Controlling the crack width of
flexural RC members
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Reinforced concrete (RC) structures built using high strength
deformed bars and designed using limit state design method
were found to have larger crack widths. To control these crack
widths and to enhance durability, different codes prescribe
limiting crack widths based on the environment in which the
structure exists. The latest revision of the Indian code stresses
the importance of durability and has introduced formulae to
calculate the crack widths. Unfortunately, the formulae given
in the Indian code are complex and are seldom used in practice.
A similar approach was used in the American code till 1999.
However, recent research has found that there is no correlation
between corrosion and crack widths. Also, there was a large
scatter in the measured crack widths even in controlled
laboratory experiments. Hence, a simple formula, involving
the clear cover and calculated stress in reinforcement at service
load has been included in the latest revision of the ACI code. A
similar formula which also takes into account the effect of
epoxy coating on reinforcement is suggested for the Indian
code. Discussions on controlling the flexural cracking in the
flanges of T-beams and side face reinforcement of large
reinforced concrete beams are also included in the paper. The
author highlights the need of introducing a simple formula
for controlling crack widths in Indian codes on similar lines of
the ACI code.
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According to the design philosophy of the limit states method,
two distinct classes of limit states should be satisfied, namely,
ultimate limit states and serviceability limit states. While the
former deals with safety in terms of strength, overturning,
sliding, fatigue fracture, buckling, etc, the latter is concerned
with serviceability in terms of deflection, cracking, durability,
vibration, etc. The Indian code (clauses 42 and 43 of IS 456 :
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2000) does not require the designer to perform any explicit
check on deflection or crack width for all normal cases,
provided the codal recommendations for limiting l/d ratios
(for deflection control) and spacing of flexural reinforcement
(for crack control) are complied with1.
It has been recognised that many of the modern concrete
structures are safe with respect to ultimate limit states.
However, many times structural failures are often reported
in terms of serviceability. In particular, it is the serviceability
limit state of durability that is often ignored all over the world.
Inadequate durability is due to several factors such as
improper production, placing, vibration and curing of
concrete, chemical attack from the environment and resulting
corrosion, inadequate sizes of structural members which
result in excessive deflections and crack widths (and
subsequent loss of durability). Hence it was given importance
in the recent revision of the Indian code. An Appendix F was
also added to calculate the crack width of flexural members.
However, the equations gives in Appendix F of the code result
in complex calculations. Moreover the calculated crack widths
according to the formulae do not correlate with the crack
width in members tested even under controlled laboratory
experiments2, 3. Hence the American code has dispensed with
the crack width calculations and has given a much simpler
equation to calculate the spacing of reinforcement  which
will result in controlled cracking. Hence in this paper the
drawbacks of the Indian code provisions are discussed and
the need for introducing a formula similar to the ACI code is
stressed. Other methods to control flexural cracking in the
flanges of T-beams and deep flexural members are discussed.

Cracking in RC flexural members
Cracking in reinforced concrete members may be due to the
4
following causes .

•

Flexural tensile stress due to bending under applied
loads

1

•

Volume changes due to creep, shrinkage, thermal and
chemical effects

Additional curvatures due to continuity effects,
settlement of supports, etc.
The discussion in this paper is confined to the cracking
due to the first cause. It is difficult to predict the crack width
due to the other two causes. However, it has been found that
they are greatly controlled by good quality concrete, proper
detailing of shrinkage and temperature reinforcement and
proper location of expansion / control joints, etc.

•

It is of interest to note that structures built in the past
using working stress design method and reinforcements with
a yield strength of 250 MPa had low tensile stresses in the
reinforcements at service loads. It has been found in laboratory
investigations that cracking is generally proportional to the
5, 6
tensile stress in steel . Thus, with low tensile stresses in the
reinforcements at service loads, these structures served their
intended functions with very limited flexural cracking.
However, the introduction of high strength steel having
yield stress of 415 MPa and higher, and the use of limit state
design methods (which allow higher stresses in the
reinforcements), result in visible cracks and hence the
detailing of reinforcement to control cracking assumes more
importance.
There are three perceived reasons for limiting the crack
width in concrete. These are appearance, corrosion and water
tightness. It may be particularly mentioned that all the three
are not applicable simultaneously in a particular structure.
Appearance is important in the case of exposed concrete for
aesthetic reasons. Similarly, corrosion is important for
concrete exposed to aggressive environments. Water tightness
is required in the case of liquid storage structure and for
marine/sanitary structures. Appearance requires limit of
crack widths on the surface. This can be ensured by locating
the reinforcement as close as possible to the surface (by using
small covers) which will prevent cracks from widening.
Corrosion control on the contrary requires increased
thickness of concrete cover and better quality of concrete.
Water tightness requires control on crack widths but
applicable only to special structures. Hence, a single provision
in the code is not sufficient to address the control of cracking
due to all the above three reasons.
Table 1: Tolerable crack widths according to ACI 224R-80, CEBFIP model code and IS code
Sl.No. Exposure condition

