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The Steel Construction Manual, published by the American Institute of Steel Construction (AISC), serves as 

the definitive authority for the design and construction of structural steel buildings in the United States and many 

other parts of the world. Since its inception in 1927, the manual has undergone numerous iterations, reflecting 

advancements in material science, structural engineering theory, and computational capabilities. For professional 

engineers, architects, and fabricators, understanding the transition between various editions—specifically the 

nuances between AISC 360-10 and AISC 360-16—is critical for ensuring structural integrity, regulatory

compliance, and economic efficiency.

The Historical Context of Steel Design Standards

The journey of the Steel Construction Manual began nearly a century ago. The First Edition, released in 

December 1927, established the fundamental principles for allowable stress design. Over the decades, the manual 

evolved through distinct eras, characterized by the dominant design philosophy of the time. Historically, the manual 

was split into two separate paths: Allowable Stress Design (ASD) and Load and Resistance Factor Design 

(LRFD).

During the 1980s and 1990s, engineers used the 9th Edition for ASD (the 'Green Book') or the early LRFD editions

(the 'Blue Books'). However, the 13th Edition, released in 2005, marked a revolutionary shift by combining ASD and

LRFD into a single unified specification. This unification simplified the design process by allowing engineers to use

the same nominal strength equations while applying different safety factors (for ASD) or resistance factors (for

LRFD). This context is vital because the 10th, 11th, and 12th editions are often misunderstood; as noted in

technical records, these editions effectively did not exist as standalone manuals, as AISC transitioned from the 9th

Edition ASD directly into the combined 13th Edition.

Core Theoretical Framework: ASD vs. LRFD

At the heart of the Steel Construction Manual lies the dual approach to safety and reliability. To understand the

specifications in AISC 360-10 and 360-16, one must grasp the underlying mathematical models of these two

methodologies.

Allowable Strength Design (ASD)

ASD is a deterministic approach where the required strength is compared to an allowable strength. The allowable

strength is the nominal strength ($R_n$) divided by a safety factor ($:’B’à The fundamental inequality is expressed as:

R_a "d R_n / :•

Where $R_a$ is the required strength determined by the ASD load combinations (typically involving service loads

without factoring).

Load and Resistance Factor Design (LRFD)



LRFD is a probabilistic approach that accounts for the uncertainties in both loads and material resistances. The

required strength ($R_u$) is determined using load combinations that apply factors ($;2B• to different load types

(dead, live, snow, etc.), while the nominal strength ($R_n$) is multiplied by a resistance factor ($=RB’à The

fundamental inequality is:

R_u "d =R�%öà

In modern practice, LRFD is often preferred for its theoretical consistency, although ASD remains popular in certain

sectors of the industry due to its simpler application in foundation design and historical continuity.

Technical Comparison of Manual Editions

The following table provides a high-level comparison of the recent and historic editions of the AISC Steel

Construction Manual and the Canadian equivalent (CISC).



Edition Year Primary Specification Key Changes / Notes

9th Edition 1989 AISC 316-89 The classic ASD manual; 
widely used for decades.

13th Edition 2005 AISC 360-05 First unified manual 
combining ASD and LRFD.

14th Edition 2011 AISC 360-10 Introduced the Direct 
Analysis Method as the 
primary stability method.

15th Edition 2017 AISC 360-16 Updated seismic provisions 
and refined slender 
element calculations.

CISC 10th Ed 2010 CSA S16-09 Canadian standard 
focusing on Limit States 
Design (LSD).

In-Depth Analysis: AISC 360-10 vs. AISC 360-16

The transition from the 14th Edition (AISC 360-10) to the 15th Edition (AISC 360-16) introduced several technical

refinements that impact the design of structural members. These changes are based on the latest research in

structural stability and material behavior.

1. Stability and the Direct Analysis Method (Chapter C)

The 2010 specification solidified the Direct Analysis Method (DAM)as the preferred approach for stability design,

relegating the Effective Length Method (ELM) to an appendix. In the 2016 edition, AISC further refined the

application of stiffness reduction factors ($0.8<Eö"B• and the treatment of notional loads. The DAM accounts for P-9@

and P-;@ effects, initial imperfections, and stiffness reduction due to inelasticity, providing a more rigorous

assessment of the system stability than previous methods.

2. Compression Member Design (Chapter E)

In AISC 360-16, the design of compression members with slender elements was overhauled. The previous 

approach used the 'Q-factor' method to account for local buckling. The 2016 specification introduced the Effective 

Width Methodfor slender elements, which is more consistent with the approaches used in cold-formed steel

design and provides a more accurate prediction of member capacity.

3. Flexural Member Design (Chapter F)

The 2016 manual updated the provisions for Lateral-Torsional Buckling (LTB). Specific changes were made to

the $C_b$ factor (the lateral-torsional buckling modification factor) calculations for certain unbraced lengths and

load distributions. Furthermore, the provisions for the design of double-angle and tee-shaped members were

refined to reflect updated testing data.

Procedural Guide: Designing a Steel Member per AISC 360-16

To implement the standards found in the 15th Edition Manual, engineers should follow a structured workflow to

ensure all limit states are addressed.



