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In the domain of structural steel design, the interface between the steel superstructure and the concrete foundation 

represents one of the most critical load-path transitions in an entire building system. AISC Design Guide 1: Base 

Plate and Anchor Rod Design, now in its third edition, serves as the definitive technical resource for engineers

tasked with ensuring these connections are safe, economical, and constructible. This guide addresses the complex

mechanics of transferring axial loads, shear forces, and moments from steel columns to concrete footings through

a combination of steel plates, anchor rods, and grout beds.

Understanding the nuances of base plate design is essential not only for structural integrity but also for mitigating

common field issues such as anchor rod misalignment or insufficient grout thickness. This article provides an in-

depth technical exploration of the principles outlined in the AISC Design Guides, offering a comprehensive look at

material selection, mathematical modeling, and procedural execution for modern steel structures.

Fundamental Principles of Base Connection Design

The primary function of a column base plate is to distribute the concentrated compressive load from the steel 

column over a large enough area of the concrete foundation so that the bearing capacity of the concrete is not 

exceeded. Conversely, in the presence of uplift or lateral loads, the connection must rely on anchor rods to transfer 

tension and shear forces into the foundation. The design process is governed by the AISC 360 Specification for 

Structural Steel Buildings, which provides the underlying equations for limit states such as yielding, rupture, and

bearing.

The Role of AISC Design Guide 1

Since its original publication, Design Guide 1 has undergone significant revisions to align with evolving building 

codes, specifically the transition from the older allowable stress design (ASD) to the unified Load and Resistance 

Factor Design (LRFD)approach found in the 2005, 2010, and 2016 AISC Specifications. The guide provides

practical procedures for both small base plates (where axial load dominates) and large base plates (where large

moments or uplift forces are present).

Material Specifications and Selection

Selecting the correct materials is the first step in ensuring the reliability of a base connection. For base plates, 

ASTM A36 is the industry standard due to its availability and weldability, although ASTM A572 Grade 50is

increasingly used for thinner, more efficient designs. Anchor rods require special attention, as they must possess

sufficient ductility to undergo deformation without brittle failure.



Material Category Common 
Specification

Yield Strength (Fy) Tensile Strength 
(Fu)

Typical Application

Base Plate ASTM A36 36 ksi 58-80 ksi Standard column 
bases

Base Plate ASTM A572 Gr 50 50 ksi 65 ksi High-load or 
moment frames

Anchor Rods ASTM F1554 Gr 36 36 ksi 58-80 ksi Light to moderate 
loads

Anchor Rods ASTM F1554 Gr 55 55 ksi 75-95 ksi Heavy industrial/
seismic

Anchor Rods ASTM F1554 Gr 105 105 ksi 125-150 ksi High-strength 
requirements

Technical Analysis: Compression and Bearing Pressure

When a column transmits a purely compressive load (P) to a base plate, the design focuses on two main limit 

states: concrete bearing strength and plate bending. The distribution of pressure under the plate is typically

assumed to be uniform, though real-world conditions vary based on plate stiffness and grout consistency.

Concrete Bearing Strength (AISC 360 Section J8)

The nominal bearing strength (Pp) of the concrete depends on whether the base plate covers the entire area of the

concrete support (A1) or only a portion of it. If the concrete area (A2) is larger than the plate area (A1), the bearing

strength is increased by a factor of sqrt(A2/A1), up to a maximum of 2.0. This accounts for the "confinement" effect

where the surrounding concrete provides lateral support to the loaded area.

The mathematical representation for LRFD is:

&phi;Pp = &phi; (0.85 * f'c * A1 * sqrt(A2/A1))

Where &phi; = 0.65 for bearing. Engineers must ensure that the required strength (Pu) is less than or equal to the

design bearing strength.

Base Plate Thickness Determination

Once the area (A1) is established to satisfy concrete bearing, the thickness of the plate (tp) must be calculated to 

prevent yielding under the upward pressure of the foundation. Design Guide 1 utilizes the cantilever method, 

which treats the portions of the plate extending beyond the column flange and web as cantilever beams. The critical 

dimensions for this analysis are denoted as m, n, and lambda n prime (&lambda;n').

