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Abstract: Structural health monitoring is an important aspect of maintenance for bridge columns in
areas of high seismic activity. In this project, recently developed piezoceramic-based transducers,
known as smart aggregates (SA), were utilized to perform structural health monitoring of a reinforced
concrete (RC) bridge column subjected to pseudo-dynamic loading. The SA-based approach has
been previously verified for static and dynamic loading but never for pseudo-dynamic loading.
Based on the developed SAs, an active-sensing approach was developed to perform real-time health
status evaluation of the RC column during the loading procedure. The existence of cracks attenuated
the stress wave transmission energy during the loading procedure and reduced the amplitudes
of the signal received by SA sensors. To detect the crack evolution and evaluate the damage
severity, a wavelet packet-based structural damage index was developed. Experimental results
verified the effectiveness of the SAs in structural health monitoring of the RC column under
pseudo-dynamic loading. In addition to monitoring the general severity of the damage, the local
structural damage indices show potential to report the cyclic crack open-close phenomenon subjected
to the pseudo-dynamic loading.

Keywords: cyclic crack monitoring; smart aggregate; active sensing; wavelet packet-based
damage index

1. Introduction

Reinforced concrete (RC) is the most common material used in infrastructure such as bridges [1,2].
RC columns are often the primary elements of energy dissipation in bridges subjected to seismic loads.
Failure of bridge columns can cause the collapse of bridge girders, which has been the catastrophic
scenario for the majority of bridges damaged in past earthquakes. After a seismic event, it is imperative
to quickly assess the health condition of an RC structure to provide early warning of the structural
damage. It is essential to design a structural health monitoring system that can monitor and report the
health status for large-scale infrastructures in real-time.

With attractive features of low-cost, small size, large bandwidth, and actuating-sensing functions,
piezoceramics have been increasingly employed in many engineering fields [3–7]. In this project,
piezoceramic-based devices, called smart aggregates (SA), were utilized as transducers for structural
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health monitoring of RC columns under a pseudo-dynamic loading procedure. In addition to
the structural health monitoring function, the smart aggregate can be used to perform early-age
concrete strength monitoring [8,9], impact detection [10], seismic detection [11], and soil freeze-thaw
monitoring [12], demonstrating that SAs are multi-functional devices. In previous studies, SAs have
been successfully implemented for structural health monitoring of various concrete structures under
different loading cases including: a concrete bridge bent-cap under static loading [13], a concrete
frame under static loading [14,15], a shear wall under reversed cyclic loading [16], columns under
seismic loading [17], stress wave base communication in concrete structures [18,19] and columns under
reversed cyclic loading [20,21]. The purpose of this project was to further verify the effectiveness of
the smart aggregate in health monitoring of a RC concrete column tested with pseudo-dynamic loads.

To verify the effectiveness of the proposed smart aggregate under pseudo-dynamic loads,
the smart aggregates were used as transducers to perform health monitoring on RC columns under
a mathematically simulated earthquake record. One full-scale circular RC column was designed at
George Washington University based on an American Association of State Highway and Transportation
Officials (AASHTO) design example for a curved bridge. The column was tested at the Newmark
Structural Engineering Laboratory at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. The employed
smart aggregates were embedded at pre-determined locations in the full-scale RC column to perform
structural health monitoring. During the test, the column was assumed to be the pier in the same
curved bridge and subjected to a simulated earthquake record, one step at a time. After each step,
the stiffness of the column was calculated and the next step of the earthquake record was adjusted to
account for any decrease in stiffness. Structural health monitoring was performed periodically during
the approximately 40-h test. Due to the pseudo-dynamic loading, the investigated RC column was
subject to crack. When the column was pushed on one side, cracks opened; when the column was
pulled back, the cracks closed. In the active-sensing approach, one smart aggregate was used as an
actuator to generate a repeated swept sine signal while the others were used as sensors to detect the
signal response. The existence of cracks, acting as stress relief, attenuated the wave propagation, so the
signal received by SA sensors correspondingly decreased. A structural damage index was formed
based on the wavelet packet-based tools. The general increasing values of the developed structural
damage indices for each implemented SA successfully detect the damage severity during the test.
In addition, the cyclic behavior of the local damage indices successfully monitored the crack opening
and closing phenomenon subject to the pseudo-dynamic loading.

