabricated slab structures,
including the influence of shear span ratio, axial pressure, reinforced concrete and joint types on the
joints of large-slab structures was considered. Their results have been compiled into the “Design
and Construction Regulations for Prefabricated Large-Span Residential Buildings” [9] and are still
in use today. In 1989, Rizkalla et al. proposed a keyway-type wet joint to connecting shear walls
through for PcaC shear wall systems [10]. The wet joint form of PcaC shear walls was an early and
extremely simple form. However, the overall performance of the joints was much lower than that of
the cast-in-place joints in the structures, indicating that the joints should be strengthened further. After
that, many researchers [11–17] proposed some enhancement methods to improve the joints proposed
by Rizkalla et al. such as increasing steel reinforcement and steel plate. In 1996, several professors
such as Khaled in Canada proposed several types of precast concrete wall joints connected by steel bars,
and conducted a pseudo-static test on the precast concrete walls with steel bars [18–21]. Among the
wall joints proposed, the methods connecting the upper and lower steel bars by welding and bolting
reduced the secondary concrete pouring at the joints. The core ideal of the proposals can be considered
as a dry connection at that time, already. After that, the research on dry connection began to appear in
large numbers.

In 2008, Crisafulli and Restrepo [22] proposed a dry connection method referring to the welded
joints for steel structures. The connection method is simple and convenient, however, the application
to the concrete structure system needs further study. In China, the Ye team [23–26] introduced a
German composite panel design and production technology, and improved the seismic design of
laminated plate shear walls [24] and studied the shear behavior of the joints. In 2010, Henry et
al. [27–29] proposed a dry joint based on using bolting and welding and then performed a series
of finite element analyses and experiments of the dry joints. In Japan, the early-age main research
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findings of prefabricated shear walls have been published by Architecture institute of Japan, such as
Ref. [30]. Takagi et al. and Nagae et al. [31–33] proposed a steel rebar-steel plate welding method for
prefabricated shear walls. In this joint, the floor slab is placed on the lower shear wall, the root of the
upper shear wall is designed with an open connected by a wielded steel plate, and then the steel bars
of the upper and lower shear walls are welded on the steel plates. Finally, the opening is closed with a
non-shrinking high-strength mortar. Jiang et al. [34–38] also carried out many studies on assembled
RC shear walls, and first proposed the "inserted reserved hole grouting steel lap joint members” for the
wet joints [36]. The connection method used simple and effective spiral reinforcement stirrups inside,
which strengthened the ferrule effect on the concrete and enhanced the anchoring performance of the
steel inside the concrete [37,38]. The research teams of Qian et al. [39–41] proposed a vertical steel
sleeve slurry anchor connection for PcaC shear walls, a single row steel bar indirect overlap method.
Its failure mode, energy consumption capacity, stiffness, etc. was proved to be basically the same as
the cast-in-place structure, and can be used as a joint connection for fabricated structures [42].

In recent years, Sun et al. [43] proposed a new fully assembled RC shear wall (IPSW) structure
connected by high-strength bolts. Their core idea was: the horizontal joints were welded to an inset
frame, which was first placed on PcaC wall panels and the lower edge, by connecting the end of the
vertical reinforcing bar ends. The adjacent walls were connected by means of connecting steel frames
and high-strength bolts for transferring the forces between adjacent wall panels. Since that, more
domestic studies on dry nodes started to be presented in China, but the main research direction was
focused on the form and behavior of dry-type joints, and the research on the overall performance and
stress analysis of dry-type nodes is limited.

