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In the evolving landscape of civil engineering and pavement technology, the Asphalt Institute’s Manual Series 

No. 14 (MS-14), commonly known as the Asphalt Cold Mix Manual, remains a cornerstone for professionals

seeking sustainable, cost-effective, and versatile paving solutions. Cold Mix Asphalt (CMA) represents a

sophisticated branch of bituminous materials that, unlike traditional Hot Mix Asphalt (HMA), allows for mixing and

placement at ambient temperatures. This fundamental difference necessitates a unique set of design protocols,

chemical considerations, and mechanical testing frameworks to ensure long-term structural integrity and pavement

durability.

The Strategic Importance of Cold Mix Asphalt in Modern Infrastructure

Cold Mix Asphalt is not merely a substitute for Hot Mix; it is a specialized engineering solution designed for specific 

operational environments. The reliance on MS-14 guidelinesprovides engineers with a standardized volumetric

design protocol that addresses the complexities of using asphalt emulsions or cutback asphalts. The primary

advantage of CMA lies in its reduced energy consumption and lower carbon footprint, as the requirement for

heating aggregate and binder to high temperatures is eliminated. Furthermore, CMA is invaluable for remote

locations where the transit time from a hot-mix plant would result in excessive temperature loss, rendering HMA

unworkable.

Technical literature, including studies by Thanaya (2007) and Ling and Bahia (2018), highlights that while CMA

offers significant logistical benefits, its initial stability is lower than HMA. This makes the adherence to MS-14

protocols critical, as they dictate the precise balance of moisture, binder, and aggregate gradation required to

achieve optimal curing and load-bearing capacity.

Core Theoretical Framework: Chemistry and Mechanics

To understand the MS-14 approach, one must first grasp the role of the binder. In cold mix applications, the binder 

is typically an asphalt emulsion or a cutback asphalt. An emulsion is a dispersion of asphalt cement in water,

stabilized by an emulsifying agent (surfactant). Cutback asphalt is asphalt cement dissolved in a petroleum solvent

(distillate).

1. The Role of Asphalt Emulsions

Emulsions are categorized based on their ionic charge (Anionic or Cationic) and their setting rate (Rapid Setting, 

Medium Setting, or Slow Setting). MS-14 emphasizes the use of Slow Setting (SS) or Medium Setting (MS)

emulsions for cold mixes to allow sufficient workability time during the mixing and laying phases. The 'breaking'

process—where the water evaporates or separates from the asphalt particles—is the critical phase in gaining

structural strength.

2. Aggregate Interlock and Gradation

MS-14 provides detailed specifications for aggregate selection. Because CMA relies heavily on internal friction for 

stability during its early life, the use of crushed, angular aggregates is preferred over rounded river gravel. The 



dense-graded configuration is often utilized for surface courses, while open-gradedmixes are preferred for

drainage layers or base courses. The gradation must be carefully controlled to provide enough void space for the

emulsion to 'break' while maintaining enough stone-to-stone contact for load distribution.

Technical Analysis: Comparison of Cold Mix vs. Hot Mix Asphalt

The following table illustrates the technical and operational differences between Cold Mix Asphalt (as per MS-14)

and traditional Hot Mix Asphalt (HMA).



Metric/Feature Cold Mix Asphalt (CMA) - MS-14 Hot Mix Asphalt (HMA)

Mixing Temperature Ambient (10°C - 40°C) 150°C - 170°C

Binder Type Emulsions (CSS-1h, CMS-2) or 
Cutbacks

Asphalt Cement (PG Binders)

Curing Mechanism Water evaporation & Chemical break Temperature reduction (Cooling)

Energy Consumption Low (up to 50% less than HMA) High (Fuel-intensive)

Storage Life Can be stockpiled for months Must be used immediately

Emissions Minimal VOCs (if using emulsions) High CO2 and particulate emissions

Initial Stability Moderate; increases over time High; immediate load bearing

The MS-14 Volumetric Mix Design Protocol

The MS-14 design procedureis a rigorous, multi-step process that ensures the cold mix will withstand

environmental stressors and traffic loads. Unlike HMA design which often uses the standard Marshall or Superpave

methods, CMA design must account for the presence of water and volatiles.

Step 1: Aggregate Selection and Testing

Aggregates must meet strict criteria for toughness, soundless, and cleanliness. MS-14 requires testing for:Sand 

Equivalent: To ensure minimal clay-like fines that interfere with the emulsion bond.Los Angeles Abrasion: To 

determine resistance to degradation under traffic.Water Absorption:High absorption aggregates may require

more emulsion to prevent dry mixes.

Step 2: Determination of Trial Water Content

Water acts as a lubricant in cold mixes. MS-14 procedures involve determining the Pre-Wetting Water Content.

This is the amount of water added to the dry aggregate before the emulsion to ensure uniform coating and to

prevent the emulsion from 'breaking' prematurely upon contact with dry fines.