2. Principles

2.1. Literature Review

Recently, structural health monitoring of large-scale structures is highly in demand in order
to reduce maintenance cost and enhance structural safety. Traditional methods, such as X-ray or
ultrasonic C-scan technologies, are expensive and inefficient for monitoring the structural health of
large-scale structures. Fiber optical sensors, including the Fiber Bragg Grating (FBG) sensors, are also
being used for monitoring the health condition of various concrete structures [22–24]. However,
fiber optical sensors offer only local measurements, greatly limiting their applications. Piezoelectric
transducers have emerged as a new tool in the monitoring of large-scale structures due to their
advantages including low-cost, small size, large bandwidth, and actuating-sensing functions. Currently,
two popular methods of the piezoelectric-based health monitoring approaches have been reported to
monitor the concrete structures using piezoelectric-based approach: the impedance-based method and
the vibration-characteristic method.

The impedance-based health monitoring approach is capable of monitoring the local damage of
structures [25–28]. The principle of this approach is based on the electromechanical coupling effect
of piezoelectric materials in relative high frequency range. The impedance-based approach has been
applied to RC beams [29,30], frames [31], shear walls [15], and composite RC/masonry walls [32],
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in addition to RC bridges [33]. Meanwhile, a numerical modeling study on impedance-based damage
identification has also been conducted [34]. Recently, a new real-time integrated wireless structural
health monitoring (SHM) system named “WiAMS” was developed to detect the structural damage
based on the impedance signature using embedded and surface-bonded lead zirconate titanate (PZT)
transducers [35,36]. Since the impedance-based method is sensitive to the local damage where PZT
sensors are placed [37], a combination of smart aggregates with surface bonded PZTs was studied to
assess both the local and overall conditions of the structure [38].

In contrast, the vibration-characteristic approach utilizes piezoelectric actuators to generate waves
that propagate within the structure, and compares the structural vibration-characteristic parameters,
such as the modal shape and frequency [39], active-sensing approach [40], or transfer functions [41],
with those of the healthy state to detect damage. Delamination between reinforcing bars and concrete
has also been studied using this approach [42,43]. In this approach, the excitation frequency range is
normally from several hundred hertz to several kilohertz. However, the operating frequency of this
approach is much lower than impedance-based approach.

2.2. Smart Aggregate-Based Structural Health Monitoring System

Piezoelectric materials, exhibiting piezoelectricity that can convert mechanical strain to electrical
signals and vice versa, have been widely used as ultrasonic transmitters and receivers in many
applications. Lead Zirconate Titanate (PZT) is one of the most popular materials among piezoelectric
materials. Since PZT material is fragile and easily damaged, a smart aggregate (SA) was designed
by embedding a waterproofed PZT patch with lead wires into a concrete block [39]. The schematic
structure and a photo of smart aggregate are shown in Figure 1. The detailed parameters of the
rectangular PZT patch is provided in Table 1. Due to the stable physical properties of concrete,
the designed SAs are capable of acting as embedded transducers to perform the structural health
monitoring in real-time. When SAs are installed in the reinforcing cage before concrete casting, we used
wires to especially fix the SAs with the reinforcing cage. Just like an aggregate in concrete, our smart
aggregate will be surrounded by the liquid cement. Both a chemical and physical bond will form
between the cement and the SA during the curing process and therefore good bonding is ensured.
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Figure 1. Structure of a smart aggregate.

Table 1. The detailed parameters of the lead zirconate titanate (PZT) patch.