In summary, the form of previous proposed wet connections is usually complex comparing with
dry connection. Since the wet joint solution has the ability to be equivalent to cast-in-place, early
studies on the joints have focused on wet joints. The research on the wet connection joints of fabricated
concrete structure has achieved a series of considerable results, however, the joints have the following
problems: (1) The wet connection method can only increase the speed of construction to a certain extent,
for secondary casting processes of concrete usually is necessary; (2) the construction quality of the wet
connections is not easy to guarantee [33,34,40]; (3) the wet connection is costly [35]. Compared with
wet connection solutions, dry connection solutions can effectively overcome the above problems, and
have the advantages of reducing pollution on the site, reducing resource waste, and simplifying the
construction process. In recent years, the research trend of fabricated shear wall joints has begun to
shift to dry connection. In China, a variety of fabricated shear wall structure joints based on reserved
holes and sleeve grouting have been proposed. With the improvement of construction quality and the
requirements of construction speed, the research of dry joints began popular. At present, the research
on dry joints mainly focuses on the verification of dry connection, the research on the resistance
mechanism of dry joints is limited. The main objective of the study is to investigate the structural
behavior of demountable bolted joints under cyclic loads to analyze the resistance mechanism of the
joints under cyclic shear loading, to study the feasibility and overall performance of the joints for the
low-rise structures in earthquake-prone zones.

2. Proposal of a Prefabricated Shear Wall System with DfD for Low-Rise Buildings

The study proposed a prefabricated shear wall system with DfD for low-rise buildings in
earthquake zones with low and moderate seismic intensity. The horizontal and vertical components
of the buildings are connected by demountable joint zones consisting of steel bolts and steel plates.
The system can be assembled fast and easily, and be deconstructed when necessary, which is easy
to reuse for next service life. Figure 2 elaborates the construction and deconstruction process of the
system. After or during the deconstruction phage, the valuable and reusable components or elements
in the structures first will be collected, and then their various performances such as structural capacity
will be evaluated and improved if necessary. The components or elements will appear in a construction
site of a new structure, as new components for the structure. This process extends the lifespan of the
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elements and saves the raw materials needed for construction industries, which both promote the
construction sustainability. The main components and their features of the prefabricated shear wall
systems with DfD for low-rise buildings are summarized as:

1) Prefabricated corner members. The members work as tie columns in frame structures, which are
divided into T-shaped, L-shaped or cross-shaped members at the corners of the structures.

2) Prefabricated wall panels. The panels are connected with their surrounding members by dry
nodes around the panels. The joints include horizontal and vertical type joints connected between
the panels and corner members. The horizontal joints could be more complex for they are formed
by connecting the lower wall panel, floor slab and the upper wall panel at the same time in
some cases.

3) Prefabricated slabs (roof panels). The elements are similar to the prefabricated wall panels
described above. The four corners of the prefabricated slab are recessed inwardly to allow the
prefabricated corner members to pass through. The edges of the slab are made as invisible beams
to reinforce the joint zone and protrude 100 mm to overlap surrounding wall panels. Finally,
the wall panel passes through the dry connection.
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Figure 2. Construction and deconstruction of precast concrete (PcaC) structures with design for
deconstruction (DfD) for low-rise buildings.

As shown in Figure 2, the installation and construction processes of the proposed structures are
summarized as:

1) Leveling the site and pouring foundation beams at the prefabricated corner members and the
bottom surface of prefabricated wallboard, and pre-burying dry joints in the foundation beams.

2) Positioning the prefabricated columns members. The prefabricated members are bolted to the
dry joints of the foundation beams by connecting steel plates.

3) The prefabricated wall panels are connected with the foundation beams and the prefabricated
columns by bolting dry joints to make the walls and the foundation beams become a whole.

4) PcaC floor slabs are overlapped at the reserved groove of wall panels and prefabricated column
members, and the positions are determined, and then the dry connections are bolted to the wall
panels to form a layer of the structures.

5) Repeat the above steps to complete the installation of the structure.

As the key points of the systems with DfD, referring to the bolt connection method applied in
steel structures, the proposed steel-bolted connection consists of steel bolts and steel plate. Firstly,
the bolt holes are reserved and set in the invisible beam and column zones of the components using
Polyvinyl chloride (PVC) pipes. After aligning the components according to the holes, the components
are connected by the bolts and steel plates, as shown in Figure 3.
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3. Experimental Investigation

This section studied the connection method proposed through experimentally investigating the
vertical bolted joints consisting of three reinforced concrete blocks, demountable steel bolts and steel
plate. It should be noticed that the specimens used for the preliminary study were of small scale
meaning that the effect of geometry of the specimens should be taken into account in future studies.

