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In the realm of structural engineering, few documents have left as indelible a mark as the AISC Manual of Steel 

Construction, 9th Edition. Published by the American Institute of Steel Construction (AISC) in 1989, this manual 

remains a cornerstone of Allowable Stress Design (ASD). Despite the industry's shift toward Load and

Resistance Factor Design (LRFD), the 9th Edition continues to be used extensively for the evaluation of existing

structures, small-scale industrial designs, and in regions where traditional engineering methodologies prevail. This

comprehensive guide provides a deep technical analysis of the ASD framework, its mathematical foundations, and

its practical application in modern structural steel design.

The Evolution and Significance of Allowable Stress Design (ASD)

Allowable Stress Design, historically referred to as Working Stress Design, is a methodology where structural 

members are proportioned such that the stresses computed under service loads do not exceed a pre-specified 

allowable stress. This allowable stress is determined by dividing the yield or ultimate strength of the material by a 

Factor of Safety (FS).

The 9th Edition of the AISC Manual represented the pinnacle of ASD before the introduction of more complex

reliability-based design methods. Its primary appeal lies in its simplicity: it treats loads as deterministic values and

relies on a global safety factor to account for uncertainties in material properties, fabrication tolerances, and load

variations. While LRFD uses separate factors for different types of loads (dead, live, wind, etc.), ASD aggregates

these uncertainties into a single, conservative margin.

The Theoretical Framework of the 9th Edition

At the core of the 9th Edition is the AISC Specification for Structural Steel Buildings—Allowable Stress 

Design and Plastic Design. The framework operates on the linear elastic behavior of steel. The fundamental

design inequality is expressed as:

f_actual "d F_allowable

Where:f_actual = The calculated stress resulting from applied service loads (e.g., P/A for tension, M/S for bending).

F_allowable= The capacity of the member divided by the factor of safety, often expressed as a fraction of the yield

stress (F_y).

Technical Analysis: Material Properties and Stress Limits

Understanding the AISC 9th Edition requires a thorough grasp of the allowable stresses defined for different 

mechanical actions. The manual focuses heavily on A36 steel, which was the industry standard at the time, though

it accommodates higher-strength steels like A572 and A588.

1. Tension Members

For tension members, the manual defines two primary failure modes: yielding on the gross section and fracture on

the effective net section.



•  Yielding on the gross area (A_g): F_t = 0.60 * F_y. This provides a safety factor of 1.67 against yielding.

•  Fracture on the effective net area (A_e): F_t = 0.50 * F_u. This provides a safety factor of 2.0 against ultimate 

failure.

2. Compression Members (Columns)

The design of columns in the 9th Edition is governed by the slenderness ratio (Kl/r). The manual utilizes two

primary formulas based on the relationship between the actual slenderness ratio and the critical slenderness ratio

(C_c):

•  Elastic Buckling (Euler): Used when Kl/r is greater than C_c.

•  Inelastic Buckling: Used when Kl/r is less than C_c.

The calculation of the factor of safety for columns is variable, increasing from 1.67 at Kl/r = 0 to 1.92 at Kl/r = C_c,

reflecting the higher uncertainty associated with buckling failure.

3. Flexural Members (Beams)

Bending strength in the 9th Edition is perhaps the most complex aspect of the manual. The allowable bending 

stress (F_b) depends on whether the section is compact, non-compact, or slender, and whether it is laterally

braced.



Member Condition Allowable Bending Stress (F_b) Requirements

Compact, Braced 0.66 * F_y Flange and web width-thickness 
ratios met; L_b "d L_c

Non-Compact, Braced 0.60 * F_y Meets non-compact limits; L_b "d L_c

Unbraced Beams Variable (Eq. F1-6 to F1-8) Determined by lateral-torsional 
buckling equations

Detailed Procedure: Designing Beams for Bending

The 9th Edition provides a rigorous workflow for determining the allowable bending stress. Let's break down the

technical steps involved in evaluating a standard W-shape beam.

Step 1: Check Section Compactness

A section is considered compact if its flanges are continuously connected to the web and the width-thickness ratios

are within specific limits. For a W-shape:

•  Flange ratio: b_f / (2 * t_f) "d 65 / "�F_y

•  Web ratio: d / t_w "d 640 / "�F_y

If these criteria are met, the section can develop a full plastic hinge before local buckling occurs, allowing for F_b =

0.66 * F_y.

Step 2: Determine Lateral Bracing (L_b)

The unbraced length (L_b) is the distance between points braced against lateral displacement of the compression 

flange. The manual defines two critical lengths:L_c: The maximum unbraced length for which F_b = 0.66 * F_y is 

allowed.L_u: The maximum unbraced length for which F_b = 0.60 * F_y is allowed.

