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Allowable Bending Stress of Rectangular Plate Structural: A Comprehensive 
Guide

When engineers design flat structural members such as beams, girders, or floor panels, one of the most critical 

parameters they must evaluate is the allowable bending stress. This value determines whether a rectangular

plate can safely resist the bending moments imposed by loads while maintaining a safe margin against failure.

Understanding how to calculate, interpret, and apply the allowable bending stress for rectangular plates is essential

for anyone involved in structural analysis, design, or construction.

Why Bending Stress Matters in Rectangular Plates

Rectangular plates are ubiquitous in modern construction: they form the primary structural elements in bridges,

buildings, and industrial facilities. Unlike circular or elliptical cross-sections, a rectangular plate has a non �uniform

distribution of material relative to the neutral axis, which leads to a higher bending stress for the same load.

Because of this, engineers must carefully assess the bending behavior to avoid brittle fracture, excessive

deflection, or long �term serviceability issues.

In practice, the allowable bending stress is derived from material properties, safety factors, and the specific design

code applicable to the project. By combining these factors, designers can determine whether a given plate

thickness and width will withstand the expected bending moments.

Key Concepts and Definitions

•  Bending Moment (M): The rotational effect of a load about a section, measured in Nm or kip �ft.

•  Section Modulus (S): A geometric property that describes a cross �section’s resistance to bending, calculated 

as \(S = \frac{I}{c}\), where \(I\) is the second moment of area and \(c\) is the distance from the neutral axis to the 

outermost fiber.

•  Flexural Stress (<2“  The internal stress at the extreme fibers of a beam under bending, given by \(\sigma = 

\frac{M}{S}\).

•  Allowable Stress (<5ö�ÆÆðw): The maximum stress a material can endure without exceeding a specified safety 

factor, derived from the material’s ultimate or yield strength.

•  Factor of Safety (FoS): A multiplier used to reduce the ultimate strength to a safer limit. Typical values range 

from 1.5 to 3.0 depending on the code and application.

•  Design Code: A set of regulations and guidelines (e.g., AISC, Eurocode 3, AS 4100) that prescribe how to 

compute allowable stresses.

Deriving the Allowable Bending Stress for a Rectangular Plate

For a rectangular cross �section with width \(b\) and depth (or thickness) \(h\), the second moment of area about the

centroidal axis is:

\[

I = \frac{b h^3}{12}

\]

The distance from the centroid to the outer fiber is:



\[

c = \frac{h}{2}

\]

Thus, the section modulus becomes:

\[

S = \frac{I}{c} = \frac{b h^2}{6}

\]

The flexural stress under a bending moment \(M\) is:

\[

\sigma = \frac{M}{S} = \frac{6M}{b h^2}

\]

To ensure safety, we compare this stress to the allowable bending stress \(\sigma_{\text{allow}}\). The allowable

stress is typically a fraction of the material’s yield strength \(f_y\) or ultimate strength \(f_u\), divided by the factor of

safety \(N\). For steel, a common practice is:

\[

\sigma_{\text{allow}} = \frac{f_y}{N}

\]

Where \(N\) may be 1.5 for general structural members or 1.25 for critical applications. In concrete, the allowable

bending stress is often expressed in terms of the design compressive strength \(f'c\) and a reduction factor.

Applying Design Codes: AISC vs. Eurocode 3 vs. AS 4100

Different countries and industries adopt specific codes that define the permissible values for \(f_y\), \(N\), and other

factors. Below is a quick comparison for steel rectangular plates:

•  AISC 360 (American Institute of Steel Construction):

Yield strength \(f_y\) ranges from 250 MPa to 415 MPa for common structural steel.

•  Nominal factor of safety for bending is typically 1.25 (i.e., \(\sigma_{\text{allow}} = 0.8 f_y\)).

•  Uses a partial safety factor \(\gamma_M = 1.25\) for bending.

•  Allowable stress \(\sigma_{\text{allow}} = \frac{f_y}{\gamma_M}\).

•  Provides a safety factor of 1.5 for bending.

•  Design bending stress is \(\sigma_{\text{allow}} = \frac{f_y}{1.5}\).

When working internationally or on projects involving multiple jurisdictions, it is essential to check the local code

requirements and adopt the most conservative allowable stress to guarantee safety.

Step �by �Step Calculation Example

Let’s walk through a practical example: designing a rectangular steel plate beam to support a uniformly distributed

load.

Design a steel plate beam 4 meters long with a width of 0.20 m and thickness \(h\) such that it can safely support a

uniformly distributed load \(w = 15 /kN/m\) without exceeding the allowable bending stress according to AISC 360.

