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Abstract. Generally, numerical simulations of structures are carried out in such a way as to most 
accurately repeat their real behavior. The current rules for finite element modeling of tubular joints oblige 
scientists and engineers to construct their numerical models considering initial imperfections. However, 
not all joints are sensitive to initial imperfections. Often consideration of initial imperfections brings no 
reasonable improvements in the accuracy of results, but severely complicates numerical simulations. In 
such cases, the effect of geometrical imperfections can be effectively replaced by a simple theoretical 
equation or neglected entirely. This paper evaluates the effect of initial geometrical imperfections on the 
structural behavior of cold-formed rectangular hollow section T joints. Imperfections are simulated using 
the conventional approach for thin-walled structures, applying corresponding buckling modes to the 
perfect geometry. The paper analyzes several buckling modes and their combinations to identify the most 
rational technique for simulation of imperfections under in-plane bending and axial loading. Based on the 
obtained results, parametric studies are conducted to investigate the effect of initial imperfections on 
joints with various geometry and material properties. The results demonstrate that initial imperfections 
reduce the resistance and initial stiffness of joints. However, the observed effect has been found 
sufficiently small to be safely ignored in computational analyses. 

Аннотация. Как правило, конечно-элементный анализ строительных конструкций 
проводится таким образом, чтобы максимально точно повторить их реальную работу. 
Современные требования к конечно-элементному анализу трубных узлов обязывают ученых и 
инженеров учитывать влияние начальных несовершенств. Однако, как показывает практика, не 
все узлы чувствительны к начальным несовершенствам. Часто учет несовершенств не позволяет 
получить более точные результаты, однако серьезно усложняет расчет конструкций. В таких 
случаях влияние несовершенств может быть учтено простой аналитической формулой или не 
учитываться вообще. Данная статья исследует влияние начальных геометрических 
несовершенств на несущую способность Т-образных узлов из труб прямоугольного сечения. 
Несовершенства моделируются при помощи традиционного для тонкостенных конструкций 
метода, когда соответствующая форма потери устойчивости узла прикладывается к его идеальной 
геометрии. Чтобы определить наиболее целесообразный подход к моделированию 
несовершенств для изгиба в плоскости узла и продольного сжатия, статья анализирует несколько 
форм потери устойчивости, а также их возможные комбинации. На основании полученных данных 
статья проводит параметрические исследования, чтобы определить влияние несовершенств на 
работу узлов с различной геометрией и свойствами стали. Результаты показали, что начальные 
несовершенства уменьшают несущую способность трубных узлов. Однако наблюдаемый 
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негативный эффект достаточно мал и позволяет проводить расчет конструкций без учета влияния 
геометрических несовершенств. 

1. Introduction 
To provide most reliable results, numerical simulations are carried out in such a way as to most 

accurately repeat the real behavior of structures. Generally, the finite element analysis of tubular joints 
incorporates nonlinear large deflection theory for displacements, a nonlinear elastic-plastic material law 
as well as initial imperfections [1]. Initial imperfections include the deviations of geometry, imperfections 
in boundary conditions and residual stresses. Cold-formed tubular welded joints are generally influenced 
by initial geometrical imperfections, welding residual stresses and the residual stresses that occur from 
the cold-forming process.  

The influence of welding residual stresses on structural behavior of rectangular hollow section 
joints was investigated in [2, 3] and was found negligible. Residual stresses in tubular joints obtained 
from cold-forming process were studied in [4–6]. However, very limited research is dedicated to studying 
initial geometrical imperfections in tubular joints. Most of the current papers conduct finite element 
analyses ignoring deviations in geometry of tubular members [7–10]. Although such an approach can be 
fully justified for members with very thick walls, it is not clear, whether or not the same can be assumed 
for tubes with relatively thin walls. These joints may behave similarly to thin-walled structures, which 
demonstrate considerable reduction of resistance due to imperfections in geometry [11, 12]. Moreover, 
the effect of initial imperfections might differ for the joints made of high strength steels, which are known 
to be particularly sensitive to any uncertainties. If the influence of initial imperfections is considerable, 
ignoring them in the design of tubular joints can lead to the overestimation of their load-bearing capacity, 
leading thus to unsafe results. 