3.1. Details of Test Specimens

Figure 4 shows the details of the specimens. Before casting the concrete blocks, 25 mm diameter
PVC pipes were used to set the positions of bolt holes. A gap of 10 mm was reserved between the
concrete blocks when assembling. The steel bolts and steel plates were paved and the concrete blocks
were connected by fastened bolts to form the vertical bolted joint specimens. A total of five specimens
were made, whose main study parameters are listed in Table 1. The main variables include compressive
strength of concrete, the number of bolts and the arrangement of bolts in the joints. The M20 steel
bolts were adopted for the joints. The reinforcement and steel plate diagram of the joints are shown in
Figure 4 and Table 1. In addition, the basic material properties are shown in Table 2.
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Table 1. Details of specimens.

# Size of Blocks
(mm3)

Stirrups
(D@ Spacing)

#of bolts / Line#
of Bolts

Steel Plate (Length ×
Width × Thickness; mm3)

LSSZ4, 5 860 × 200 × 950 D8@150 4/2 Lines 240 × 140 × 8
LSSZ11 880 × 200 × 950 D8@150 + D8@100

(joint zone)

4/2 Lines 220 × 140 × 8
LSSZ12 880 × 200 × 950 6/3 Lines 220 × 200 × 8
LSSZ13 880 × 200 × 950 6/3 Lines

(staggered)
280 × 200 × 8

Table 2. Material properties.

Specimens Concrete Materials Steel Materials fy (MPa)/ fu (MPa)/εy (10-6)

fcu (MPa) Ec (MPa) εy (10-6) C8 C12 Q235B Bolts

LSSZ4 24.6 28117 262 438.4/619.1/2192 459.3/639.9/2297 283.3/399.8/1417 320.0/407.1/1600
LSSZ5 22.7 23779 286
LSSZ11 50.4 34622 292 420.9/

595.0/
2105

447.6/
623.3/
2238

291.4/
397.5/
1457

320.0/
407.1/
1600

LSSZ12 50.4 34622 292
LSSZ13 35.7 31525 340

3.2. Loading Method and Measurement

The loading method applied in the current study was as per “Standard for test method of concrete
structures” [44] and “Specification for seismic test of buildings” [45]. The controlling of the loading of
the specimens was loading-control at the first stage, and then was changed as a load-displacement
controlling method after the specimens yielded. The details of the loading history are shown in Figure 5.
When the bearing capacity of the specimens dropped below 85% of their corresponding maximum
load or the specimen was damaged heavily, the tests were stopped. During the tests, when the strain
of reinforcement, or steel plate or concrete reached their yield levels or when the specimens presented
an obvious plastic deformation, the specimens were considered reaching their yield status. The
observations and records of the test include mainly: (a) Damage of the specimens, including cracking,
concrete crushing, etc., which all were recorded at the corresponding positions; (b) compressive load
and vertical displacement and (c) stress and strain history of reinforcements, concrete and steel plates.
It should be noticed that the condition of the applied hydraulic jack was abnormal at the early stage
of loading during the testing of the specimen LSSZ11. In this study, therefore, the behavior of the
specimen was presented as a referring.
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4. Results

4.1. Damage Observation

The failure process of the bolted joint specimens LSSZ4 and LSSZ5 was basically the same,
as shown in Figure 6. The deformation and damage process of the specimens was: (1) The initial test
phase, the specimens remained intact. (2) When the load reached about 80 kN, the concrete crack first
appeared around the right bolt #4 of the central block and developed obliquely downward. After that,
the concrete around the bolts #1 and #4 presented oblique cracks. (3) After the load reached about
180 kN, the concrete around the bolts #1 and #4 was crushed and the inner reinforcements of the block
were gradually exposed. At this time, the steel plate began to show signs of a rotation with the bolt
#3 around the side blocks. The rotation of the steel plate caused the concrete around the bolt to be
crushed under pressure, and the bolts #1, #4 and the surrounding concrete or steel bars were squeezed
to cause the surrounding concretes to be crushed, the longitudinal rib and the hoop of the blocks
started to yield. After that, the concrete around the bolts #2 and #3 was cracked further. After the
concrete around the bolts #2 and #3 was crushed, the steel plate rotated greatly and the surrounding
concrete was damaged heavily. The central block lost its restraint and the specimens were destroyed.
In summary, when the specimens LSSZ4 and LSSZ5 were destroyed heavily, the concrete in the joint
zone was seriously damaged. The longitudinal steel rebars inside the blocks had reached yield level.
The steel plate rotated around the side bolt #3 in the side blocks, and the bolts were less damaged in
the two specimens.
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Figure 6. Damage of the bolted joint LSSZ4

