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A modified Hoek-Brown failure criterion for jointed rock masses

Synopsis
In order to eliminate some of the deficiencies which have been identified in ten years of
practical experience with the application of the original Hoek-Brown failure criterion, a
simplified rock mass classification and a modified rock mass failure criterion have been
developed and are presented in this paper.
Introduction
The original Hoek- Brown failure criterion (Hoek and Brown, 1980) was developed in an
attempt to provide a means of estimating the strength of jointed rock masses. The
assumptions and limitations involved in the original criterion, derived empirically from
the results of laboratory triaxial tests on intact rock samples, were discussed in a 1983
paper by Hoek (1983). Some aspects of the practical applications of the criterion were
updated in a 1988 paper by Hoek and Brown (1988) but the criterion itself has remained
essentially unchanged since it was first published in 1980.
On the basis of more than ten years of experience in using the Hoek-Brown criterion, a
few deficiencies in the original system have become apparent. A modified criterion and
an associated rock mass classification, both of which are presented for the first time in
this paper, have been developed in an attempt to remedy these deficiencies. The most
significant changes are:
a. A re-formulation of the criterion for jointed rock masses to eliminate the
tensile strength predicted by the original criterion.
b. The introduction of a simplified qualitative rock mass classification for the
estimation of the parameters in the modified criterion.
c. The presentation of a procedure for calculating the parameters defining the
Mohr failure envelope or the modified criterion, and for determining the
instantaneous friction angle and cohesive strength for a given normal stress value.
Applicability of failure criteria
For the analysis of laboratory test results on intact specimens or for rock engineering
problems in which a feature such as a shear zone crosses the tunnel, the Hoek-Brown
criterion is only applicable to the intact blocks of rock. This behaviour of the
discontinuities should be considered in terms of a shear strength criterion such as the
Mohr-Coulomb criterion used in soil mechanics or the criterion proposed by Barton
(1971). The stability of the sparsely jointed system can be analyzed by utilizing solutions
such as those proposed by Bray (1966) or Amadei (1988).
In cases where the rock mass can be considered to be ‘heavily jointed’ and where the
behaviour is not dominated by one or two individual discontinuities, the modified Hoek-
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Brown criterion presented later in this paper can be used. A typical application would be
a 5 metre span tunnel in a rock mass with three or four similar discontinuity sets with an
average spacing of approximately 100 mm. the overall stability of this tunnel would be
controlled by the freedom of the rock pieces to translate and rotate and the rock mass
would behave has an isotropic medium In some cases, a ‘weak’ rock mass such as this
may contain a single dominant fault or shear zone. Here the modified Hoek-Brown
criterion would be used to define the failure characteristics of the rock mass but the
behaviour of the dominant discontinuity would be considered in terms of a shear strength
criterion.
In deriving the classification scheme presented later in this paper, it has been assumed
that the rock mass is undisturbed and that only its inherent properties are considered.
External factors such as in situ or induced stresses, groundwater pressures and blasting
damage are assumed to be included in the engineering analysis in which the failure
criterion is used.
Failure criterion for intact rock
For intact rock the original Hoek-Brown failure criterion may be written in the following
form:
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is the major principal effective stress at failure
is the minor principal effective stress at failure
is the uniaxial compressive strength of the rock
is a constant for intact rock .

The derivation of the Mohr failure envelope corresponding to equation (1) is presented in
the appendix.
The uniaxial compressive strength ( c ) of intact rock is an important parameter in the
Hoek-Brown failure criterion and should be determined by laboratory testing whenever
possible. Where no laboratory test results are available, the value of the uniaxial
compressive strength can be estimated from Table 1. When this is done, it is
recommended that parametric studies be carried out to determine the sensitivity of the
analysis to a range of uniaxial compressive strength values before a final selection is
made.
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Table 1. Estimates of uniaxial compressive strength

c

for intact rock

The constant mi has been found to depend upon the mineralogy, composition and grain
size of the intact rock. Table 2 gives values of mi for rocks described in a standard
geological classification based on three major groupings of rock families. Values of mi
included in this table included in this table were obtained by a re-assessment of triaxial
test data presented in Hoek and Brown (1980) together with more recently published
triaxial data, using the Simplex Reflection technique described by Shah and Hoek (1992).
This analysis was carried out by Doruk (1991), using a program called ROCKDATA
developed by Shah (1992). This program has now been replaced by RocLab which can be
downloaded (free) from www.rocscience.com.
Rock names given to test specimens have been taken directly from the literature; no
attempt has been made to revise these names. The laboratory results indicate that high
values of mi are attributed to igneous and metamorphic rocks with well interlocked
crystal structure, silicate mineralogy and coarse grain size. Lowest values are derived
from tests on fine grained sedimentary rocks, and those with carbonate mineralogy.
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Table 2. Values of constant mi for intact rock, by rock group