PZT Type Parameters Values Unit

PZT-5H

Dimension 10 × 10 × 1 mm
Density 7800 kg·m−3

Young’s modulus 46 × 109 Pa
Poisson’s ratio 0.3 -

Piezoelectric strain coefficients d33 4.95 10−10 m·V−1

Figure 2 gives an example to illustrate the smart aggregate-based active sensing approach for
multi-crack detection in a concrete column. As shown in Figure 2, one smart aggregate functions
as an actuator to generate guided waves propagating in the concrete structure. Other distributed
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smart aggregates are used as sensors to detect the wave responses. If a crack appears in the structure,
it acts as a stress relief in the wave propagation path. Therefore, the energy of the received signal from
corresponding SA sensors will attenuate.
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Figure 2. Schematic diagram of smart aggregate-based active sensing approach.

Note that the energy attenuation ratio is highly dependent on the severity of the cracks. In order to
detect the crack severity, a wavelet packet-based structural damage index was developed in this paper.
In the wavelet decomposition process, a sensor signal X can be decomposed with n-level wavelet
packets into 2n signal sets {X1, X2, . . . , X2

n} [44]. Xj is the decomposed sensor signal and j is the
frequency band (j = 1 . . . 2n). Xj can be expressed in Equation (1).

Xj = [Xj,1, Xj,2, . . . , Xj,m] (1)

where m is the number of sampling data. Additionally, the energy of the decomposed signal Ej is
defined by Equation (2):

Ej = Xj,1
2 + Xj,2

2 +···Xj,m
2 (2)

According to the data measured at time i, the signal energy vector at time i is given by Equation (3):

Ei,j = [Ei,1, Ei,2, . . . , Ei,2
n] (3)

Therefore, by using root-mean-square deviation (RMSD), a wavelet packet-based structural
damage index I is given by Equation (4) [39]:

I =

√√√√ 2n

∑
j=1

(
Ei,j − E1,j

)2
/

2n

∑
j=1

E1,j
2 (4)

where E1,j is considered as the health status of the structure. From the structural damage index, it can
be found that when the values of subsequent energy vectors are close to E1,j, corresponding to minor
or no change of the structure, the value of the structural damage index approaches 0. In contrast,
when the values of subsequent energy vectors approach 0, corresponding to serious structure damage,
the value of the structural damage index approaches 1. It can be seen that the values of the structural
damage index between 0 and 1 can be utilized to determine the damage severity of the structure,
such as the crack condition discussed in this paper. However, to quantitatively determine the actual
crack size or image using the current developed damage index is still not feasible.
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3. Experimental Setup

An RC column instrumented with 10 smart aggregates was fabricated at Prestressed Engineering
Company, LLC in Blackstone, IL, USA. The location of smart aggregates in the concrete column is
shown in a structural drawing and a three-dimensional view, as shown in Figure 3. Figure 4 shows
pictures of some smarts aggregates installed in the rebar cage of the column.
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Figure 4. (a) A smart aggregate fixed on the rebar cage; (b) A smart aggregate was installed in the base.

A series of 330 kip actuators called “Load and Boundary Condition Boxes” (LBCDs) were placed at
the top of the full-scale column to apply load to the specimen. The test concrete column was mounted
to a strong floor using all-thread rods. The column was instrumented with linear variable differential
transformer (LVDTs), strain gauges mounted on the reinforcing steel, Krypton displacement cameras
(Metris Design, Leuven, Belgium), in addition to the smart aggregates. A photo of the casted concrete
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column can be seen in Figure 5. Using the smart aggregate designation shown in Figure 3, SA-1 was
used as the actuator to generate repeated swept sine wave through a function generator. The amplitude,
period, and the frequency range of the swept sine wave are 10 V, 3 s, and 100 Hz–10 kHz, respectively.
SA-3 through SA-10 were used as sensors to detect the signal. The sensing signal was recorded by a
NI-6353 data acquisition system. The sampling frequency of the data acquisition system is 100 kS/s
per channel.