Tolerable crack widths, mm
ACI 224 R-80 CEB – FIP

1

Low humidity, dry air or

IS 456 : 2000

0.40

0.4 – 0.6

0.30

0.30

0.2– 0.3

0.20

protective environment
2

High humidity, moist,
air, soil

3

Deicing chemicals

0.2

0.10 – 0.15

0.10

4

Sea water and sea water

0.15

0.10 – 0.15

0.10

0.10

–

–

spray
5

Water-retaining structures

* Lower crack width limit is for cases with minimum cover; upper limit = 1.5 × minimum
cover.
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Traditionally, the codes specified permissible crack widths
in order to solve this problem. The permissible crack widths
1,4,7
as specified by some codes are given in Table 1 . It is
interesting to note that the earlier version of IS code
recommended a limiting crack width of 0.004 times the
nominal cover for severe environment.
Early investigations of crack width in beams and members
subject to axial tension indicated that crack width was
proportional to steel stress and bar diameter, but was
3
inversely proportional to reinforcement percentage . Other
variables such as the quality of concrete, the thickness of
concrete cover and the area of concrete in the zone of
maximum tension surrounding each individual reinforcing
bar, depth of member and location of neutral axis, bond
strength and tensile strength of concrete were also found to
2, 3
be important . Some of these factors are inter-related. There
is a strong correlation between surface crack width and cover,
cc, as shown in Fig 1. For a particular magnitude of strain in
the steel, the larger the cover, the larger will be the surface
crack width affecting the appearance.

Indian code provisions
According to the explanatory handbook on Indian concrete
code, the width of flexural crack at a particular point on the
surface of a flexural member is found to increase with the
increase in the following three major influencing factors8:
(i) average tensile strain at surface, which in turn,
increases with increase in the mean tensile strain, εsm,
in the neighbouring reinforcement;
(ii) distance between the point on the surface and the
nearest longitudinal bar which runs perpendicular
to the crack;
(iii) distance between the point on the surface and the
neutral axis.
Due to the several inter-related variables, the estimate of
the probable maximum width of surface cracks in a flexural
member is a fairly complex problem. A number of widely
different equations have been proposed (with semi-empirical
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gives the maximum probable crackwidth as5:

wcr

−6
= [(11 × 10 )3 dc (

Ae
)β] f
st
n

... (3)

where,
dc = thickness of concrete cover measured from the
extreme tension fibre to the centre of the nearest
bar

9

formulations) in the past . The formulation given in
1
Appendix F of the recent revision of the Indian code is exactly
10
similar to that given in the British code .
Provided the strain in tension reinforcement is limited to
0.8 fy / Es, the design surface crack width is given by the code
as:

wcr

= (3acrε m )/ [1 + 2(acr − cmin )/ (D − kd )]

...(1)

where,
acr = distance from the point considered to the surface of
2
the nearest longitudinal bar (In Fig 2(a) acr = [(0.5 s)
2
0.5
+ c min] where s is the spacing between bars.
cmin = minimum cover to the longitudinal bar
εm = average steel strain at the level considered
D = overall depth of the member
kd = depth of neutral axis
Es = the modulus of elasticity of the reinforcement, and
fy = the yield stress of reinforcement.
Generally, the point for considering the maximum crack
width is located on the surface of the beam or slabs (on the
tension side), mid-way between two reinforcing bars as
shown in Fig 2. The formula for mean strain, εm, is given by
the code as

εm = ε1 −

b(D − kd)( a'− kd)
3Es Ast (d − kd)