1.  Determine the maximum bending moment. For a simply supported beam with a uniform load, the maximum 



moment occurs at the midspan:

\[

M_{\text{max}} = \frac{w L^2}{8} = \frac{15 \times 4^2}{8} = \frac{15 \times 16}{8} = 30 \, \text{kN·m}

\]

1.  Convert units to consistent SI units. 1 /kN·m = 1000 /N·m, so \(M_{\text{max}} = 30{,}000 \, \text{N·m}\).

2.  Choose a steel grade. Assume A36 steel with \(f_y = 250 \, \text{MPa}\).

3.  Compute allowable bending stress. AISC 360 uses \(\sigma_{\text{allow}} = 0.8 f_y = 0.8 \times 250 = 200 \, 

\text{MPa}\).

4.  Set up the bending stress formula. For a rectangular cross �section, \(\sigma = \frac{6M}{b h^2}\). We need 

\(\sigma \leq \sigma_{\text{allow}}\).

5.  Rearrange to solve for \(h\). \[

h = \sqrt{\frac{6M}{b \sigma_{\text{allow}}}}

\]

6.  Plug in the values. \[

h = \sqrt{\frac{6 \times 30{,}000}{0.20 \times 200{,}000}} = \sqrt{\frac{180{,}000}{40{,}000}} = \sqrt{4.5} \approx 

2.12 \, \text{m}

\]

7.  Interpret the result. A thickness of 2.12 /m is impractically large for a steel plate beam of this size. This 

indicates that either a different cross �section (e.g., an I �beam) or a larger width should be considered.

In reality, designers would opt for a standard I �beam or a composite plate with a flange to achieve the required

bending resistance without excessive thickness.

Factors That Influence Allowable Bending Stress

While the basic formula for allowable bending stress is straightforward, several practical factors can affect the final

value used in design:

•  Material Quality and Variability: Real �world materials exhibit variations in yield strength due to manufacturing 

tolerances. Design codes often include a material factor or use a range of allowable strengths.

•  Residual Stresses: Welding, fabrication, or thermal gradients can introduce residual stresses that reduce the 

effective allowable stress.

•  Corrosion and Environmental Degradation: Exposure to aggressive environments can lower the material’s 

strength over time. Codes may require a corrosion allowance or use reduced strengths.

•  Fatigue Effects: Repeated loading can lead to fatigue failure at stresses below the ultimate strength. For 

plates subject to cyclic loads, designers must consider fatigue safety factors.

•  Temperature Effects: High temperatures can significantly reduce the yield strength of steel. Temperature 

corrections are often applied in the design process.

•  Load Duration: Long �term static loads can cause creep in materials like concrete, requiring a reduction in 

allowable stress for serviceability.

Rectangular Plate Design for Concrete Structures

Concrete plates behave differently from steel due to their compressive strength dominance and tension

reinforcement. The allowable bending stress in concrete is typically expressed in terms of the design compressive

strength \(f'c\) and the reinforcement ratio.

For a plain rectangular concrete slab, the maximum bending stress in the extreme fiber can be approximated by:

\[



\sigma_{\text{max}} = \frac{M}{S}

\]

where \(S\) is the section modulus of the concrete slab. However, because concrete cannot sustain tension,

reinforcement is required. The design process usually follows a two �stage approach:

1.  Check the compression zone. Ensure that the concrete can resist the compressive stress without cracking.

2.  Check the reinforcement. Verify that the steel reinforcement can handle the tensile forces, using the 

allowable tensile stress of the reinforcement and the required area of steel.

The allowable bending stress for concrete plates is often derived from the Eurocode 2 or ACI 318guidelines,

which prescribe partial safety factors for concrete (\(\gamma_{c} = 1.5\)) and steel (\(\gamma_{s} = 1.15\)).

Serviceability vs. Strength Checks

Designing for allowable bending stress is not only about preventing failure. Engineers must also ensure that the

plate’s deflection remains within acceptable limits for the structure’s intended use. Serviceability checks involve:

•  Deflection limits: Typically \(L/240\) for floors and \(L/360\) for beams, where \(L\) is the span.

•  Vibration analysis: Ensuring that natural frequencies are above critical thresholds.

•  Fatigue life estimation: For plates exposed to repetitive loading, such as bridges or machinery supports.

These checks often require a larger section modulus than the one calculated solely from allowable stress, leading

to a thicker or wider plate.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

1.  Ignoring the neutral axis shift. For plates with eccentric loading or non �uniform cross �sections, the neutral axis 

may not be at the centroid.

2.  Using the wrong safety factor. Each design code prescribes a specific factor; using a lower factor can lead to 

unsafe designs.

3.  Neglecting material variability. Assuming a nominal yield strength without considering the grade’s tolerance 

can overestimate allowable stress.

4.  Overlooking serviceability. A plate that meets strength criteria may still fail due to excessive deflection or 

vibration.

5.  Failing to account for corrosion or environmental factors. Especially in marine or industrial settings, 

neglecting corrosion can drastically reduce the plate’s life.
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