This paper investigates numerically the effect of initial geometrical imperfections on the resistance 
and initial stiffness of rectangular hollow section (RHS) T joints. A T joint represents the simplest joint 
configuration, when a brace is welded to a chord at an angle of 90°, as shown in Figure 1a. Section 2 
develops the finite element (FE) model for RHS T joints and briefly describes its structural behavior under 
in-plane bending Mip and axial brace loading N. The loading cases are demonstrated in Figure 1b. Initial 
imperfections are modelled by applying the scaled buckling modes to perfect geometry. Section 3.1 
considers various buckling modes and their combinations by comparing the structural behavior of perfect 
and imperfect FE models. Finally, Section 3.2 provides parametric studies of RHS T joints with varying 
geometry and steel grades. The paper investigates only butt-welded joints, with no welding imperfections 
considered. 

a)   b)  

Figure 1. RHS T joint: a) notations; b) loading cases 

2. Methods 
2.1. Development of FE model 

The FE model for RHS T joints under in-plane bending was developed in [13]. This paper conducts 
numerical analyses employing the FE package Abaqus/Standard [14]. Cold-formed sections were 
modeled with round corners, according to EN 10219-2:2006 [15]. Residual stresses due to cold-forming 
were not considered. To exclude the possible effects of chord boundary conditions, its length was 
selected as 6b0, as recommended in [16], while the brace length was chosen as 4b1, as shown in 
Figure 2a. The wall thickness of the brace t1 was chosen so that it did not exceed the thickness of the 
chord t0. Following the recommendations of [17], the sections were modelled using solid quadratic finite 
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elements with reduced integration (C3D20R), with two elements in the thickness direction. To capture 
large stress gradients, the mesh was refined near the connection area. 

 
  

a) b) 

Figure 2. FE model: a) meshing; b) welds modeling 

The joints were modelled with butt welds, considering them as the continuation of the brace parent 
material. The connection was simulated using the tie constraint [14], which ties two separate surfaces 
together with no relative motion between, as shown in Figure 2b. This approach allows using individual 
meshes for the connected members with no direct matching of their nodes [18]. All calculations employed 
the elastic-plastic material model with linear strain hardening according to EN 1993-1-5:2006 [19], with 
the Young’s modulus of E = 210 GPa and the Poisson’s ratio of ν = 0.3, as shown in Figure 3a.  

                       
a)                                                                                        b) 

Figure 3. a) Material model; b) boundary conditions to prevent bending of the chord 
Loading was performed using a force-controlled nonlinear static analysis. The load was applied to 

the end of the brace by a concentrated in-plane moment M or an axial force N. In case of axial brace 
loading, the axial force N causes in-plane bending of the chord, producing additional normal stresses on 
its faces. These stresses affect the structural behavior of tubular joints, reducing their resistance and 
initial stiffness [20]. To eliminate this effect, the bottom flange of the chord was restrained along the whole 
length against vertical displacements, as shown in Figure 3b. 

2.2. Modeling imperfections 
Currently, there are two main approaches for the implementation of geometrical imperfections to 