Figure 7 shows the damage and deformation of the specimen LSSZ11. The specimen used more
stirrups in its joint zone compared to the specimens LSSZ4 and LSSZ5, but using the same number of
bolts in all the three joints. The first crack was found when the loading reached about 120 kN and at
below of bolt #4 and then was developed obliquely. The damage observation in the joint was basically
the same as that of the above two specimens. As the loading progressed, the oblique cracks appeared
in the concrete around the bolts #1 and #4 and concrete was crushed, and the steel plate also rotated
around the bolt #3 as the loading progressed, as shown in Figure 7c. When the load reached about
400 kN, the bolt #1 in the left block was suddenly cut, and a large displacement was confirmed in the
central block. The steel plate rotated around the bolt #3 and immediately caused the longitudinal
reinforcement of the joint zone of the right block to be bent, the stirrup was then broken and the bolt #1
was pulled out. At that time, the central block lost its constraint from two side blocks, the vertical
displacement was largely increased, and the test specimen was then destroyed totally (Figure 7d).
The damage characteristics of specimen LSSZ11 at an early stage were basically consistent with those
of the specimens LSSZ4 and LSSZ5, because all the specimens used the same number of bolts in the
joints. Due to more stirrups were used in LSSZ11, the concrete cracks appeared later and the bolt
shearing fracture occurred for they were subjected higher resistance from the stronger joint (Figure 7d).
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The damage process of the specimens LSSZ12 and LSSZ13 was similar, as shown in Figure 8,
which was summarized here taking LSSZ12 as an example, as following: The oblique cracks mainly
appeared around the bolts #1 and #6 when the loading was increased to about 280 kN. The vertical
displacement of the central blocks in both specimens was small at this stage. After that, the strain
value of the longitudinal bars in the joints reached or exceeded their tensile yield level. From ∆y to
2∆y, the concrete cracks developed around the bolts #1 and #6, and then gradually became longer
and wider and began to spall off (Figure 8b,c). After the concrete around the bolts #1 and #6 began
to be crushed, the concrete cracks began to appear around the bolts #2 and #5, and the steel plate
began to rotate around the bolt #5. Then, the bolts #1 and #6 significantly offset from the bolt holes
and were squeezed by the surrounding concrete and steel bars to cause the surrounding concrete
was crushed, and the longitudinal ribs and the stirrups were deformed in the blocks. Subsequently,
the stirrups around the bolts #1 and #6 fractured, and the bolt #1 in the left block was cut. After that,
the test specimens can continue to resist till about 570 kN, the bolt #1 in the right block was cut, and
the steel plate rotated largely. Finally, the bolt #6 was pulled away from the bolt hole and the specimen
was broken totally (see Figure 8). The damage of LSSZ12 was summarized as: The concrete in the
joint zone was seriously damaged, the longitudinal reinforcements inside the blocks were obviously
deformed and the stirrups were fractured, the steel plate rotated around the side steel bolts (bolt #5)
and the bolts in the upper corner of the two side blocks (bolt #1) also were usually cut. Compared with
specimen LSSZ11, the specimens LSSZ12 and LSSZ13 have a higher bearing capacity and more ductile
damage characteristics.
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4.2. Load-Displacement Relationship