•  m: The cantilever distance beyond the column flanges.

•  n: The cantilever distance beyond the column web.

•  &lambda;n': The yield-line distance for the portion of the plate between the flanges.

The required plate thickness is determined using the largest of these cantilever distances (denoted as 'l') in the 

formula: tp = l * sqrt(2 * Pu / (0.9 * Fy * B * N)), where B and N are the width and length of the plate, respectively.

Mechanics of Moment-Resisting Base Connections



Base plates subject to large moments (M) and axial loads (P) present a more complex design challenge. In these 

cases, the pressure distribution is no longer uniform. Instead, a portion of the plate experiences high bearing 

pressure while the opposite side may experience uplift, requiring the anchor rods to engage in tension.

The Concept of Eccentricity

The eccentricity (e) of the load is defined as e = M / P. The design procedure changes based on whether the

eccentricity falls within or outside the "kern" of the base plate.

1.  Small Eccentricity (e &le; e_crit): The entire plate remains in compression. The bearing pressure follows a 

trapezoidal or triangular distribution. In this scenario, anchor rods are theoretically not required for stability but are 

always provided for construction and safety.

2.  Large Eccentricity (e &gt; e_crit): Part of the plate lifts off the grout bed. A tension-compression couple is 

formed between the anchor rods on the tension side and the concrete bearing block on the compression side. This 

requires a rigorous iterative calculation or the use of simplified rectangular stress blocks (Whitney Stress Block) 

similar to reinforced concrete design.

Mathematical Modeling of Moment Connections

For large eccentricities, the engineer must determine the length of the bearing block (Y) and the tension force (T) in 

the anchor rods. This is achieved by solving the equilibrium equations for the sum of vertical forces and the sum of 

moments about a reference point (usually the centerline of the tension rods). The complexity of these equations 

often necessitates the use of design tables provided in AISC Design Guide 1 (Third Edition).

Anchor Rod Design and Shear Transfer

Anchor rods are the final link in the load path. Beyond simply resisting uplift, they are frequently called upon to

resist lateral shear forces from wind or seismic events. However, transfer of shear through anchor rods is often

inefficient due to the oversized holes required in base plates (for fit-up tolerances).

Shear Transfer Mechanisms

Designers generally choose between three methods for transferring shear to the foundation:



Method Mechanism Pros Cons

Friction Friction between plate and 
grout

No extra hardware needed Limited capacity (&mu; 
&asymp; 0.40)

Bearing on Rods Rods bear against plate 
and concrete

Standard approach Requires plate washers to 
be field-welded

Shear Lugs Steel plate welded to 
bottom of base plate

Very high capacity Requires block-outs in 
concrete; expensive

Anchor Rod Tension and Pull-out

The tension capacity of an anchor rod is governed by AISC 360 for the steel strength and ACI 318 Chapter 17

(formerly Appendix D) for the concrete breakout and pull-out strength. It is a common error to check only the steel

strength. In many cases, the concrete's ability to hold the anchor (breakout strength) is the controlling limit state,

especially in unreinforced footings or near-edge conditions.

Key limit states for anchors under tension include:

•  Steel yielding/rupture: Controlled by the rod diameter and ASTM grade.

•  Concrete breakout: Controlled by the embedment depth and the 35-degree failure cone.

•  Pull-out: Controlled by the head diameter of the bolt or the nut/washer assembly.

•  Side-face blowout: Relevant for deeply embedded large-diameter bolts near edges.

Practical Implementation and Field Considerations

A technically perfect design can fail if it cannot be built. Senior technical writers and engineers must emphasize the 

importance of constructabilityin base plate documentation. One of the most frequent issues in steel construction

is the misalignment of anchor rods during the concrete pour.

Tolerances and Fit-up

To accommodate the inevitable variations in anchor rod placement, AISC recommends the use of oversized holes

in base plates. These holes are significantly larger than the standard oversized holes used in beam-to-column

connections. For example, a 1-inch diameter anchor rod typically requires a 1-13/16 inch diameter hole in the base

plate.