the perfect model. The first method represents measuring the real imperfections of members using non-
contact 3D deformation scanners [21, 22]. The measured imperfections are then added to the FE model. 
Such a method provides a very realistic distribution of imperfections along the surface of members but is 
very time-consuming and is not widely used due to the high price of the measuring equipment.  
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The second approach is described in Appendix C.5 of EN 1993-1-5:2006 [19] and it represents the 
simulation of equivalent imperfections. On the first step, a linear buckling analysis is performed. The 
obtained buckling modes are then scaled and implemented to a model with perfect geometry. The 
direction of the applied imperfections should be such that the lowest resistance is obtained. Although the 
resulting distribution of imperfections in this case represents a rather simplified pattern, this 
straightforward method is widely used, particularly for thin-walled structures [23, 24]. This approach is 
employed in the present study in all FE analyses. According to EN 1993-1-8:2005 [25], the most typical 
failure modes for RHS T joints are chord face bending for β ≤ 0.85 and chord side walls failure for 
0.85 < β ≤ 1.0. This means that local deformations in RHS T joints are generally located in the chord. 
Therefore, this paper considers geometrical imperfections only in relation to the chord member.  

When imperfections are applied based on a linear buckling analysis, attention should be paid on 
two issues. The first one concerns the shape and the amplitude of imperfections. To apply imperfections 
in the most unfavorable way, their shape should possibly repeat the deformation pattern of the joint under 
the corresponding load. Figure 4a shows the typical deformation pattern of the RHS T joint under an axial 
brace loading. In this case, imperfections can be applied as the concavity of the chord top face x1 and the 
convexity of its web x2. The deformation of the RHS T joint under in-plane bending can be considered as 
a combination of a compressed and a tensile part. In this case, geometrical imperfections can be applied 
similarly using the corresponding buckling modes. 

   
a) b) c) 

Figure 4. a) Deformation shape of RHS T joint under axial brace loading; b) limitations 
provided in EN 1993-1-5:2006 [19]; c) limitations provided in EN 10219-2:2006 

According to [4], maximum measured imperfections can be conservatively used to predict lower 
bound strength in the FE analysis. The required magnitudes of imperfections can be found in Eurocode. 
Appendix C.5 of EN 1993-1-5:2006 [19] specifies local imperfections equal to ew = a/200 or b/200, as 
shown in Figure 4b. In relation to a RHS chord, these values respectively correspond to b0/200 and 
h0/200. The same amplitudes are used in many publications [26, 27]. Another value can be found in 
EN 10219-2:2006 [15], which limits the concavity and convexity of cold-formed RHS tubes by 0.8 % with 
a minimum of 0.5 mm, see d1 and d2 in Figure 4c. This corresponds to the values of b0/125 and h0/125. 
The same limit can be found in [28]. Experimental measurements of the imperfections on hollow sections 
[5, 29, 30] demonstrate that real imperfections generally do not exceed these amplitudes. This paper 
employs the values of b0/125 and h0/125, as the most conservative limitations. 

The second issue of this approach relates to the combination rules for buckling modes, i.e. the 
number of buckling modes to be applied and their corresponding scaling factors. Generally, the 
deformation pattern of the joint is governed by the first buckling mode [4]. However, if the difference 
between the first and subsequent eigenvalues is small, some subsequent buckling modes can also 
contribute to the overall deformation. To take into account several buckling modes, a combination rule for 
their imperfections should be considered. Appendix C of EN 1993-1-5:2006 [19] states that any buckling 
mode can be taken as the leading imperfection, and the accompanying modes may have their values 
reduced to 70 %. This leads to the following combination rule: 
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( )0 1 2 30.7 ... ne e e e e= + + + +
,
 (1) 

where e0 is the total amplitude, en is the amplitude from buckling mode n, n is the amount of considered 
buckling modes. It should be noted that the summation should be conducted very thoroughly, paying 
attention to the shape of buckling modes. Eq. (1) considers the amplitudes at some particular point of 
interest. This paper considers the imperfections of the chord; therefore, Eq. (1) regulates the convexity of 
the chord side walls, denoted as x2 in Figure 4a. Therefore, it should include only those modes that have 
the maximum (or at least considerable) deformation in the chord side walls. The direction of imperfections 
is also important: if negative buckling modes are included Eq. (1), they have to be multiplied by negative 
scaling factors to be applied in the proper direction. 