The load-displacement curves of the tested bolted joints are shown in Figure 9. The abnormal
behavior of the LSSZ11 was caused by the abnormal condition of hydraulic jack. The characteristics of
the hysteresis curves of the specimens (except for LSSZ11) are as follows: (1) The residual deformation
of the specimens LSSZ4 and LSSZ5 after unloading was large, and the smooth section caused by the
slippage of the bolts occurred after the load reached about 160 kN. After the peak load was reached,
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the load-displacement curves dropped sharply for the joints were not able to continue to resist the
compressive force. (2) The deformation of the specimens LSSZ12 and LSSZ13 were less till the loading
of 150 kN and was basically in their elastic phases. After that phase, the specimens shown a large
plastic deformation stage where the displacement increased rapidly but the axial load raised less,
indicating that large damage occurred in the joint zone led to the larger slippage of the bolts. At
the same time, the area of the hysteresis loop increased meaning that the energy consumption of
the specimens increased for their plastic damage. (3) The specimen LSSZ12 exhibited some sudden
changes at the latter loading stage in the load-displacement curve due to the shearing fracture of
several bolts around 65 mm and 85 mm, while LSSZ13 also exhibited some similar drop sections at the
displacement of 23 mm, 30 mm and 78 mm. In summary, the general characteristics of the curves of the
bolted joints were: The load-displacement curves were not very full and the specimens owned a good
ductility to absorb deformation energy. However, the large slippage of the steel bolts was observed in
all the bolted joints.
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Figure 9. Load-displacement relationship of tested specimens.

4.3. Skeleton Curves

The skeleton curves of the bolted joints are shown in Figure 10. The overall characteristics of
the skeleton curves are summarized as: (1) When the specimens LSSZ4 and LSSZ5 reached their
peak loads, the curves both dropped rapidly indicating that the specimens quickly lost their bearing
capacity. For this, the damages of the two specimens were considered as a brittle plastic damage.
(2) The skeleton curve of the specimen LSSZ11 was basically the same as those of the specimens LSSZ4
and LSSZ5, except for its peak loading capacity. (3) Due to the increase of the number of steel bolts,
the specimens LSSZ12 and LSSZ13 presented the significantly higher peak load than other specimens.
A longer and smoother slippage stage appeared after all the specimens reached their yield status.
Additionally, a staggered arrangement of the bolts in the joint LSSZ13 did not effectively enhance the
loading capacity of the bolted joints, which was attributed to that the side bolts of the joint made the
steel plates rotate largely. This is also because the side three bolts in the same line can make the joint
more effective to resisting the loading before the concrete was crushed heavily near one of the corner
bolts. The heavy damage of the corner bolt hole can destroy the balance of the three bolts more easily.
Comparing with the welded joints [46], the stiffness corresponding to the maximum load of the bolted
joints was much smaller, which can be attributed to the slippage of bolts caused by damage of concrete
and deformation of steel bolts. However, the bolted joints showed a larger deformation capacity under
such cyclic axial compressive loads.
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Figure 10. Skeleton curves of concrete block joint specimens.

4.4. Stiffness Degradation

The stiffness degradation curves of the joint specimens are shown in Figure 11. Here, the stiffness
of joints represented the secant stiffness of maximum load of each cycle. It was found that the stiffness
degradation of all the bolted joints could simply be divided into three phases: The rising phase, rapid
falling phase and slow-degradation phase. The first one usually was caused by the slight slippage of
the bolts at the early stage of the loading, while the rapid degradation phase generally started from the
damage of concrete or deformation of steel bolts in the joints and ended at the yield status of the joints,
where the slow degradation phase started till the end of the tests. Through the comparison of the
stiffness degradation curves of the steel welded joint specimens [46], the stiffness degradation of the
bolted specimens was sharper than those of the welded specimens, and the diacritical points between
the second and third phase is more obvious, as shown in Figure 11. At the latter phase of the loading,
the welded joints presented the larger stiffness than those of the bolted joints.
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5. Discussions on Failure and Recommendations for Design of the Joints

5.1. Deformation and Resistance Mechanism of Joints

About the resistance and deformation mechanism of the bolted joints, several key features are
summarized in the following sections. Here, in the name of the same specimens/blocks, “1” and
“2” represent that the measured strain values at the upper and below parts of the specimens/blocks.
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For example, LSZ1-1 and LSZ1-2 of LSSZ4 in Figure 12 mean the strain values of longitudinal rebars
located at the upper and below positions of the rebars in LSZ1 block of LSSZ4.