Failure criterion for jointed rock masses
In applying the original Hoek-Brown failure criterion to jointed rock masses, the
predicted strengths are found to be acceptable where the rock mass is subjected to
conditions in which the minor principal effective stress ( 3' ) has a significant
compressive value. For low values of 3' , the criterion predicts too high an axial strength
and also a finite tensile strength.
Most rock mechanics engineers consider that the type of jointed rock mass to which the
Hoek-Brown failure criterion applies should have zero tensile strength. For the past 30
years, finite element numerical models for use in rock mechanics have included a ‘no
tension’ option which allows tensile stresses developed in the model to be transferred
onto adjacent elements.
In view of this deficiency in the original Hoek-Brown criterion when applied to jointed
rock masses, it was decided that a modified criterion should be developed. This criterion
should conform to the strength predictions given by the original criterion, for
compressive stress conditions, and should predict a tensile strength of zero for the rock
mass. A modified criterion, which satisfies these conditions, was developed by Shah
(1992) and can be expressed in the following form:
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where mb and a are constants for broken rock.
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The derivation of the Mohr envelope corresponding to the modified criterion is discussed
in the appendix.
For jointed rock masses, the strength characteristics are controlled by the block shape and
size and the surface condition of the intersecting discontinuities and should be selected to
represent the average condition of the rock mass. Specific features such as faults, dykes
or shear zones, should be considered separately.
Block shape and size give a measure of the overall geometry of the rock mass, as well as
an indication of the proportion of the volume of rock which is occupied by
discontinuities. The amount of geological deformation also has an influence; more
highly deformed rock masses usually have a smaller block size.
The surface condition of the joints and other discontinuities also modified the rock mass
strength. At best, an unweathered, massive rock with discontinuous, irregular, rough
joints would be almost as strong as the intact rock material. At worst, a highly
weathered, moderately folded, blocky and seamy rock mass with continuous,
slickensided surfaces with soft infilling would be far weaker than the intact rock material
pieces in the rock mass.
These consideration have been taken into account in constructing a classification system,
presented in Table 3, which can be used to estimate values of the constants mb and a.
Approximate block sizes and discontinuity spacings in jointed rock masses are give in
Table 4. These values are based upon recommendations published by the Engineering
Group of the Geological Society (1997) and the International Society for Rock mechanics
(1978).
The input descriptions of overall geological structure and surface conditions are used to
select values of mb mi and a in Table 3. Substitution of the value of mi from Table 2
into mb mi gives the value of mb .
Worked example
Detailed engineering geological mapping of an area yields the following rock mass
description: moderately weathered, bedded and jointed, pale grey, fine grained, medium
strong SANDSTONE, with two sets of widely spaced joints orthogonal to bedding.
Discontinuity surfaces are persistent, irregular and smooth with surface iron staining and
minor calcite infilling.
In a pre-feasibility study it is unlikely that a comprehensive laboratory testing programme
would be carried out so use would be made of Tables 1 and 2 to estimate values uniaxial
compressive strength c of 40 MPa, and intact mi if 18.8. The rock mass has
interlocked, medium sized blocks and would have an overall structural condition
described as very blocky. The surface condition of the bedding planes and joints would
be fair. Table 3 would give values of mb mi of 0.1 and a of 0.5.
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Table 3. Estimation of mb mi and a based on rock structure and surface condition.

Table 4. Approximate block sizes and discontinuity spacings for jointed rock masses
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Preliminary design analyses in this rock mass would be carried out using these strength
parameters.
Uniaxial material strength
Broken material constant
Broken material constant

c

mb
a

40 MPa
1.88
0.5

Figure 1 gives a plot of axial strength 1' versus minor principal stress 3' and also the
Mohr failure envelope for these parameters. These curves were generated using the
program ROCKDATA.

Figure 1. Plot of principal stresses at failure and the Mohr envelope for the example
considered
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Conclusion
A modified failure criterion for jointed rock masses and a simplified classification
scheme, for estimating the parameters for this criterion, have been presented. These tools
are intended to provide engineers and geologists with a means of estimating the strength
of jointed rock masses during preliminary feasibility studies. It is strongly recommended
that more detailed studies, including laboratory or in situ tests, should be carried out for
detailed engineering design and that parametric studies should be carried out to check the
influence of the rock mass strength before final decisions are made
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