Step 3: Calculate Lateral-Torsional Buckling (LTB)

When L_b > L_u, the allowable stress must be reduced to account for LTB. The 9th Edition uses three different

equations for F_b based on the slenderness of the beam. These equations involve the radius of gyration (r_t) and

the area of the compression flange plus one-sixth of the web area.

Bolt Specifications and Connection Design

The 9th Edition Manual provides extensive data on bolt specifications, focusing on A325 and A490high-strength

bolts. Connections are classified as either friction-type (slip-critical) or bearing-type.

Allowable Shear and Tension on Bolts

The allowable stress for bolts is calculated based on the nominal area of the bolt. For example, an A325 bolt in a

bearing-type connection with threads excluded from the shear plane (X) has a much higher allowable shear stress

than one where threads are included (N).

•  A325-N: F_v = 21.0 ksi

•  A325-X: F_v = 30.0 ksi

•  A490-N: F_v = 28.0 ksi

•  A490-X: F_v = 40.0 ksi



The manual also emphasizes the Minimum Edge Distance and Spacingrequirements to prevent tear-out failure

of the connected parts, which is a critical aspect of structural integrity.

Comparison: AISC 9th Edition (ASD) vs. Modern LRFD

It is essential for the modern engineer to understand how the 9th Edition ASD differs from the current Load and

Resistance Factor Design (LRFD) used in the 15th and 16th Editions.



Feature ASD (9th Edition) LRFD (Modern)

Design Philosophy Serviceability and Deterministic 
Safety Factors

Probability-based Limit States

Load Factors Unity (1.0 for all loads) Variable (e.g., 1.2D + 1.6L)

Resistance Factors Safety Factor (:’’����Æ–VB�Fò�6���6—G• Phi (=R’�`actor applied to strength

Equation Form "�R_i "d R_n / :• "�;5ö’��ö’�&B�Õ R_n

Simplicity High; intuitive for manual calculation Moderate; requires more computation

Field Guide: Practical Implementation and Troubleshooting

When working with the AISC 9th Edition in a modern context, engineers often face challenges related to material

verification and compatibility with modern codes. Follow these actionable steps for effective implementation:

1. Material Verification

When evaluating an existing structure designed with the 9th Edition, verify the steel grade. Older buildings might

use A7 or A373 steel, which have lower yield strengths than modern A992. Always cross-reference historical ASTM

standards with the 9th Edition tables.

2. Applying Combined Stresses

One of the most frequent errors in ASD is the improper application of Interaction Formulasfor members subject

to both axial compression and bending. The 9th Edition uses Equations H1-1, H1-2, and H1-3. Engineers must

accurately calculate the amplification factor (C_m) and the Euler buckling stress (F'_e) to ensure the member does

not fail under combined loading.

3. Connection Retrofitting

If a connection requires strengthening, avoid mixing bolts and welds in the same shear plane unless the bolts are

slip-critical. The 9th Edition specifies that for new work, bolts and welds should not be assumed to share the load

due to the difference in stiffness between the two types of connectors.

Case Study: Beam Reinforcement in Industrial Retrofitting

Consider an existing industrial warehouse designed using the 9th Edition ASD where a new heavy conveyor

system must be installed. The existing beams are W18x50 (A36 steel).

Problem: The new load increases the bending moment by 25%, exceeding the original F_b of 23.76 ksi (0.66 * 36).

Solution Strategy:1. Section Analysis: Re-calculate the actual stress (f_b = M/S) with the new loads.2. Bracing 

Evaluation: If the beam is unbraced, adding lateral braces can increase the allowable stress from the LTB-reduced 

value back up to 0.60F_y or 0.66F_y.3. Cover Plating:If bracing is insufficient, welding a cover plate to the bottom

flange increases the Section Modulus (S), thereby reducing the actual stress f_b. The 9th Edition provides specific

guidance on the development length of these plates and the required weld sizes to ensure composite action.

Summary and Broader Implications for Structural Engineering



The AISC Manual of Steel Construction 9th Edition ASD remains a vital document in the structural engineer's

library. Its legacy is found in the thousands of structures worldwide that continue to perform safely decades after

their construction. While modern codes offer more refined reliability through LRFD, the ASD 9th Edition provides a

clear, transparent, and robust methodology that is particularly effective for preliminary sizing and the forensic

analysis of heritage structures.

For the professional engineer, mastering the 9th Edition is not merely an exercise in nostalgia; it is a technical

necessity for maintaining the existing built environment. The manual’s focus on allowable stresses, factor of safety,

and simplified member checks offers a unique perspective on structural behavior that complements modern

computational methods. As we continue to push the boundaries of structural design, the foundational principles

codified in the "Green Book" serve as a reminder of the importance of engineering judgment and the fundamental

mechanics of materials.
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