Resistance of steel reinforcements in the concrete block—at the initial stage of loading, the strain of
the reinforcing rebars was small, and increased sharply after the displacement of central block reached
5–10 mm where the concrete started to crack. After the vertical displacement reached 15 mm, the strain
of the rebars of the joint zone reached their yield levels and the deformation of the rebars developed
till the final fracture of steel bars. Besides, when the concretes of the joints have stronger compressive
strength, the contribution of reinforcing rebars in the blocks became lower, as specimen LSSZ13 shown
in Figure 12.

Concrete deformation—according to the analyses, the deformation of concrete blocks was
concentrated in the joint zone of the tested specimens, and the main damages of concrete are
summarized orderly as: Concrete cracking occurred near the bolt holes, crack rapid development
and heavy destroy of concrete and concrete spalling finally. As shown in Figure 13, the test data
of the concrete strain proved above the analysis results, in which concrete strain increased as the
displacement up to its peak strain. In addition, the strain development of the foot part of concrete
blocks was presented as follows: The concrete strain increased slightly with applied loading, but
the concrete strain of the parts was quite small and was between 50–400 µεwhen the specimen was
damaged. This indicates that the damage of the concrete block was local for the bolted joints in RC wall
structures. Additionally, the strain of steel bars in the joint zone was much larger than those of other
steel bars, which indicates that the steel rebars in the joint zone were severely damaged by the tensile
stress but the reinforcements away from the joint zone was small. Figure 12 shows the development of
strain of steel reinforcements in concrete blocks in two representative joints.
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Deformation of the steel plate—similar to concrete deformation in the joints, the strain of the steel
plate in two directions both increased as the vertical displacement of the joints. However, the increasing
state was found in the early stage of loading except for the specimen LSSZ13. At the latter stage of the
loading, as shown in Figure 14, except for that the main strain of steel plate of LSSZ13 exceeded the
yield strain of the plate, the main strain of the steel plates of other specimens was much smaller than
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the yield strain of the plates, indicating that the bolts of the LSSZ13 worked more effectively to resist
the deformation during the whole loading process. The reason can be explained as the arrangement of
steel bars, which made the steel plate contribute more resistant at the latter stage of loading. From
this point, we can understand that the steel plate should be improved for the enhancement of cyclic
behavior of the bolted joints, not only by increasing the number of the steel bolts and providing a
reasonable arrangement of steel bolts.

Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 16 

stage of loading. From this point, we can understand that the steel plate should be improved for the 
enhancement of cyclic behavior of the bolted joints, not only by increasing the number of the steel 
bolts and providing a reasonable arrangement of steel bolts. 

 

Figure 14. Development of strain of the steel plate of tested specimens. 

5.2. Main Features of the Load-Displacement Response of the Bolted Joints 

As shown in Figure 15, the bolted joints may have a considerable loading capacity comparing 
with the welded joints with the same conditions, however, the slippage of the bolted joints should be 
noticed during the design of the joints. As a summary, the load-displacement response of the joints 
can be divided into five possible stages, as follows: 

• Stage I—Elastic deformation stage. 

In this stage, a well-tightened joint can make the bolted concrete blocks work well without large 
slippage and work elastically without large residual deformation after removing the loading. It 
should be noticed that the key process of the stage is the tightening of the bolts, which can be well 
controlled by current technologies. The mechanical properties of the steel bolts and steel plate also 
are very important influencing factors for the stage, such as using of high strength bolts is helpful to 
this stage. 

• Stage II—Elastic-low plastic deformation stage. 