Appl. Sci. 2016, 6, 341  6 of 14 

in Figure 3, SA‐1 was used as the actuator to generate repeated swept sine wave through a function 

generator. The amplitude, period, and the frequency range of the swept sine wave are 10 V, 3 s, and 

100 Hz–10 kHz,  respectively. SA‐3  through SA‐10 were used as  sensors  to detect  the  signal. The 

sensing signal was recorded by a NI‐6353 data acquisition system. The sampling frequency of the 

data acquisition system is 100 kS/s per channel. 

 

Figure 5. The concrete column specimen after casting. 

4. Loading Protocols 

During the test, the concrete column was assumed to be a column in a curved bridge subjected 

to a simulated pseudo‐dynamic earthquake record. After each step of the record, the stiffness of the 

column was calculated and the next step of the earthquake record was adjusted using a finite element 

analysis  to account  for  any decrease  in  stiffness  in  the  system. The  simulated  earthquake  record 

represented a 40 s earthquake. The magnitude of the acceleration was increased every 10 s. Figure 6 

shows  the  acceleration  record  used  in  this  loading  test.  Structural  health monitoring  tests were 

performed periodically during the approximately 40‐h test. 

 

Figure 6. Loading protocol: acceleration record. 

5. Experimental Results 

0 10 20 30 40
Time (sec)

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

A
cc

el
er

at
io

n 
(g

)

Figure 5. The concrete column specimen after casting.

4. Loading Protocols

During the test, the concrete column was assumed to be a column in a curved bridge subjected
to a simulated pseudo-dynamic earthquake record. After each step of the record, the stiffness of
the column was calculated and the next step of the earthquake record was adjusted using a finite
element analysis to account for any decrease in stiffness in the system. The simulated earthquake
record represented a 40 s earthquake. The magnitude of the acceleration was increased every 10 s.
Figure 6 shows the acceleration record used in this loading test. Structural health monitoring tests
were performed periodically during the approximately 40-h test.
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5. Experimental Results

5.1. Loading History

The test was stopped due to the actuators in the x-direction running out of stroke. At that point,
the concrete column had yielded and was exhibiting spalling, but had not yet failed. Figure 7 shows the
force-displacement and moment-curvature relationships in the x-, y- and z-directions for the concrete
column, respectively. A photo of the yielded concrete column after test is shown in Figure 8.
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Figure 8. A photo of the concrete column yielding after test.

As shown in Figure 7, the x-direction had the largest displacement in the test. The displacement
history in the x-direction at the top of the concrete column is shown in Figure 9. During the 40-h test,
14 cycles of displacement in the x-direction were observed and marked in Figure 9.
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5.2. Wavelet Packet-Based Structural Damage Indices

During the test, SA-6 and SA-9 failed to function. The possible reason for the dead sensors may
be that the wire broke during casting. Experimental results from the other sensors are shown below.

Figure 10 shows the wave packet-based damage indices of all the functional SA sensors during
the test. The damage indices of each SA sensor present generally increasing values, which correspond
to the damage development of the RC column. Before Step 1000, values of the damage indices are
close to zero due to small displacement and damage within the RC column. As the load increased after
Step 1000, the values of damage indices increase. After Step 3500, damage indices of all SA sensors
report values close to one, which means the RC column sustained a high level of damage. The results
shown in the damage indices are in good agreement with the test record [45].
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Other than the general increasing trend shown in the damage indices, several local increasing and
decreasing cycles can also be found in the damage indices. Since the RC column was subjected to cyclic
loading, the cracks in the RC column opened and closed correspondingly. The local increasing and
decreasing values shown in the damage indices detected this opening and closing of the cracks during
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the test. According to different cycles of increasing and decreasing shown in the damage indices,
overlay plots of the displacement history curve and damage indices of each functional SA are shown
Figure 11.

In the first 1000 steps, the displacement of the RC column was very small, as shown in Figure 9
(0–1000 steps). Since no damage occurred during this time, the received signal of SAs did not change
much. Therefore, the values of the local damage indices are also very small, as shown in Figures 10
and 11. It can be considered that the RC column was in good health during the first 1000 steps.