The Role of Heavy Plate Washers

Because the holes are so large, standard washers are insufficient to bridge the gap. Heavy plate washers(usually

1/4" to 1/2" thick) must be used. If the anchor rods are intended to resist shear, these plate washers should be field-

welded to the top of the base plate after the column is aligned and plumbed, ensuring a direct load path for the

shear force.

Grouting Procedures

The grout bed is the interface that ensures uniform bearing. Non-shrink groutis mandatory. The design typically

assumes a grout thickness of 1 to 2 inches. If the grout is too thin, it is difficult to flow into place; if it is too thick, it

may require additional reinforcement or high-strength specialized grout to prevent cracking. Leveling nuts and shim

packs are the preferred methods for supporting the column during the plumbing process before the grout is poured.

Step-by-Step Design Workflow



Following the guidance in the AISC Design Guide Series, a systematic approach to base plate design involves the

following steps:

1.  Load Analysis: Determine the factored axial loads (Pu), moments (Mu), and shears (Vu) from the structural 

analysis model.

2.  Initial Sizing: Select a trial plate size (B x N) based on the column dimensions and available footprint on the 

footing.

3.  Check Bearing: Verify that the concrete bearing pressure does not exceed &phi;Pp. Adjust plate dimensions 

if necessary.

4.  Determine Bending Cantilevers: Calculate m, n, and &lambda;n' to find the critical bending length (l).

5.  Calculate Thickness: Solve for the required plate thickness (tp) based on the calculated cantilever distance.

6.  Anchor Rod Selection: If uplift or moment exists, calculate the tension force in the rods. Select rod diameter 

and grade (typically F1554).

7.  Embedment Depth: Calculate the required embedment depth (hef) using ACI 318 equations to prevent 

concrete breakout.

8.  Shear Verification: Determine the shear transfer method. If using rods, ensure plate washers are specified. If 

using a shear lug, design the lug for bearing and the weld for shear.

9.  Detailing: Specify hole sizes, washer types, and grout specifications on the structural drawings.

Case Studies and Failure Modes

Analyzing historical failures provides insight into why the AISC Design Guide 1 is so rigorous. Many failures in base

connections do not occur in the steel plate itself but in the concrete or the interface.

Case Study 1: Anchor Rod Brittle Fracture

In certain high-seismic applications, using high-strength ASTM F1554 Grade 105rods without proper detailing led

to brittle fractures. Modern codes now emphasize ductility, often requiring the rod's steel strength to be the weak

link, allowing it to yield before the concrete breaks out. This is known as the "capacity design" approach.

Case Study 2: Grout Crushing

In heavy industrial equipment supports, using standard mortar instead of non-shrink, high-strength grout has led to

"grout crushing." As the grout disintegrates, the base plate loses uniform bearing, leading to increased bending

stresses in the plate and potential column instability. This highlights the necessity of specifying grout with a

compressive strength at least equal to or greater than the foundation concrete.

Case Study 3: The Prying Action Myth

While prying action is a major concern in beam-to-column bolted connections, Design Guide 1 notes that it is

generally neglected in base plate design. This is because the plate is supported by a relatively stiff concrete or

grout medium on one side, which limits the deformation necessary to trigger prying forces in the anchors.

Synthesis of Modern Design Trends

The evolution of AISC's guidance reflects a broader shift toward more integrated structural analysis. With the rise of 

Building Information Modeling (BIM) and advanced finite element analysis (FEA), engineers can now model 

base plates as flexible elements rather than rigid ones. However, the simplified methods found in AISC Design 

Guide 1remain the industry standard because they provide a conservative, reliable, and easily verifiable baseline

for construction.

As we look toward the future, the integration of post-installed anchors into the design guide's framework—



addressing scenarios where cast-in-place anchors were forgotten or misplaced—continues to be a vital area of

study. Whether using the 2nd Edition or the new 3rd Edition, the core objective remains the same: creating a

robust, ductile, and efficient connection that ensures the structural integrity of the built environment. Proper

adherence to these technical guidelines ensures that the "bridge" between the steel and the concrete remains the

strongest link in the structural chain.
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