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The seismic resilience of the built environment represents one of the most significant challenges in
modern structural engineering. While building codes for new construction, such as ASCE 7, have
reached a high level of maturity, the assessment and retrofit of existing structures remain a
complex, nuanced field. The primary vehicle for addressing these challenges is the ASCE/SEI 41
standard, titled Seismic Evaluation and Retrofit of Existing Buildings. This document has
undergone a massive evolution from its origins as separate evaluation and rehabilitation guidelines
into the comprehensive, performance-based framework used today.

The Critical Need for Seismic Rehabilitation

Existing buildings often reflect the engineering knowledge and safety standards of the era in which
they were constructed. Unfortunately, many structures built prior to the 1970s lack the ductility and
detailing required to survive major seismic events without significant damage or total collapse.
Seismic rehabilitation is the process of modifying these existing structures to improve their
performance during an earthquake. Unlike new design, which often relies on prescriptive rules,
rehabilitation requires a Performance-Based Engineering (PBE) approach. This approach allows
engineers and owners to select specific performance goals, ranging from maintaining basic life
safety to ensuring the building remains fully operational immediately after a disaster.

The Historical Evolution: From FEMA 273 to ASCE 41-23

The journey toward a unified standard began in the mid-1990s with the release of FEMA 273
(Guidelines for the Seismic Rehabilitation of Buildings). This was followed by ASCE 31, which
focused strictly on evaluation, and ASCE 41-06, which focused on rehabilitation. In 2013, the
structural engineering community reached a milestone with the release of ASCE 41-13, which
combined evaluation and retrofit into a single document. The subsequent 41-17 and the newly
released ASCE 41-23 have refined these methodologies, incorporating the latest seismological
data and material testing results to provide structural engineers with a robust toolkit for mitigating
seismic risk.

Theoretical Framework of Performance-Based Engineering
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The core of ASCE 41 is the Performance Objective. A performance objective is defined by the

combination of a Target Performance Level and a Seismic Hazard Level. This allows for a

customized engineering solution that aligns with the building's occupancy and the owner's risk

tolerance.

Defining Target Performance Levels

ASCE 41 categorizes performance into several distinct levels based on the expected state of the

building following a seismic event:

Operational Performance (1-A): The building experiences very limited damage to both
structural and non-structural components. Most functions remain intact, and the building is
ready for immediate occupancy.

Immediate Occupancy (1-B): The structure remains safe to occupy. Damage is light, and
although some repairs might be needed, the building's essential systems remain functional.

Life Safety (3-C): This is the most common goal for standard commercial buildings. While the
structure may sustain significant damage, the risk of life-threatening injury is low, and the
building remains stable enough to allow for safe evacuation.

Collapse Prevention (5-E): The building is on the verge of failure. It has sustained extreme
damage but has not collapsed. Substantial risk of injury remains, and the building is likely a
total loss.

Seismic Hazard Levels

Hazard levels represent the intensity of ground shaking for which the building is being evaluated.

These are typically expressed in terms of return periods or probabilities of exceedance:

BSE-1N (Basic Safety Earthquake-1 for New building standards): Generally two-thirds of the
BSE-2N.

BSE-2N (Maximum Considered Earthquake - MCEr): The most severe shaking expected at a
site, often with a 2% probability of exceedance in 50 years.

BSE-1E and BSE-2E: Hazard levels specifically calibrated for existing buildings, representing
more frequent, less intense events (e.g., 20% in 50 years for BSE-1E).

The Three-Tiered Evaluation Process

ASCE 41 employs a systematic approach to evaluation, divided into three tiers. This structure

allows engineers to identify obvious deficiencies quickly before committing to expensive, highly

detailed computer modeling.

Tier 1. Screening Phase
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The Tier 1 Screening involves the use of checklists tailored to specific building types (e.qg.,
reinforced concrete shear walls, unreinforced masonry, steel moment frames). The engineer
identifies "Potential Deficiencies" based on historical performance data of similar structures. If a
building passes all Tier 1 requirements for a given performance level, no further evaluation may be
necessary.

Tier 2: Deficiency-Based Evaluation

If Tier 1 identifies potential risks, a Tier 2 Evaluation is performed. This tier focuses only on the
specific deficiencies identified in Tier 1. It requires more detailed calculations but does not
necessarily require a full building model. It is a targeted approach to verify if the "potential”
deficiency is an actual structural threat.

Tier 3: Systematic Evaluation

The Tier 3 Systematic Evaluation is the most rigorous level. It involves a comprehensive analysis
of the entire building's response to seismic forces. This tier is mandatory for complex structures,
buildings with significant irregularities, or when the owner desires a high-performance objective. It
typically involves advanced structural analysis software and a deep dive into the non-linear
behavior of materials.

Technical Analysis and Structural Modeling

The success of a seismic rehabilitation project depends on the accuracy of the analytical procedure
selected. ASCE 41 provides four primary methods for calculating structural demand and capacity.

1. Linear Static Procedure (LSP)

In LSP, the earthquake is represented by equivalent lateral forces applied to a linear elastic model
of the building. This method is suitable for small, regular buildings where the response is expected
to be dominated by the first mode of vibration and where non-linear behavior is limited.

2. Linear Dynamic Procedure (LDP)

LDP uses modal spectral analysis. It accounts for multiple modes of vibration and is more accurate
than LSP for taller or more irregular buildings. However, like LSP, it assumes the structure remains
largely elastic, which may not be a realistic assumption for older buildings under heavy shaking.

