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Abstract. The paper proposes a methodology for calculating lateral 
buckling of beams of variable rectangular cross section based on the energy 
approach. The technique is considered on the example of a cantilever beam 
of variable width with two sections under the action of a concentrated force. 
The twist angle function was set in the form of a trigonometric series. As a 

result, the problem is reduced to a generalized secular equation. 

1 Introduction  

When designing beams with a narrow rectangular cross-section, it is necessary to check 
them for stability of a flat bending shape. In construction, beam structures with a constant 

geometry are widely used, and to reduce the consumption of material it is advisable to use 

beams of variable stiffness. The calculation of beams of variable cross section compared with 

the calculation of structures of constant stiffness is associated with more mathematical 

difficulties. In [1,2], solutions are given for beams whose geometric characteristics are 

continuous functions of coordinates. If the functions of changing the rigidity of the structure 

have discontinuities, it becomes necessary to satisfy the boundary conditions at each joint of 

the sections. In this case, it is convenient not to directly solve the differential equilibrium 
equations, but to use variational methods [3]. 

2 Methods  

We will consider the calculation method on the example of a beam with two sections (Figure 

1). The following notation is introduced: 
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Fig. 1. The beam under consideration 

 The ratio of the stiffnesses of the sections to bend in the plane of least stiffness is 

calculated by the formula: 
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 The ratio of torsional stiffnesses of the sections is calculated as: 
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 To solve, we use the energy method in the formulation presented in [4].The critical load 

is determined from the condition of minimum total energy U representing the difference 

between the potential strain energy W and the work of external forces A: 

.U W A         (4) 

 The potential strain energy is the sum of the potential energy of bending and torsion and, 

in the case of variable stiffness, is determined by the formula: 
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where v is the deflection and θ is the twist angle.  

 The work of external forces A is defined as [5]: 
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where My is the bending moment for the beam under consideration, determined by the 

formula: 

( ) ( 1).yM x Pl Px Pl            (7) 

 In formula (7), /x l   represents the dimensionless coordinate.  

 At the moment of lateral buckling, the relationship between the second derivative of the 

deflection, the bending moment, and the twist angle has the form [6]: 
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 Substituting (8) in (6), and then (6) and (5) in (4), we obtain: 
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 For the beam shown in Figure 1, expression 9 takes the form: 
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 We introduce the dimensionless quantity   by the formula: 
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 Minimizing the functional U is equivalent to minimizing the functional 
1t

Ul

GI
   which 

is written as: 
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 The function of the twist angle will be sought in the form: 
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 Substituting (13) into (12) and minimizing the functional    with unknown coefficients 

ai, we obtain a system of linear algebraic equations: 

([ ] [ ]){ } 0,A B X         (14) 
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where 1 2{ } { ... }T
nX a a a – vector of series coefficients. 

 The coefficients ijA and ijB  of the matrices [A] and [B] are determined by the formulas: 
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 Integration in formulas (15) can be performed numerically or using symbolic 

computation packages. The critical load is determined from the condition that the determinant 

of the system (14) is equal to zero: 

 [ ] [ ] 0.A B         (16) 

 The critical load is determined from (11) by the formula: 
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where min min,K    – minimum eigenvalue. 

 

 
3 Results and Discussion 
 
The test problem was solved for 1.1, 0.1   . Figure 2 shows a graph of the coefficient 

K for a different number of members of the series. Good convergence is observed. The results 
of the fourth and fifth approximations practically coincide. With one member of the series, 

the solution differs from the exact one by 4.6%.  

 The value of the coefficient K with n = 4 is 5.0386. With such initial data, the considered 

problem was solved earlier in [7], and there the value 5.03 was obtained for the coefficient 

K.  The solution proposed in [7] is based on the direct integration of differential equations in 

each section while satisfying the conditions at the boundaries. With a large number of 

sections, the solution by this method is significantly complicated. Our proposed method is 

devoid of this drawback and allows you to get a solution for any number of sections. 
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Fig. 2. The dependence of the coefficient K on the number of members of the series 

 

  
Conclusions 
 
The resolving equation of the energy method for calculating lateral buckling of beams with 

a variable width of the rectangular cross section is obtained. The problem is reduced to a 

generalized secular equation. Good method convergence is demonstrated. The reliability of 

the results is confirmed by comparison with the solution of other authors. The proposed 

technique allows you to calculate the structures of variable stiffness for an arbitrary number 

of sections. In the considered problem, the vertical displacement of the load relative to the 

center of gravity is not taken into account. These issues for the beams with constant cross 

section are studied in more detail in the paper [8].We also did not investigated the problem 
of the presence of initial imperfections and taking into account physical nonlinearity, which 

are considered in [9-11]. 
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