From Step 1100 to Step 2100, the concrete column was subject to five initial simulated
pseudo-dynamic loading cycles (1–5), as shown in Figure 9. When load increased, the bottom cracks
opened and the structural damage increased. When load decreased, cracks closed corresponding
to the decreased damage. During this period, the peaks and valleys between the damage indices
and the displacement history as shown in Figure 11 are not clearly matching to each other, but the
similar increasing and decreasing trends can still be found. The possible reason is the crack open-close
phenomenon in this period is not clear, since the crack formed at the bottom of the concrete column is
very small under the first several loading cycles.

From Step 2100 to Step 3300, both the cycles observed in displacement history and the damage
indices are in good agreement with each other. Since the highest value in each displacement cycle of
the RC column was quite large, as shown in Figure 9, the major crack has existed at the bottom of
the concrete column. As the concrete column was pushed to one side, the major crack opened and
the values of the damage indices for each smart aggregate correspondingly increase. As the concrete
column was further pushed back to its original position, the values of the damage indices decrease.
Since the crack in this period is much larger than the previous step from 1100 to 2100, the propagating
stress wave attenuates more than the previous period. The cycles (6–11) shown in the damage index
are more clear than the previous cycles (1–5). In addition, the highest values of the damage index
reached to one, which implies the concrete column was subject to severe damage in the maximum
displacement of each cycle.

After Step 3300, the RC column almost reached the ultimate capability. In both cases in which
the crack opened and closed, most of the propagating stress wave energy was attenuated. SA sensors
“lost contact” with the actuator. The damage indices in this period, as shown in Figures 10 and 11,
do not continue to present the similar increasing and decreasing trends as before. As the load cycled,
the values of damage indices of all the SA sensors maintained a constant value near one, which
indicates that the major crack at the bottom of the concrete column cannot be “recovered” even when
the RC column was pushed back to its original position.

As shown in Figure 11, the peaks and valleys between the damage indices and displacement
history match well until approximately load Step 3250, which corresponds to the maximum load
and severe damage in the column. Beyond this point, the damage indices maintain a value near one.
Each peak corresponds to cracks opening and each valley corresponds to a cracks closing (or opening
on the opposite side of the column).

In addition, the results using wavelet packet-based damage index are compared with both the
strain energy of the RC column and the recorded key events presented by Frankie et al. [45]. The cycles
of the structural strain curve shown in Frankie et al. [45] also agree with the cycles of the damage
indices. After around Step 3200, the strain value of the RC column at the cracking area approaches to
its maximum values and the values in our computed damage indices corresponding approach one,
which implies that the RC column is under severe damage at this stage. On the other hand, from the
observed key events shown in Frankie et al. [45], we can see that the first reported event of concrete
cracking occurred at Step 1243. These results also agree with our damage indices, where we can see
that the first obvious increase happens between Step 1000 and Step 1250. When the recorded concrete
spalling event happens at Step 3261, the values of our damage indices correspondingly approach one.
The agreement between our results and others’ show that the smart aggregate-based active sensing
approach is capable of monitoring the crack opening and closing condition in real-time.
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Figure 11. Overlap plots of damage indices and displacement history curves: (a) SA 3; (b) SA 4; (c) SA 5;
(d) SA 7; (e) SA 8; (f) SA 10.

6. Conclusions

Under the pseudo-dynamic loading, the cracks in the RC column were subjected to cyclic opening
and closing. Cracks, acting as stress relief, reduce the stress wave propagation energy throughout the
column. The proposed SA-based active sensing approach successfully detects the crack development
and crack open-close condition of the RC column in real-time. The general increasing values shown in
damage indices can evaluate the damage severity of the RC column. When the values approach one,
it means that the RC column has reached the ultimate capability. The phenomenon of crack opening
and closing during the cycles of pseudo-dynamic loading is clearly presented in the local damage
indices. In addition, the peaks and valleys in the damage indices and displacement history curves are
in good agreement with each other, which enhances the application of the proposed approach in this
paper. Potentially, our active sensing approach using smart aggregates could be further developed
into a wireless structural health monitoring system that poses many engineering challenges with
future studies.
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