The plastic deformation of the joint is caused by the small damage of bolted joints such as 
concrete cracking, which usually is started from the hole for plastic deformation resistance capacity 
of concrete usually is much smaller than other parts in the joints. The small bending deformation of 
the steel bolts also is one reason for the plastic behavior of the joints. Therefore, at this stage, the 
plastic deformation of the joints significantly depends upon the mechanical properties of concrete 
used and steel bolts. This stage usually is the end until the joint reaches its yield status. 

• Stage III—Large plastic and slippage stage. 

The slippage stage of the joints is a process of stiffness rapid degradation and a large number of 
plastic damages of the joint zone, mainly including the concrete crushing damage in holes in the 
blocks and the large bending deformation of steel bars. During this stage, the loading resistance of 
the joints still can keep increasing, however, the increase ratio of loading usually is low. This stage is 
usually ended at a feature point at where the joints start to enter a load hardening stage, which may 
be for the expansion deformation of the joint zone such as the possible expansion of two steel plate 
caused by crushed concrete. 

-1500

-1000

-500

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

St
ra

in
 (μ

ε)

Displacement (mm)

Major strain (vertical) 

LSSZ4：GLSZ1

LSSZ4：GLSZ2

LSSZ5：GLSZ1

LSSZ5：GLSZ2

LSSZ12：GLSZ1

LSSZ12：GLSZ2

LSSZ13：GLSZ1

LSSZ13：GLSZ2

-1500

-1000

-500

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

St
ra

in
 (μ

ε)

Displacement (mm)

Shear strain (horizontal) 

LSSZ4：GLSZ1

LSSZ4：GLSZ2

LSSZ5：GLSZ1

LSSZ5：GLSZ2

LSSZ12：GLSZ1

LSSZ12：GLSZ2

LSSZ13：GLSZ1

LSSZ13：GLSZ2

Figure 14. Development of strain of the steel plate of tested specimens.

5.2. Main Features of the Load-Displacement Response of the Bolted Joints

As shown in Figure 15, the bolted joints may have a considerable loading capacity comparing
with the welded joints with the same conditions, however, the slippage of the bolted joints should be
noticed during the design of the joints. As a summary, the load-displacement response of the joints can
be divided into five possible stages, as follows:

• Stage I—Elastic deformation stage.

In this stage, a well-tightened joint can make the bolted concrete blocks work well without large
slippage and work elastically without large residual deformation after removing the loading. It should
be noticed that the key process of the stage is the tightening of the bolts, which can be well controlled
by current technologies. The mechanical properties of the steel bolts and steel plate also are very
important influencing factors for the stage, such as using of high strength bolts is helpful to this stage.

• Stage II—Elastic-low plastic deformation stage.

The plastic deformation of the joint is caused by the small damage of bolted joints such as concrete
cracking, which usually is started from the hole for plastic deformation resistance capacity of concrete
usually is much smaller than other parts in the joints. The small bending deformation of the steel bolts
also is one reason for the plastic behavior of the joints. Therefore, at this stage, the plastic deformation
of the joints significantly depends upon the mechanical properties of concrete used and steel bolts.
This stage usually is the end until the joint reaches its yield status.

• Stage III—Large plastic and slippage stage.

The slippage stage of the joints is a process of stiffness rapid degradation and a large number of
plastic damages of the joint zone, mainly including the concrete crushing damage in holes in the blocks
and the large bending deformation of steel bars. During this stage, the loading resistance of the joints
still can keep increasing, however, the increase ratio of loading usually is low. This stage is usually
ended at a feature point at where the joints start to enter a load hardening stage, which may be for the
expansion deformation of the joint zone such as the possible expansion of two steel plate caused by
crushed concrete.
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• Stage IV—Hardening stage.

The hardening stage of the joints may be caused by following reasons: The steel bolts reached a
re-tightening status caused by expansion of inside concrete; or the bolts contact with the inside stirrups;
or the movement or slippage of steel plate is restrained by surrounding parts of the joints. This stage
makes the joints rapidly develop the loading capacity to reach their maximum load resistance status.

• Stage V—Loading degradation stage.