2.3. Structural behavior of RHS T joints 
The local beam model for semi-rigid tubular T joints has been developed in [31]. The models under 

in-plane bending moment and axial brace loading are depicted in Figure 5, where Sj,ini and Cj,ini denote 
initial rotational and axial stiffnesses, which are modelled by rotational and linear springs, respectively. It 
should be noted that the springs are located at the upper flange of the chord and they are connected to 
the chord axis by a rigid beam. 

 
a) b) 

Figure 5. Design local models for RHS T joint: a) in-plane bending; b) axial brace loading 

Generally, displacements and rotations measured in a FE analysis reflect the global behavior of 
the joint, including deformations of the chord and the brace, as well as the local deformations of the joint. 
The latter represents the deformations at the connection area, where the brace and the chord meet. In 
particular, to obtain the local rotation of the joint φ in case of in-plane bending, the rotation of the brace 
φbr and the rotation of the chord φch are subtracted from the measured rotation in the end of the brace φtot 
(Figure 6): 

tot br chϕ ϕ ϕ ϕ= − −  (2) 

 

 
a) b) c) 

Figure 6. Behavior under in-plane bending: a) elastic rotation of the brace;  
b) elastic rotation of the chord; c) local rotation of the joint 
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To obtain local displacements in case of axial loading, the displacement in the end of the brace δtot 
is reduced by the brace shortening δsh: 

tot shδ δ δ= − . (3) 

The motions of the members are supposed to be elastic (assuming that plastic deformations occur 
only in the connection area); therefore, the values φbr, φch, and δsh are calculated manually using the  
well-known beam equations from strength of materials: 

01 1

1 0 1

; ;
12br ch sh

MlMl Nl
EI EI EA

ϕ ϕ δ= = =  (4) 

where l0 and l1 are respectively the lengths of the chord and the brace, I0 and I1 are respectively the 
second moments of area of the chord and the brace, A1 is the cross-sectional area of the brace, E is the 
Young’s modulus. 

The structural behavior of tubular joints demonstrates certain similarities in case of in-plane 
bending and axial brace loading and it is best described by corresponding load-deformation curves. The 
initial stiffness and resistance of joints are found graphically, using a manual curve-fitting approach. To 
evaluate the deformation capacity of joints, the 3%b0 deformation limit is calculated in accordance with 
[32]. Following this rule, for a joint loaded by an axial brace force, the deformation limit δlim is found as 

lim 00.03bδ =  (5) 

Similarly, for a joint loaded by an in-plane moment the deformation limit φlim is 

0
lim

1

0.03 0.06
/ 2
b

h
ϕ

η
= =  (6) 

Initial stiffness Sj,ini (Cj,ini) is found as the tangent line in the elastic phase of the curve, as shown in 
Figure 7. The resistance of joints is determined depending on their brace-to-chord width ratio β [33]. For 
the joints with β ≤ 0.85, bending of the chord top face governs the deformation of the whole joint, and the 
load-deformation curve has a clearly observed hardening phase, as shown in Figure 7. In this case, 
plastic resistance Mpl (Npl) is determined as the intersection of two tangent lines corresponding to initial 
stiffness Sj,ini (Cj,ini) and hardening stiffness Sj,h (Cj,h), as demonstrated in [34]. Ultimate resistance Mu (Nu) 
in this case usually corresponds to very large deformations, considerably exceeding the deformation limit; 
therefore, it is not considered in this paper.  

 

Figure 7. Load-deformation curve for T joint with β ≤ 0.85 
The behavior of joints with 0.85 < β ≤ 1.0 is generally governed by chord side walls buckling. 