(Ae = 2 (D-d) bw in Fig 2)
n = number of bars in tension; in case different
diameters are used, n shall be taken as the total
steel area divided by the area of the largest bar
diameter
fst = stress at the centroid of the tension steel and may
be taken as 0.6 fy
β = ratio of the distances to the neutral axis from the
extreme tension fibre and from the centroid of the
reinforcement.
It has to be noted that equation 2 is empirical, and for
dimensional homogeneity, the constant 3 in the denominator
evidently has the inverse unit of stress. Similarly, the same
applies to the constant 11 x 10-6 in equation 3, which was
obtained from statistical analysis of the experimental data.
The 1995 edition of the code required that when the yield
strength of reinforcement exceeds 275 MPa, detailing of the
flexural tension reinforcement must be such that the following
equation is satisfied
 Ae 

z = f st 3 dc 
 n 

...(4)

≤ 30.6 kN/mm for interior exposures
≤ 25.4 kN/mm for exterior exposures

...(2)

where,
ε1 = strain at the level considered, calculated ignoring
the stiffening of the concrete in tension zone
b = width of the section at the centroid of the tension
steel (µ = bw for a rectangular web as in Fig 2)
a' = distance from the compression face to the point at
which the crack width is being calculated
d = effective depth
Ast = area of tension steel.
A negative value for ε m indicates that the section is
uncracked.

American code formula
From 1971 through 1995, the American code formulation
was based on formula suggested by Gergely and Lutz, which
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A e = effective area of concrete in tension surrounding
the main tension reinforcement, having the same
centroid as the tension steel

The above equation was derived from equation (3) with
an approximate value of 1.2 for β and by dividing the crack
width by the constant value, yielding the parameter, z. The
numerical limitations of z for interior and exterior exposure,
respectively, correspond to limiting crack widths of 0.4 mm
and 0.33 mm. Ganesan and Sivananda compared the various
formulae with the available experimental results and
concluded that the best results are predicted by the formula
9
proposed by Gergely and Lutz .

Discussion on crack width formulae
As already pointed out, increased cover results in increased
crack widths at the surface. Similarly, increased cover is highly
desirable from the point of view of durability and protection
against corrosion of reinforcement. These two aspects appear
to be contradictory. In order to comply with the ACI code
specified z-factors, (equation 4), the method essentially
encouraged reduction of the reinforcement cover, which could

3

3

be detrimental to corrosion protection . Moreover, the
method severely penalised structures with covers more than
50 mm by either reducing the spacing or the service load
stress of the reinforcement.
It has also been found that the role of cracks in the
corrosion of reinforcement to be controversial. Research
shows that corrosion is not clearly correlated with surface
crack widths in the range normally found with reinforcement
stresses at service load levels11,12. Further, it has been found
that actual crack widths in structures are highly variable2,3. A
scatter of the order of ± 50 percent in crack widths was
observed even in careful laboratory work 3. Moreover,
shrinkage and other time-dependent effects influence crack
widths.
Exposure tests on concrete specimens indicated that
concrete quality, adequate compaction and ample concrete
cover may be of greater importance for corrosion protection
than crack width at the concrete surface. Also, a better crack
control was obtained when the steel reinforcement is well
distributed over the zone of maximum concrete tension.
Hence, it was decided to replace the clause used to predict
crack widths in field.
From the 1999 edition of the ACI code, the maximum bar
spacing is specified directly. The spacing, s, of reinforcement
closest to a surface in tension shall not exceed that given by
s = (95,000 / f st ) − 2.5cc

... (5)

but not greater than 300 (252/fst)
where
s = centre to centre spacing of flexural tension
reinforcement nearest to the extreme tension face,
mm (where there is only one bar nearest to the
extreme tension face, s is the width of the extreme
tension face)
fst = calculated stress in reinforcement at service load,
computed as the unfactored moment divided by
the product of the steel area and internal moment
arm, MPa. It is permitted to take fst as 60 percent of
specified yield strength
cc = clear cover from the nearest surface in tension to
the surface of flexural tension reinforcement, mm.
Note that the spacing limitation is independent of the
exposure condition and bar size used. Thus, for a required
amount of flexural reinforcement, this approach would
encourage use of smaller bar sizes to satisfy the spacing criteria
of equation (5).