Step 3: Determining Optimum Emulsion Content (OEC)

Several trial batches are prepared with varying emulsion percentages. The Modified Marshall Method is typically 

employed. Key steps include:Mixing: Mechanical mixing at room temperature for a specified duration (usually 2 

minutes).Compaction: Specimens are compacted using a Marshall hammer (typically 50 or 75 blows per side).

Curing:This is the most critical deviation from HMA. MS-14 specifies a curing period—often 24 to 48 hours in an

oven at 60°C—to simulate field conditions and drive off moisture before testing for stability.

Step 4: Testing for Stability and Moisture Susceptibility

Once cured, specimens are tested for Marshall Stability and Flow. Additionally, the Retained Stability Test is

performed by soaking specimens in water to evaluate their resistance to stripping (the separation of asphalt from

the aggregate due to moisture).

Practical Implementation and Field Guide



Successful execution of a CMA project requires strict adherence to field protocols. The transition from lab-designed

mix to field-placed pavement involves several critical variables.

1. Surface Preparation

The existing base must be compacted and cleaned. In many MS-14 applications, a Tack Coat using a diluted 

emulsion is applied to ensure a strong bond between the new cold mix and the underlying layer. This is particularly 

important in Pavement Rehabilitation and Patching.

2. Spreading and Aeration

CMA can be spread using a standard paver or, for smaller repairs, a motor grader. A unique requirement for certain 

cold mixes is aeration. If the mix contains a high level of moisture or volatiles (especially in cutbacks), it may need

to be manipulated to allow these fluids to evaporate before final compaction. Failure to do so can result in "shoving"

or permanent deformation under traffic.

3. Compaction Protocols

Compaction should begin when the emulsion starts to break (changes color from brown to black). MS-14 suggests 

the use of pneumatic-tired rollersfollowed by steel-wheeled rollers. The kneading action of pneumatic tires is

essential for sealing the surface and achieving the required density in cold-applied materials.

Case Studies: Pavement Rehabilitation and Cold In-Place Recycling (CIR)

One of the primary applications of MS-14 principles is in Cold In-Place Recycling (CIR). In this process, the

existing distressed pavement is milled, mixed with an emulsion or foamed bitumen, and relaid as a stabilized base

course. 

Performance Analysis in Rural Environments

In a notable project in the mid-western United States, MS-14 dense-graded cold mix was used for a 15-mile stretch 

of county road. The logistical challenge was a 3-hour distance from the nearest hot-mix plant. By using a travel-

plant mixer and a CSS-1h emulsion, the project achieved a 20% cost reduction compared to HMA. Post-

construction monitoring over five years showed that the pavement maintained structural integrity comparable to 

HMA, provided that a thin Seal Coatwas applied after the initial 6-month curing period to protect against surface

abrasion.

Troubleshooting Common Challenges in Cold Mix Applications

Despite the robustness of MS-14 guidelines, field conditions can present challenges that require technical

intervention.

Issue: Stripping and Raveling

If the aggregate is not properly coated, or if the mix is subjected to heavy rain before it has fully cured, the asphalt 

binder may detach from the aggregate (stripping). Solution: MS-14 recommends the use of anti-stripping agents

(often liquid chemicals or hydrated lime) and ensuring that the aggregate's surface charge is compatible with the

emulsion (e.g., using Cationic emulsions with acidic aggregates like granite).

Issue: Slow Curing Rates

In humid or cold climates, the evaporation of water is retarded, leading to a soft mix that cannot support traffic. 

Solution: Adjusting the emulsion formulation to a faster-setting grade or incorporating a small percentage of 

Portland Cement (typically 1-2%) to chemically consume the excess water and accelerate early-stage stiffness.



Issue: High Air Voids

Cold mixes naturally have higher air voids than HMA. While some void space is necessary for curing, excessive 

voids lead to oxidation and water infiltration. Solution:Precise control of the aggregate gradation curve to ensure it

falls within the MS-14 envelope, ensuring maximum density is achieved during the rolling phase.

The Future of Cold Mix Technology: Beyond MS-14

As we look toward the future, the principles laid out in the Asphalt Cold Mix Manual (MS-14) are being 

augmented by new technologies. Bio-based emulsions and Warm Mix Asphalt (WMA) additives are being 

integrated into cold mix designs to further enhance workability and environmental sustainability. Research into 

Volumetric Mix Design Protocolscontinues to evolve, with a focus on better predicting the long-term

performance of CMA under heavy heavy-axle loads.

Furthermore, the digitalization of mix design allows for more precise modeling of the "breaking" phenomenon. By

using moisture sensors in stockpiles and real-time emulsion chemistry monitoring, engineers can now adjust the

mix design on-the-fly to account for changing weather conditions, a significant leap forward from the static trial-and-

error methods of the past.

In summary, the MS-14 Asphalt Cold Mix Manual provides the essential technical foundation for sustainable

pavement engineering. By mastering the balance of chemical emulsion behavior, aggregate mechanics, and

volumetric design, infrastructure professionals can deliver durable, efficient, and environmentally responsible road

networks. The transition to cold mix technology, supported by the rigorous standards of the Asphalt Institute,

represents a vital step toward the next generation of resilient infrastructure.
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