Instead of a well-developed hardening phase, the action-deformation curves of such joints have a clear 
peak load Mmax (Nmax). The resistance of such joints depends on the correlation between this peak load 
and the 3%b0 deformation limit [35]. If a joint has a peak load Mmax (Nmax) at a deformation smaller than 
φlim (δlim), the peak load is considered to be the resistance of the joint, as shown in Figure 8a. If a joint 
has a peak load Mmax (Nmax) at a deformation larger than φlim (δlim), resistance is determined as equal to 
the load at the deformation limit, as shown in Figure 8b. 
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a) b) 

Figure 8. Load-deformation curves for T joint with 0.85 < β ≤ 1.0 

3. Results and Discussion 
3.1. Influence of initial imperfections on structural behavior of joints 

This section investigates the effect of initial geometric imperfections on the structural behavior of 
RHS T joints under two loading cases: an axial load and an in-plane bending moment. Attention is paid 
particularly on the buckling modes and their possible combinations that can be used to the proper 
modeling of imperfections. All analyses were conducted on a single joint with a 100 x 100 x 6 mm chord 
and a 60 x 60 x 6 mm brace (β = 0.6), made of S355 steel grade.  

On the first step, a linear buckling analysis was conducted for the case of in-plane bending and 
axial brace loading to obtain desired buckling modes. Figure 9 presents the first 10 buckling modes for 
the case of in-plane bending. As can be seen, Modes 3–10 represent local buckling of the brace and they 
cannot be applied to simulate chord imperfections. Modes 1 and 2 most closely correspond to the 
deformation pattern under the moment loading; however, major displacements are observed in the end of 
the brace, but not in the chord web. For this reason, buckling modes obtained from in-plane bending were 
found inapplicable for the simulation of imperfections for the considered joint. 

     
1 2 3 4 5 

     
6 7 8 9 10 

Figure 9. Buckling modes, in-plane bending 

The buckling modes for axial loading are provided in Figure 10. A negative Mode 1 represents a 
buckling mode closest to the real deformation pattern of the joint under an axial load (compare with 
Figure 4a). Modes 4 and 9 correspond to the lateral buckling of the chord and cannot be used to simulate 
local imperfections of the cross-section. Modes 5 and 10 are located in the brace. Modes 7 and 8 are 
similar to Modes 1 and 6, respectively. Mode 3 represents the buckling of the chord side walls in opposite 
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direction, i.e. inwards the tube. Based on these observations, Modes 1, 2 and 6 were selected as the 
most reliable for the simulation of imperfections, both in the case of in-plane bending and axial loading.  

     

1 2 3 4 5 

     

6 7 8 9 10 

Figure 10. Buckling modes, axial loading 
On the second step, a nonlinear static analysis was conducted for the joint separately under in-

plane bending and axial loading. The analyses were conducted with and without imperfections. 
Imperfections were simulated using Modes 1, 2 and 6 for both loading cases. Each buckling mode was 
first applied independently and then in a combination with others. The combination was introduced 
according to Eq. (1), employing the following equation:  

0 1 2 60.7 0.7e e e e= + +  (7) 

The scaling factors for the buckling modes were selected such that the total convexity on the web 
e0 was equal to the assumed limitation of h0/125 = 0.8 mm. Being negative, Mode 1 was applied in the 
opposite direction. The outcome of the numerical analyses included the plastic resistance and initial 
stiffness of the analyzed joints. The results are presented in Table 1, where “Imperfect-N” relates to the 
model with imperfections obtained from a buckling mode N. “Imperfect-C” corresponds to the model with 
imperfections obtained from the combination of buckling modes, Eq. (7). The results are presented in 
absolute values and in relation to “Perfect” model. 

