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The AASHTO LRFD Bridge Design Specifications represent the pinnacle of structural engineering standards for 

highway bridges in the United States and have significantly influenced international bridge engineering practices. 

Developed by the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) , these 

specifications transitioned bridge design from the traditional Allowable Stress Design (ASD) and Load Factor 

Design (LFD) to the more robust Load and Resistance Factor Design (LRFD)methodology. The 6th Edition,

published in 2012, stands as a critical milestone in this evolution, incorporating decades of research, empirical

data, and a refined understanding of structural reliability.

The Historical Context and Shift to LRFD

For most of the 20th century, bridge design was governed by the Standard Specifications for Highway Bridges.

The final iteration of this legacy document, the 17th edition, was published in 2002. However, as the body of

knowledge regarding material behavior, environmental loading, and statistical probability grew, the limitations of

ASD became apparent. ASD relied on a single factor of safety applied to the material's yield strength, which did not

adequately account for the varying levels of uncertainty associated with different types of loads (e.g., dead loads

versus live loads) and different material resistances.

The move to LRFD was driven by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and AASHTO to ensure a uniform 

level of safety (reliability) across all bridge components and materials. Unlike its predecessors, LRFD uses 

probability-based limit state philosophy. By the time the AASHTO LRFD Bridge Design Specifications, 6th 

Edition (2012) was released, the industry had fully embraced this methodology, integrating it with the AASHTO 

LRFD Bridge Construction Specifications and the LRFD Movable Highway Bridge Design Specificationsto

create a cohesive engineering framework.

Core Theoretical Framework: The LRFD Philosophy

At the heart of the LRFD methodology is the fundamental equation that ensures the factored resistance of a

component is greater than or equal to the sum of the factored loads. This is expressed mathematically as:

&Sigma; &eta;<sub>i</sub> &gamma;<sub>i</sub> Q<sub>i</sub> &le; &phi; R<sub>n</sub> = R<sub>r</

sub>

Where:

•  &eta;i: Load modifier relating to ductility, redundancy, and operational importance.

•  &gamma;i: Load factor; a statistically derived multiplier applied to force effects.

•  Qi: Force effect (load).

•  &phi;: Resistance factor; a statistically derived multiplier applied to nominal resistance.

•  Rn: Nominal resistance.

•  Rr: Factored resistance.



Limit States in Bridge Design

The 6th Edition categorizes design requirements into four primary limit states, each designed to ensure the bridge

performs safely and functionally throughout its service life:

1.  Service Limit State: Focuses on restrictions on stress, deformation, and crack width under regular service 

conditions. It ensures the bridge remains functional and aesthetic (e.g., preventing excessive vibrations or visible 

sagging).

2.  Fatigue and Fracture Limit State: Addresses restrictions on stress range as a result of a single design truck 

which creates a repetitive load. This is critical for steel components and reinforcement bars.

3.  Strength Limit State: Ensures local and global strength and stability to resist the statistically significant load 

combinations a bridge is expected to experience.

4.  Extreme Event Limit State: Ensures the structural survival of a bridge during a major event, such as an 

earthquake, flood (scour), or vehicle/vessel collision. This limit state accepts the possibility of structural damage, 

provided the bridge does not collapse.

Technical Analysis of Load Factors and Combinations

One of the most complex aspects of the AASHTO LRFD 2012 specifications is the determination of load 

combinations. The specifications provide a matrix of load factors for different types of permanent and transient 

loads. Permanent loads include DC (dead load of structural components and nonstructural attachments) and DW 

(dead load of wearing surfaces and utilities). Transient loads include LL (vehicular live load), IM (vehicular dynamic 

load allowance), and CE (vehicular centrifugal force).

Table 1: Comparison of Common LRFD Limit State Load Combinations



Load 
Combination

DC DW LL+IM WA (Water) Brief 
Description

Strength I 1.25 1.50 1.75 1.00 Basic load 
combination 
relating to 
normal vehicular 
use.

Strength II 1.25 1.50 1.35 1.00 Owner-specified 
permit vehicles 
(heavy loads).

Service I 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 Normal 
operational use 
with 55 mph 
wind.

Service II 1.00 1.00 1.30 1.00 Control of 
yielding of steel 
structures.

Extreme Event I 1.25 1.50 0.50 1.00 Load 
combinations 
including 
earthquakes.

The HL-93 Design Truck is the standard live load model used in the 6th edition. It consists of a combination of the

design truck (or design tandem) and the design lane load. This model was developed to represent the moments

and shears produced by a variety of actual vehicles allowed on the highway system under grandfathered weight

laws.

The Role of the 6th Edition (2012) and Interim Revisions

The publication of the AASHTO LRFD 2012 Bridge Design Specifications 6th Edwas not a static event. Bridge

engineering is a dynamic field, and AASHTO addresses technical revisions through "Interim Revisions." For the 6th

Edition, the 2013 Interims and 2012 Errata were crucial for maintaining technical accuracy. These updates often

include corrections to mathematical formulas, clarification of ambiguous text, and updates to material properties

based on new NCHRP (National Cooperative Highway Research Program) reports.

As noted in technical bulletins, customers were urged to replace existing text with corrected versions to ensure 

compliance with the most current safety standards. This process ensures that the AASHTO LRFD 2012.pdfused

by practitioners in the field reflected the absolute state-of-the-art in engineering safety.

Substructure and Foundation Design Under LRFD

While superstructure design (girders, decks) often takes center stage, the 6th Edition provides extensive guidance

on substructures, including piers, abutments, and foundations (spread footings, driven piles, and drilled shafts). The

transition of foundation design to LRFD was particularly challenging because it required reconciling structural

engineering (using load and resistance factors) with geotechnical engineering (which traditionally used factors of

safety).