The maximum reinforcement spacing as per equations
(4) and (5) for slabs with a single layer of reinforcement are
3
compared in Fig 3 . It is seen that equation (5) significantly
relaxes the spacing requirements for larger cover between
50 and 100 mm.
It has to be noted that equation (5) is not applicable to
structures subject to very aggressive exposure or designed
to be watertight. Special precautions are required and must
be investigated for such cases.
From tests conducted by Treece and Jirsa it was found
that epoxy coating significantly increased the width and
spacing of cracks with the average width of cracks increasing
up to twice the width of cracks in specimens with uncoated
bar13. Hence the following equation was proposed for the
maximum spacing of reinforcement, which included the effect
of epoxy coated bars.
s = 300 ás [1.25 - cc / (120 ás )] ≤ 300 ás

where
α s = 250 γc / fst = reinforcement factor
cc = thickness of concrete cover
γc = reinforcement coating factor
= 1.0 for uncoated and 0.5 for epoxy coated bars
fst = calculated stress in reinforcement at service level
which may be taken as 0.60 fy .

Table 3: Spacing and bar size for skin reinforcement
Depth, d, mm

Maximum spacing,

Minimum bar area, Ab , at maximum

Ssk, mm

spacing, mm2

900

150

22.5

175

52.5

Table 2: Comparison of spacing of reinforcement, mm
Stress,
As per
MPa equation no
fst = 250
f st = 275

4

Clear cover, mm
35
40
45

...(6)

20

25

30

50

75

1050

5
6

300
300

300
300

300
300

292
287

280
275

267
262

255
250

192
187

1200

200

90.0

1500

250

187.50

5
6

273
273

275
273

270
265

258
253

245
241

233
228

220
216

158
153

1800

300

315.0

2100

300

405.0
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The spacing calculated by this equations for uncoated bars
is similar to the spacing calculated by using equation (5) (see
14
Table 2) and has a format similar to that proposed by Frosch .

Distribution of tension reinforcement in
flanges of I-beams
The American code also suggests that for control of flexural
cracking in the flanges of T-beams, the flexural reinforcement
must be distributed over a flange width not exceeding the
effective flange width, or a width equal to 1/10 the span,
whichever is smaller2,3. If the effective flange width is greater
than 1/10 the span, additional longitudinal reinforcement as
shown in Fig 4 should be provided in the outer portion of the
flange.

Side-face reinforcement
The Indian code suggests that side face reinforcements shall
be provided along the two faces, when the depth of the web
1
in a beam exceeds 750 mm . The total area of such
reinforcement should not be less than 0.1 percent of the web
area and should be distributed equally on two faces at a
spacing not exceeding 300 mm or web thickness, whichever
1
is less .
ACI 318 building code stipulates special side face
reinforcement in all beams that are deeper than 914 mm.
Frantz and Breen proposed that the amount of side face
reinforcement in large beams are independent of the amount
16
of flexural reinforcement and depend mainly on the member
depth and also on the clear concrete cover to the side face
reinforcement C and the diameter of the side face reinforcing
bars, db. The current version of the American code suggests
that the required skin reinforcement, Fig 5, must be uniformly
distributed along both side faces of the member for a distance
2
d/2 nearest the flexural tension reinforcement . The spacing
is not to exceed at least of d/6, 300 mm and 1000 Ab/(d-750)
where Ab is the area of an individual bar.
The total area of skin reinforcement provided on both
faces need not be greater than one half the total area of the
main tensile reinforcement. Table 3 gives maximum spacing
and minimum bar area of that spacing.
It is of interest to note that the ACI code does not give
any area for the skin reinforcement but only specified
maximum spacing.
Adebar and Leeuwen compared different North-American
requirements for side face reinforcement and shown that
there are considerable differences regarding how much sideface reinforcement in appropriate16. They also concluded that

ACI code provision may not be conservative under certain
exposure conditions when there are diagonal cracks. They
also proposed an equation to predict the spacing of side face
reinforcement.