Table 1. Structural behavior of joints with various imperfections 

 
Mpl [kNm] Sj,ini [kNm/rad] Npl [kN] Cj,ini [kN/mm] 

Perfect 3.15 1 262.0 1 121.9 1 219.9 1 
Imperfect-1 3.12 0.99 256.9 0.98 120.1 0.98 210.4 0.96 
Imperfect-2 3.15 1.00 262.0 1.00 121.9 1.00 220.0 1.00 
Imperfect-6 3.15 1.00 262.1 1.00 122.9 1.01 220.0 1.00 
Imperfect-C 3.13 1.00 259.0 0.99 120.8 0.99 214.3 0.97 

 

As can be seen, the influence of initial geometric imperfections on the structural behavior is 
negligibly small. The reduction of resistance does not exceed 1 % for moment load and 2 % for axial 
load. For initial stiffness, the values account for 2 % and 4 % respectively. For both loading cases, the 
most conservative results are observed employing buckling Mode 1, i.e. the mode that as close as 
possible corresponds to the deformation pattern of the joint under an axial brace loading. This buckling 
mode can be considered further as the bounding buckling mode. Although in this section it corresponded 
to the first computed buckling mode, its number can be different for other joints. 

3.2. Parametric studies for joints with various geometry and steel grades 
This section evaluates the effect of geometric imperfections on the structural behavior of RHS 

T joints with varying geometries and steel grades. The variations of geometry are considered in relation 
to chord wall thickness and the width of the brace. As in Section 3.1, firstly a linear buckling analysis was 
conducted for every joint, followed by a nonlinear static analysis. Initial imperfections were simulated 
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using the bounding buckling mode that maximally repeats the deformation of the joint under an axial load. 
The results are evaluated in relation to resistance and initial stiffness, separately under moment and axial 
loading. 

3.2.1. Joints with various steel grade 
Consider firstly the effect of steel grade on the behavior of the joint. The analyses were conducted 

on the same joint as was used in Section 3.1. In addition to S355, the study considered steel grades 
S500 and S700, employing similar bi-linear material models. The results are presented in Figure 11 and 
Table 2, where indices p and i relate to perfect and imperfect models, respectively. As can be seen, the 
small influence of initial imperfections remains also for higher steel grades. Similarly, imperfections 
reduce plastic moment and axial resistance by 1 % and 2 % respectively. Initial rotational and axial 
stiffness is reduced by 2 % and 4 % respectively. 

 
Figure 11. Influence of initial imperfections on joints with various steel grades 

Table 2. Influence of initial imperfections for joints with various steel grades 

Steel grade S355p S355i S355i/ S355p S500p S500i S500i/ S500p S700p S700i S700i/ 
S700p 

Mpl [kNm] 3.15 3.12 0.99 4.26 4.23 0.99 5.73 5.69 0.99 

Sj,ini [kNm/rad] 262.0 256.9 0.98 262.0 256.9 0.98 262.0 256.9 0.98 

Npl [kN] 121.9 120.1 0.98 165.4 162.6 0.98 221.7 218.2 0.98 

Cj,ini [kN/mm] 219.9 210.4 0.96 219.9 210.4 0.96 219.9 210.4 0.96 
 
3.2.2. Joints with various chord wall thickness 
The next parametric study investigates the effect of initial geometric imperfections on the behavior 

of joints with varying chord wall thickness. Generally, this thickness is characterized by the chord width-
to-thickness ratio γ = b0/2t0, which for simplicity is often considered as 2γ = b0/t0. Chapter 7 of  
EN 1993-1-8:2005 [25] limits 2γ in the range of 10 ≤ 2γ ≤ 35. Initial geometrical imperfections are known 
to considerably reduce the resistance of thin-walled members [4]. For this reason, a more pronounced 
effect can be expected for the joints with 2γ close to its upper limit. 