1.  Determine Design Loads: Calculate factored loads (LRFD) or service loads (ASD) using ASCE 7-16 load 

combinations.

2.  Select Preliminary Shape: Use the tables in Part 1 of the Manual to select a potential W-shape, HSS, or 

Channel based on architectural constraints.

3.  Analyze Stability: Apply the Direct Analysis Method. Ensure that a second-order analysis is performed to 

capture P-Delta effects. Reduce stiffness by 20% ($E^* = 0.8E$) as required by Chapter C.

4.  Check Tension (Chapter D): If applicable, evaluate gross area yielding and net area rupture.

5.  Check Compression (Chapter E): Determine the effective length ($LC$) and check for flexural, torsional, and 

flexural-torsional buckling. Ensure slender element reductions are applied using the new effective width equations.

6.  Check Flexure (Chapter F): Evaluate yielding, LTB, and local buckling (FLB/WLB). Use the $Z_x$ and $S_x$ 

properties from the manual's tables.

7.  Check Shear (Chapter G): Ensure the web is thick enough to resist shear forces without buckling.

8.  Design Connections (Chapters J and K): Verify bolt shear, bearing, and weld capacity using the tables in 

Parts 7 through 15 of the Manual.

CISC Handbook of Steel Construction: A Comparative Perspective

While the AISC Manual dominates the US market, the CISC Handbook of Steel Construction (e.g., the 10th and 

11th editions) is the governing document in Canada. The CISC Handbook is based on the CSA S16 standard. The 

primary difference lies in the design philosophy; Canada exclusively uses Limit States Design (LSD), which is

conceptually similar to LRFD but utilizes different load and resistance factors (e.g., a resistance factor $=R@ of 0.9 for

steel yielding, compared to AISC’s 0.9 for LRFD).

Engineers working on cross-border projects must be aware of these differences. For instance, the CISC 10th 

Edition incorporates CSA S16-09, while the 11th Edition incorporates CSA S16-14. These standards have distinct

requirements for seismic detailing and class of sections (Class 1 to 4), which differ from the AISC classification of

compact, non-compact, and slender sections.

Case Study: Troubleshooting Slender Member Failures

One of the most common challenges in steel design is the premature failure of members due to local buckling.

Consider a scenario where a wide-flange column in an existing building designed under the 9th Edition ASD is

being evaluated for a new mezzanine load.

The Problem

The original design did not account for the revised slender element provisions found in AISC 360-16. Under the

new code, the flange is classified as 'slender' due to its width-to-thickness ratio. The nominal strength calculated

using the old 9th Edition 'Q' factors might overestimate the capacity compared to the modern effective width

method.

The Solution

Engineers must perform a comparative analysis:

•  Step 1: Re-calculate the effective area ($A_e$) of the cross-section using AISC 360-16 Section E7.

•  Step 2: Evaluate if the reduced capacity still meets the required strength under ASCE 7-16 load combinations.

•  Step 3: If the member fails, consider reinforcement options such as welding cover plates to the flanges to 

reduce the width-to-thickness ratio and increase the section's radius of gyration.

Advanced Material Considerations and Modern Standards



The 15th Edition Steel Construction Manual also reflects changes in material availability. While ASTM A36 was 

once the standard for all structural shapes, ASTM A992is now the standard for W-shapes. The manual provides a

detailed 'Table 2-4' which is essential for identifying the preferred material specifications for different product forms

(plates, HSS, angles, etc.). Failure to specify the correct ASTM grade can lead to procurement delays and

structural under-performance.

Moreover, the integration of ANSI/AISC 303 (Code of Standard Practice)within the manual framework ensures

that the responsibilities of the engineer of record, the fabricator, and the erector are clearly defined. This includes

tolerances for mill materials, fabrication, and erection, which are crucial for the successful assembly of complex

steel structures.

Integration with Computational Design Tools

Modern structural engineering relies heavily on software such as SkyCiv, SAP2000, and RISA-3D. These tools

have integrated the AISC 360-10 and 360-16 specifications into their design engines. However, the 'black box'

nature of software makes it even more imperative for engineers to understand the manual's contents. Verification of

software output using the Manual’s design tables (e.g., the 'Blue Pages' for beam and column loads) remains a

fundamental step in the quality assurance process.

For example, when using software to design per AISC 360-16, the engineer must manually verify that the software

is correctly applying the 0.8 stiffness reduction factor for the Direct Analysis Method. If the software is set to the

Effective Length Method by default, the calculated stability of the frame may be unconservative.

The Broader Implications of Standard Updates

The evolution from historic manuals to the current 15th and upcoming 16th editions represents a move toward

more data-driven and reliable engineering. By adopting the refinements in AISC 360-16, the industry benefits from

structures that are not only safer but often more economical due to a more precise understanding of material limits.

The transition to the Effective Width Method for slender elements and the continued refinement of the Direct

Analysis Method highlight the industry's commitment to precision. For practitioners, staying current with these

manuals is not just a regulatory requirement but a professional obligation to uphold the highest standards of safety

and technical excellence in the built environment. As we look forward to future revisions, the core principles of the

1927 manual—safety, economy, and clarity—remain the bedrock of steel construction.
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