3. Nonlinear Static Procedure (NSP) - "Pushover Analysis”

NSP is a sophisticated method where a mathematical model of the building is "pushed" laterally
with increasing force until a target displacement is reached. This allows engineers to visualize the
sequence of component failures (e.g., which beams yield first) and determine the overall ductility of
the structure. It uses the Displacement Coefficient Method to estimate the maximum

Page 3 of 8



TECHNICAL GUIDE | TECHNICAL PAPER

displacement the building will experience during an earthquake.

4. Nonlinear Dynamic Procedure (NDP)

Also known as Time-History Analysis, NDP is the most advanced tool available. It involves
subjecting a non-linear model of the building to a set of recorded or synthetic ground motion
accelerograms. This accounts for the time-varying nature of the earthquake and the complex
energy dissipation of the structure. While highly accurate, it requires significant expertise and
computational resources.

Comparison of ASCE 7 (New Design) vs. ASCE 41 (Existing
Buildings)

A common point of confusion is the difference between designing a new building and evaluating an
existing one. The following table highlights the core distinctions:
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Feature

Approach

Material Values

Ductility

Analysis Focus

Knowledge Factor (k)

ASCE 7 (New Design)

Prescriptive Detailing

Minimum Specified Strengths
Inherent through code-mandated
detailing

Force-based (R-factors)

Not Applicable (Assume 1.0)
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ASCE 41 (Evaluation & Retrofit)
Performance-Based Analysis

Expected (Actual) Strengths based
on Testing

Calculated based on existing

conditions

Displacement-based (m-factors or

non-linear)

0.75to 1.0 based on data availability
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Seismic Retrofit Strategies and Implementation

Once deficiencies are identified and the analysis is complete, the engineer must develop a retrofit
strategy. The goal is to balance stiffness, strength, and ductility.

Structural Strengthening and Stiffening

This is the most common approach. It involves adding new elements to the building to take the
seismic load. Examples include:

- Adding Concrete Shear Walls: Highly effective for stiffening a structure and reducing lateral
drift.

- Steel Braced Frames: Often used in steel or concrete buildings to provide a clear load path for
seismic forces.

- FRP (Fiber-Reinforced Polymer) Wraps: Used to confine concrete columns, increasing their
ductility and shear capacity without adding significant mass.

Mass Reduction

Since the seismic force ($F = ma$) is directly proportional to mass, removing heavy elements can
reduce the demand on the structure. This might involve replacing heavy masonry partitions with
light-weight stud walls or removing unnecessary storage levels.

Seismic Isolation and Energy Dissipation

For high-value structures or historic buildings where structural intervention must be minimized,
advanced technologies are used:

- Base Isolation: The building is separated from the ground by flexible bearings (lead-rubber or
friction-pendulum). These bearings absorb the earthquake's energy, allowing the ground to
move while the building stays relatively still.

- Fluid Viscous Dampers: These act like shock absorbers in a car, converting kinetic energy into
heat and significantly reducing the vibrations and stresses on the structural frame.

Field Guide: Step-by-Step Implementation
Implementing an ASCE 41 retrofit requires a methodical workflow to ensure compliance and safety.
Structural engineers should follow these technical steps:

1. Data Collection and Condition Assessment: Perform a site visit to verify as-built conditions.
This includes destructive and non-destructive testing (NDT) of concrete, steel, and masonry to
determine actual material properties.
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2. Determine Knowledge Factor ($k$): Based on the quality of original drawings and the extent of
material testing, assign a factor ($k$) that penalizes the capacity of components if information
is lacking.

3. Select Performance Objective: Consult with building owners to define the desired
post-earthquake state (e.g., Life Safety for a 475-year event).

4. Perform Tier 1 Screening: Identify "Quick Check" deficiencies.

5. Execute Detailed Analysis (Tier 2 or 3): Use appropriate software (e.g., SAP2000, ETABS, or
Perform-3D) to model the building.

6. Design Retrofit Measures: Develop engineering drawings for the selected mitigation strategies.

7. Peer Review: For complex Tier 3 analyses, many jurisdictions require an independent
third-party review to verify assumptions and modeling techniques.

Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes in Older Buildings

Understanding why buildings fail is essential for effective rehabilitation. Engineers must look for
these common "Achilles' heels":

Soft-Story Irregularity

Common in multi-unit residential buildings with open parking on the ground floor. The ground level
is significantly less stiff than the floors above, causing all the seismic deformation to concentrate in
that single story, leading to collapse. Solution: Add steel frames or shear walls to the open level.

Non-Ductile Concrete Columns

In buildings designed before modern seismic codes, columns often have widely spaced ties. Under
shaking, the concrete core crushes and the longitudinal bars buckle. Solution: Jacket the columns
with steel or FRP to provide confinement.

Short Column Effect

When a partial-height wall is built between columns, it restricts the movement of the column,
making it "short" and extremely stiff. This causes the column to attract much higher shear forces
than it can handle. Solution: Create a gap between the wall and the column or reinforce the
column for the increased shear.

The Future of ASCE 41 and Seismic Resilience

As we look toward the future, the integration of Functional Recovery concepts into ASCE 41 is
the next frontier. Current codes largely focus on preventing collapse and protecting lives. However,
the economic impact of having buildings unusable for months or years after an earthquake is
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catastrophic. The industry is shifting toward standards that ensure not just survival, but the ability of
a community to recover quickly. The 2023 update to ASCE 41 continues this trend by refining
non-linear procedures and providing better data on the performance of non-structural components
like piping, HVAC, and cladding, which are often the primary cause of building downtime.

By adhering to the rigorous framework of ASCE 41, structural engineers provide a vital service to
society, transforming vulnerable legacy structures into resilient assets capable of withstanding the
unpredictable forces of nature. The methodology is demanding, requiring a deep understanding of
structural dynamics and material science, but the result is a safer, more sustainable urban
environment.
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