After reaching the maximum loading of the joints, the loading capacity of the bolted joints usually
starts to decrease because of the following reasons: (1) The shearing fracture of stirrups contacted with
steel bolts, (2) shearing fracture of steel bolts, (3) put-out of the steel bolts and (4) cracking or fracture
of the steel plate. Among them, the first two cases may usually happen when few stirrups are used or
the used stirrups are too weak, or the steel bolts are too weak. The case (4) may occur when only a
small number of steel bolts are used for the joints and the steel plate is too weak or too thin. When an
out-plan load occurs in the joint face possibly caused by the out-plane deformation of the steel plate
led by inside damaged concrete, case (3) can appear.

5.3. Possible Failure Modes of the Bolted Joints

According to this study, the possible failure modes of the steel bolted joints proposed for a RC
structure with DfD have:

(1) Concrete crushing and stirrup shearing fracture.

The strong steel bolts develop the damage of concrete, especially when concrete is weak, and then
the bolts contact directly surrounding stirrups. The coming loading makes the shearing fracture of
steel stirrups happen.

(2) Shearing fracture of steel bolts.

When low-strength steel bolts are used or over high strength concrete and a steel plate are used
for the joints, the failure mode might happen.

(3) Tensile fracture of steel bolts.

This mode usually is caused by the out-plane damage of concrete between steel plates, and it gets
worse when a weak steel bolt is used.

(4) Put-out of steel bolts.

The over-damage of the concrete and steel plate ma the bolts under high tensile stress with their
nuts together, which then widens the holes in the steel plate and concrete block. This failure mode
usually occurs with a fracture of the bolts at their screwing zone.
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(5) Fracture of the steel plate.

When enough steel bolts and a relative weak steel plate are used in the bolted joints, this mode
possibly occurs because of the direct strong shear behavior of the bolts.

5.4. Recommendations for Design of Bolted Joints in a RC Structure with DfD

Based on this study, the following recommendations for the design of the steel bolted joints are
provided here for improving the safety and sustainability of the RC structures with DfD:

A) Improve the plastic deformation of concrete holes by using high strength concrete, or using a
metal pipe inside the hole to increase the bolt-hole interface strength.

B) Arrange a reinforcement enhancing zone to restrain the whole move/slippage of the bolts to help
the stirrups to resist the movement of steel bolts.

C) High strength bolts are recommended for the joints.
D) Tightening of the steel bolts is a necessary and key process to controlling the slippage.
E) Prevent the out-plane deformation of joint is also a key factor to avoid the put-out of steel bolts

and the tensile fracture of steel bolts. Therefore, a demountable connection set consisting of two
steel plates pre-connected with concrete blocks is recommended for the joints, which is being
investigated in our next studies.

6. Conclusions

This paper proposed a simply demountable bolted vertical connection for low-rise buildings in
earthquake-prone zones. As a preliminary study, this paper investigated the cyclic behavior of the
demountable connection consisting of steel bolts and a steel plate, which could hopefully promote the
current construction industrialization and sustainability. This promotion is reached by direct reusing
of the components from old structures. However, it should be mentioned that this paper preliminarily
studied as the number of the specimens was very limited and more studies are expected in the future.
The main conclusions are drawn as follows:

• The study verified that the rotation and slippage of the bolts was a very key factor for the
steel-bolted joints. When the concrete was crushed heavily or the holes were destroyed, the large
rotation of steel plate could occur.

• A staggered arrangement of the bolts could not improve the load carrying capacity of the joints,
which could be explained with the fact that the side bolts of the joints made the steel plate rotate
largely at a large deformation stage.

• As the possible failure modes of the steel bolted joints, according the preliminary study, the
put-out of steel bolts and fracture of the steel plate also could occur, which complemented the
well-understood failure mode of the joints described in the existing literature, such as concrete
crushing and stirrup shearing fracture.

• The paper provided several recommendations to improve the structural behavior of the joints
based on investigation and analyses, such as using a demountable connection set consisting of
two steel plates pre-connected with concrete blocks.

7. Patents

The invention patent based on the above content, “Low-layer assembled composite wall house
bolt connection node structure” was authorized on 2016 [47] (Patent number: 201410171848.0).
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