Geotechnical Resistance Factors

In LRFD, the resistance factor (&phi;) for a foundation depends not only on the soil type but also on the method of

testing and verification used. For example:

•  Driven Piles: If the capacity is verified by dynamic testing (PDA), a higher resistance factor (e.g., 0.65) might 

be allowed compared to capacity estimation based only on static analysis (e.g., 0.45 to 0.50).

•  Drilled Shafts: Resistance factors vary significantly based on whether the shaft is in sand, clay, or rock, and 

whether load tests are performed.

This approach incentivizes better field testing and site characterization, as more reliable testing methods allow for

"more efficient" (less conservative) designs, potentially saving millions in construction costs.

California Amendments and State-Specific Customization

AASHTO provides the national standard, but individual states often have unique environmental, geological, or 

operational requirements. Caltrans (California Department of Transportation)  is a prime example. As referenced 

in the data, the California Amendments to the AASHTO LRFD 6th Edition were adopted to address California’s 

specific needs, particularly regarding Seismic Design. Since California is a high-seismic zone, Caltrans requires

more rigorous seismic analysis than the baseline AASHTO specifications may mandate for low-seismic regions.

Other states, such as Minnesota (Mn/DOT), utilize a decimal numbering system to classify their internal bridge 

manuals, as seen in the LRFD Bridge Design Manual (Mn/DOT). These manuals act as a bridge between the

national AASHTO code and local practice, providing specific guidance on preferred structural types, standard

details, and regional material availability.

Step-by-Step Bridge Design Procedure Using AASHTO LRFD

Designing a bridge using the LRFD 6th Edition follows a rigorous, sequential workflow:

1.  Define Geometry and Scope: Determine span lengths, bridge width, and skew angle based on hydraulic or 

traffic requirements.

2.  Select Material and Structure Type: Choose between steel, precast concrete, or cast-in-place concrete 

based on cost and site conditions.

3.  Determine Design Loads: Calculate dead loads and apply the HL-93 live load model including dynamic load 

allowance.

4.  Analyze Structural Response: Use structural analysis software to find the maximum moments, shears, and 

axial forces at critical sections.

5.  Apply Load Factors: Group the force effects into the relevant limit state combinations (Strength I, Service II, 

etc.).

6.  Size Components and Check Resistance: Calculate the nominal resistance (Rn) of the components and 

apply the resistance factor (&phi;). Ensure that &phi;Rn &ge; Factored Loads.

7.  Check Serviceability: Verify deflection limits and crack control.

8.  Fatigue Evaluation: Perform fatigue checks for steel members or reinforcement subject to high-cycle loading.

9.  Detailing: Create technical drawings that comply with AASHTO detailing requirements for reinforcement 

spacing, cover, and connections.

Comparative Evaluation: LRFD vs. ASD/LFD

To understand the superiority of the 6th Edition, it is helpful to compare it to the legacy systems.



Table 2: Comparison of Design Methodologies



Feature Allowable Stress Design 
(ASD)

Load Factor Design (LFD) Load &amp; Resistance 
Factor Design (LRFD)

Basis Elastic behavior / Factor of 
Safety

Ultimate strength / 
Grouped loads

Probability and Reliability 
Theory

Safety Factor Single factor on material 
yield

Factors applied to loads 
only

Separate factors for loads 
and resistance

Consistency Low; safety varies by span/
type

Moderate High; uniform reliability 
index (&beta;)

Complexity Low (Simple calculations) Moderate High (Requires statistical 
calibration)

Case Studies and Operational Challenges

The implementation of the AASHTO LRFD 6th Edition has not been without challenges. One common area of 

failure or error occurs in the incorrect application of Load Modifiers (&eta;). Engineers may overlook the fact

that &eta; factors are not meant to be applied arbitrarily; they must be justified based on the bridge's ductility and

redundancy. A non-redundant bridge (like a two-girder system) requires a higher load modifier, increasing the

design loads to provide a greater safety margin against collapse.

Another common challenge involves Load and Resistance Factor Rating (LRFR)of existing bridges. As the

FHWA points out, rating older bridges (designed under ASD) using LRFD principles can sometimes result in lower

load ratings, which may necessitate load posting or structural strengthening. This creates a management challenge

for State Departments of Transportation (DOTs) who must balance safety with the economic need to keep freight

moving.

From 6th Edition to 9th Edition: The Path Forward

While the 6th Edition (2012) was a landmark document, AASHTO has continued to refine the specifications, 

leading to the 9th Edition (2020). The later editions have introduced significant changes in:

•  Concrete Design: Updated shear design provisions and revised modulus of elasticity formulas.

•  Steel Design: New provisions for curved girders and refined lateral-torsional buckling equations.

•  Seismic Design: Integration of more sophisticated performance-based earthquake engineering.

However, the fundamental structure—the limit states, the HL-93 load model, and the reliability-based approach—

established in the 6th edition remains the core of modern bridge engineering. Practitioners must stay abreast of

these changes by referencing the latest AASHTO publications while maintaining a deep understanding of the 6th

edition's foundational principles.

Ultimately, the AASHTO LRFD Bridge Design Specifications serve as more than just a set of rules; they are a

synthesis of engineering science and practical experience. By applying these standards, engineers ensure that the

nation's infrastructure is built to withstand the rigors of time, traffic, and the elements, maintaining the safety of the

traveling public for decades to come. The detailed evolution from the 17th Edition of Standard Specs to the 6th

Edition of LRFD represents a journey toward a more predictable and scientifically grounded approach to

infrastructure longevity.
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