Summary and conclusions
The deterioration of modern concrete structures resulted in
the inclusion of durability concepts in the recent revision of
the Indian code. Though several factors affect the durability,
it was thought that by controlling the crack widths, the
durability can be enhanced. In the recent revision an appendix
was added to calculate the crack width of flexural members.
However, due to the complexity of the equations, the design
engineers seldom do these calculations. The American code
also followed a similar formulation from 1971 through 1995.
However recent research has established the fact that
corrosion is not clearly correlated with surface crack widths
in the stress ranges normally found with reinforcement at
service load levels. Also a large scatter in the crack widths
was found even in controlled laboratory tests. Hence a simple
formula has been suggested in the 1999 edition of the
American Concrete Institute. A similar formula, which also
takes into account the effect of epoxy-coated reinforcement
is suggested for the Indian code. Discussions on controlling
the flexural cracking in the flanges of T-beams and sideface
reinforcement detailing are also included.
The author strongly recommends that the crack width
control formulae in the Indian codes may be reviewed on
similar lines of ACI code.
References
1. ______Indian standard code of practice for plain and reinforced concrete,
IS 456:2000, Fourth Revision, Bureau of Indian standards, New Delhi, July
2000.
2. ______Building code requirements for structural concrete and commentary, ACI
318-02, American Concrete Institute, Farmington Hills, Michigan, USA, 2002.
3. FANELLA, D.A. and RABBAT, B.G., (ed.) PCA notes on ACI 318-02: Building code
requirements for structural concrete with design applications, Eighth Edition,
Portland Cement Association, Illinois, 2002.
4. ______Control of cracking in concrete structures (ACI 224R-80) ACI
Committee 224, Concrete International, October 1980, Vol. 2, No. 10, pp. 35-76.
5. GARGELY, P. and LUTZ, L.A. Maximum crack width in reinforced concrete
flexural members, causes, mechanism and control of cracking in concrete (SP
20), American Concrete Institute, Detroit, 1968, pp. 87-117.
6. BEEBY, A.W. The prediction of crack width in hardened concrete, The Structural
Engineer (London), January 1979, Vol. 57A, No.1, pp. 9-17.

2005 * The Indian Concrete Journal

5

7. ______Model Code for Concrete Structures, CEB-FIP,3rd edition, Committee
Euro-International du Beton, Paris, 1978, pp.348.
8. ______Explanatory handbook on Indian standard code of practice for plain and
reinforced concrete (IS 456: 1978), SP:24, Bureau of Indian Standards, New
Delhi, 1983.
9. GANESAN, N. and SHIVANANDA, K.P. Comparison of international codes for
the prediction of maximum width of cracks in reinforced concrete flexural
members, The Indian Concrete Journal, November 1996, Vol. 70,
No. 11, pp. 635-641.
10. ______Structural use of concrete, BS 8110: part 2: 1985, Part 2: Code of practice
for special circumstances, British Standards Institution, 1985.
11. DARWIN, D., MANNING, D.G., HOGNESTAD, E., BEEBY, A., RICE, P.F. and GHOWRWAL,
A.Q. Debate: Crack width, cover and corrosion, Concrete International, ACI,
May 1985, Vol. 7, No. 5, pp. 20-35.
12. OESTERLE, R.G. The role of concrete cover in crack control: criteria and corrosion
protection, RD serial No. 2054, Portland Cement Association, Skokie, IL, 1997.
13. TREECE, R.A. and JIRSA, J.O. Bond strength of epoxy coated reinforcing bars,
ACI Materials Journal, March-April, 1989, Vol. 86, No. 2, pp. 167-174.
14. FROSCH, R.J. Another look at cracking and crack control in reinforced concrete,
ACI Structural Journal, May-June 1999, Vol. 96, No. 3, pp. 437-442.

6

15. FRANTZ, G.C. and BREEN, J.E. Design proposal for side face crack control
reinforcement for large reinforced concrete beams, Concrete International,
October 1980, Vol. 2, No. 10, pp. 29-34.
16. ADEBAR, P. and Van LEEUWEN, J. Side face reinforcement for flexural and
diagonal cracking in large concrete beams, ACI Structural Journal, September
October 1999, Vol. 96, No. 5, pp. 693-705.

Dr N. Subramanian is the chief executive of
Computer Design Consultants, Chennai. The
highlights of his professional career of 23 years include
designing several multi-storey concrete buildings,
steel towers, industrial buildings and space frames.
He also worked with the Technical University of Berlin
and the Technical University of Bundeswehr, Munich
for 2 years as Alexander von Humboldt Fellow. Dr Subramanian
has contributed more than 160 technical papers in seminars and
journals and published 19 books. He is a life fellow of several
professional bodies, including the American Society of Civil
Engineers. He is the recipient of ACCE-Nagadi Award (for his
book on space structures) and Tamil Nadu Scientist Award.



The Indian Concrete Journal * 2005