Section 3.1 evaluated the joint with 2γ = 100/6 = 16.6, which is close to the lower bound of γ. In the 
following, two additional chord thicknesses are considered: 2γ = 25.0 (t0 = 4 mm) and 2γ = 33.3 
(t0 = 3 mm). The thickness of the brace was selected as equal to the thickness of the chord. The results 
are presented graphically in Figure 12 and collected in Table 3, where indices p and i relate to perfect 
and imperfect models, respectively. As can be seen, the effect of initial imperfections is more pronounced 
for joints with thinner walls, reducing their moment and axial resistance by 3 % for 2γ = 33.3. A more 
pronounced infunence is observed for initial stiffness: rotational stiffness is reduced by 4 %, while axial 
stiffness is reduced by 6 %.  
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Figure 12. Influence of initial imperfections on joints with various chord wall thickness 
Table 3. Influence of initial imperfections for joints with various chord wall thickness 

2γ 16.6p 16.6i 16.6i/ 
16.6p 25.0p 25.0i 25.0i/ 

25.0p 33.3p 33.3i 33.3i/ 33.3p 

Mpl [kNm] 3.15 3.12 0.99 1.29 1.27 0.98 0.67 0.65 0.97 
Sj,ini [kNm/rad] 262.0 256.9 0.98 86.4 84.1 0.97 39.6 38.1 0.96 

Npl [kN] 121.9 120.1 0.98 48.8 47.9 0.98 25.0 24.3 0.97 
Cj,ini [kN/mm] 219.9 210.4 0.96 70.9 67.6 0.95 31.9 30.1 0.94 

 
3.3. Joints with various brace width 

The third and the last parametric study evaluates the influence of initial imperfections of joints with 
different brace widths. Generally, the brace width is represented by the brace-to-chord width ratio β. EN 
1993-1-8:2005 [25] limits β for RHS T joints in the range of 0.25 ≤ β ≤ 1.0. All previous analyses 
considered the joints with β = 0.6 and demonstrated a negligibly small effect of initial imperfections. 
Although this finding can be justified for the joints that fail from chord face bending, the results can differ 
for the joints with other failure modes, e.g. chord side walls buckling, which is critical when 0.85 < β ≤ 1.0.  

Consider the structural behavior of equal-width joints (β = 1.0). The analyses were conducted for a 
joint with a 100x100 chord and a 100x100 brace, made of S355, with three chord wall thicknesses: 
2γ = 16.6 (t0 = 6 mm), 2γ = 25.0 (t0 = 4 mm) and 2γ = 33.3 (t0 = 3 mm). The wall thickness of the brace 
was selected as equal to the wall thickness of the chord. The resistance of the joints was determined 
according to Figure 8. The structural behavior of the joints is illustrated in Figure 13 and summarized in 
Table 4, where indices p and i relate to perfect and imperfect models, respectively. As can be seen, the 
negative influence of initial imperfections observed for joints with β = 0.6 remains also for equal-width 
joints. Similarly, the effect is more pronounced for the joints with thinner walls, reducing their moment and 
axial resistance by 2% and 5% respectively for 2γ = 33.3. In relation to initial stiffness, the reducing effect 
does not exceed 7%. It should be noted that the effect is more pronounced for axial loading than for in-
plane bending.  

 
Figure 13. Influence of initial imperfections on joints with β = 1.0 
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Table 4. Influence of initial imperfections on joints with β = 1.0 
2γ 16.6p 16.6i 16.6i/ 16.6p 25.0p 25.0i 25.0i/ 25.0p 33.3p 33.3i 33.3i/ 33.3p 

Mpl [kNm] 21.34 21.29 1.00 12.85 12.77 0.99 8.61 8.44 0.98 
Sj,ini [kNm/rad] 4281 4237 0.99 2332 2295 0.98 1578 1538 0.97 

Npl [kN] 525.3 503.7 0.96 282.0 269.3 0.95 179.9 171.2 0.95 
Cj,ini [kN/mm] 1181 1102 0.93 429 403 0.94 213 201 0.94 

