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Background 

Unidirectional (UD) fibre reinforced composites are widely used in lightweight structures due to their high 
specific stiffness and strength [1]. UD composites are anisotropic and exhibit nonlinear and pressure sensitive 
behaviour when subjected to multiaxial stress states especially in shear and transverse compression [2]. The 
significant nonlinearities are due to different physical effects that include plasticity, micro-cracking and 
geometric nonlinearity (e.g. fibre rotation) [3]. To accurately predict the stresses and strains and eventually 
failure in critical composite components it is therefore crucial to account for these effects [4-5]. 

Methodology 

A simple non-associative plasticity model which accounts cumulatively for these nonlinear effects is developed 
and calibrated using a novel biaxial test fixture. The procedure is based on the Modified Arcan Fixture (MAF [6]) 
and Digital Image Correlation (DIC) as shown in Fig. 1 which allows the characterisation of materials in the full 
combined transverse tension/compression and shear stress domain using a single test fixture and a single 
specimen geometry. The compression/shear domain, which cannot be tested using the conventional Arcan 
rig [7], is crucial because this is where the nonlinear, pressure sensitive behavior is most significant [2]. The 
stress/strain state in the specimen’s waisted gauge section (see Fig 1b) is defined by the loading angle α, 
which can be adjusted from pure tension over combined tension/shear, pure shear, combined 
compression/shear to pure compression as shown in Fig. 1a. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1, (a) The Modified Arcan Fixture (MAF) and (b) the butterfly specimen and DIC set-up. 
 
The proposed model was calibrated for RP-528 glass/epoxy [8] based on stress-strain curves derived from the 
MAF/DIC experimental data under various biaxial stress-states and was then implemented as a user material 
subroutine (VUMAT) for the FE software Abaqus [9]. 

Preliminary Results 

FE model predictions of the shear (12) and transverse (ε22) strains using the nonlinear user material subroutine 

(VUMAT) and a linear elastic model were compared against DIC strain maps. An example result is shown in 
Fig. 2 for a combined compression/shear load case (α=120°, σ22 AVG= -26 MPa, τ12 AVG = 47 MPa). The nonlinear 
model predicts strain maps in Fig. 2c - d that are in excellent agreement with the DIC results in Fig. 2a - b. The 
high shear strains in the gauge sections as well as the high transverse strain concentrations at the notches, 
which are largely ‘plastic’ strains, are well accounted for. This is not the case for the linear FE model (Fig. 2e - f) 
where both predictions show poor correspondence with the experimental results. The improvement of the 
proposed nonlinear model over the linear model is significant. 
 



 

 
 

Fig. 2, DIC shear (a) and transverse (b) strain maps; predicted shear (c) and transverse (d) strain maps 
using the proposed nonlinear user material (VUMAT); predicted shear (e) and transverse (f) strain maps 

using a linear elastic FE model. 

Conclusions 

A simple nonlinear constitutive model based on non-associative plasticity has been developed for UD 
composites subjected to multiaxial loading. It is demonstrated that the model can be calibrated using biaxial 
experimental data obtained from the MAF/DIC procedure. Comparison of model predictions to the DIC strain 
maps have shown that the model can predict the nonlinear pressure dependent constitutive behaviour of UD 
composites with good accuracy. The model can therefore potentially be used as a tool to investigate multiaxial 
stress/strain states and failure in critical composite components and structures. 
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