3.4. Discussion 
In this paper, geometrical imperfections were modelled applying scaled buckling modes to the 

perfect geometry. Buckling modes were obtained from linear buckling analyses for the corresponding 
loading type. The comparative buckling analyses under axial loading have showed that the first buckling 
mode most closely corresponds to the deformation pattern of T joints, being thus the most desirable for 
the simulation of initial imperfections. The consideration of higher buckling modes as well as their 
possible combinations brought no noticeable changes in further results and therefore was found 
unnecessary. At the same time, all buckling modes resulted from in-plane bending loading were located 
in the brace and therefore could not be employed to simulate local deformations of the chord walls. For 
this reason, imperfections for both loading cases were modelled using the first buckling mode obtained 
from axial loading. This resulted to the fact that the observed influence of imperfections was less 
pronounced for in-plane bending than for axial loading. In all cases studied in this paper, the first buckling 
mode was negative and was multiplied by a negative scaling factor to be applied in the proper direction.  

The conducted parametric studies have demonstrated a small negative influence of initial 
imperfections on both design resistance and initial stiffness of the investigated joints. The effect was 
observed for the joints governed by chord face bending (β ≤ 0.85) as well as the joints with chord side 
walls buckling as the dominating failure mode (β > 0.85). The structural properties were found to 
decrease for the joints with thinner walls, particularly those with 2γ ratio close to its upper limit specified 
by the Eurocode (2γ = 35). For the joints beyond this limit (2γ > 35), the effect is expected to be more 
pronounced, making these joints behave similar to thin-walled sections. At the same time, the negative 
effect of imperfections showed no correlation with steel grade in the considered range from S355 to 
S700.  

The maximum observed reduction of resistance accounted 3 % and 5 % for in-plane bending 
moment and axial loading respectively. In practice, these reductions are taken into account by partial 
safety factors and thus do not have to be considered in theoretical calculations. At the same time, initial 
imperfections reduce initial rotational stiffness by 4 % and initial axial stiffness by 7 %. Since the accuracy 
requirements for initial stiffness are not as strict as for resistance, these small reductions of stiffness are 
acceptable and can be ignored in the design. It should be noted that in this paper imperfections were 
modelled rather conservatively, using the maximum allowed value of h0/125. The experimental 
measurements of on RHS tubes [5, 29, 30] demonstrate that real imperfections are generally smaller 
than this amplitude. Moreover, imperfections were applied in the most unfavorable way, i.e. providing the 
most unsafe behavior. In real members, the distribution of imperfections is more random. These findings 
allow to conclude that initial geometrical imperfections do not seriously affect the structural behavior of 
RHS T joints in the range defined by the regulations of the Eurocode.  

4. Conclusions 
This paper analyzed the effect of initial geometric imperfections on the structural behavior of 

tubular joints. In this study, initial geometrical imperfections were simulated using the conventional 
approach for thin-walled sections, applying corresponding buckling modes scaled in accordance with 
allowable fabrication tolerances. The comparative FE analyses for RHS joints with perfect and imperfect 
geometry have showed that the effect of initial geometric imperfections on the strength of joints is smaller 
than that observed for thin-walled cold-formed structures. For this reason, geometrical imperfections can 
be neglected in the design of RHS T joints with no serious consequences on their design results. 

The presented results can serve as a starting point for studying the issue of initial imperfections in 
relation to welded tubular joints. This paper considered the joints that follow the requirements of 
Eurocode, i.e. 0.25 ≤ β ≤ 1.0, 10 ≤ 2γ ≤ 35, steel grades from S355 to S700, under in-plane bending and 
axial loading. For joints with β ≤ 0.85, chord face bending governs the deformation of the joint under all 
loading cases; therefore, the obtained conclusions can be extended also for the case of out-of-plane 
bending. Some comparative numerical analyses can be conducted to eliminate a possible scaling effect, 
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considering joints with different sections of the chord. Moreover, some calculations can be useful to 
extend the conclusions for other welded connections, including K and X joints, as well as circular hollow 
section joints. In addition, particularly important results can be obtained considering geometrical 
imperfections in welds, i.e., the deviations of fillet welds from their nominal dimensions. 
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