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Effects of Pipe Curvature and Internal Pressure on
Stiffness and Buckling Phenomenon of Circular

Thin-Walled Pipes
V. Polenta, S. D. Garvey, D. Chronopoulos, A. C. Long, H. P. Morvan

Abstract—A parametric study on circular thin-walled pipes
subjected to pure bending is performed. Both straight and curved
pipes are considered. Ratio D/t, initial pipe curvature and internal
pressure are the parameters varying in the analyses. The study is
mainly FEA-based.

It is found that negative curvatures (opposite to bending moment)
considerably increase stiffness and buckling limit of the pipe when no
internal pressure is acting and, similarly, positive curvatures decrease
the stiffness and buckling limit. For internal pressurised pipes the
effects of initial pipe curvature are less relevant. Results show that
this phenomenon is in relationship with the cross-section deformation
due to bending moment, which undergoes relevant ovalisation for no
pressurised pipes and little ovalisation for pressurised pipes.

Keywords—Buckling, curved pipes, internal pressure, ovalisation,
pure bending, thin-walled pipes.

I. INTRODUCTION

THIN-WALLED components have an increasingly
important role in engineering as allow a better

exploitation of material properties. Their use is increasing in
parallel with development of high performance materials and
improvement of manufacturing technologies. Applications
range from mechanics to marine industry and assume an
essential function in aeronautical and aerospace technologies
wherein employment of composite materials is extremely
common. Here circular thin-walled pipes subjected to bending
moment and internal pressure are studied.

Thin-walled pipes are naturally subjected to buckling failure
when compressive or bending load are acting. The benefits of
internal pressure on buckling limit have long been known.
Many authors have studied buckling phenomenon [1], [2],
[3] and [4]. Some found that internal pressure enhance the
behaviour of circular pipes against buckling for different load
conditions such as axial load [5], torsion [6] and bending
[7]. Others focused on curved pipes and their results show
that a curved pipe buckles earlier than the corresponding
straight pipe [8], [9] and [10]. Besides that, studies on
cross-section deformation of circular pipes under bending have
been conducted demonstrating that the cross-section flattens
with bending [11] and [12]. However, these issues have been
mainly analysed singularly due to their complexity. The aim of
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Parameter Value

Pipe diameter, D 100 mm

Pipe length, L 700 mm

Wall thickness, t (D/t) 0.25 mm (400) – 1.00 mm (100)

Radius of curvature1, R (R/D) -10 m (-100) – 10 m (100)

Young Modulus, E 200 GPa

Poisson’s ratio, ν 0.3

Internal pressure, p 0, 1.5 MPa

the present paper is to study simultaneously the effects of pipe
curvature and internal pressure to find the consequent changes
in stiffness and buckling limit and to check the relationship
between such changes and the cross-section deformation.

II. METHODOLOGY

Investigation of the problem is conducted by taking
advantage of Finite Element Analysis. The software used
is Ansys 14.5. The analysis is performed on models of
thin-walled pipes (D/t ≥ 100) meshed with SHELL181 which
is a four-nodes shell element implementing Kirchhoff-Love
plate theory; after a sensitivity analysis the element size is set
to be equal to 3.5 mm in the axial direction and 5.236 mm in
the circumferential direction. Bending moments are applied to
the two ends which are constrained to behave as rigid planes.
The pipe diameter is fixed to 100 mm and the total pipe length
is 7 times the pipe diameter which allows to have the middle
part along the span not affected by the ends constraints. The
parametric analysis is conducted by varying the ratio D/t,
the initial pipe curvature and internal pressure. In order to
reduce the computational power required by the simulations
just a quarter of cylinder is modeled taking advantage of the
double symmetry of the problem (Fig. 1). The material model
is linear with typical properties of a steel. Table I summarises
the model parameters.

Each simulation consists in a non-linear analysis in which
large displacements are taken into account. The bending
moment is applied step by step until the maximum allowable
load is reached, i.e. buckling limit. The examined results are
rotation of the ends and cross-section deformation for each

1This refers to the pipe centreline curvature (see Fig. 5). Negative values
represent pipe whose initial curvature is opposite to the curvature deriving
from bending moment.

TABLE I: FE MODEL PARAMETERS
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Fig. 1: Quarter of pipe and the two planes of symmetry (XY
and YZ). The applied moment acts in X direction and rotates
the pipe end downward

load step. These are then expressed as load-deflection curves
and ovalisation-load curves to highlight how stiffness and
cross-section deformation change with internal pressure and
pipe curvature.

III. NUMERICAL RESULTS

The following figures show the results for pipes with wall
thickness equal to 1.00 mm (D/t = 100), 0.50 mm (D/t =
200) and 0.25 mm (D/t = 400) and internal pressure p equal
to 0 and 1.5 MPa. Specifically, Fig. 2 shows the load-deflection
curves and Fig. 3 shows the ovalisation-load curves referred to
the mid-section. Ovalisation θ is defined as difference between
horizontal diameter Dh (normal to the plane of curvature) and
vertical diameter Dv (in the plane of curvature) divided by the
initial diameter D (Fig. 4):

θ =
Dh −Dv

D
(1)

Each graph consists of 5 curves, one for each examined pipe
curvature. Curvature k is defined as the ratio of pipe diameter
D over radius of curvature R, i.e. radius of pipe centreline
(Fig. 5):

k =
D

R
(2)

Negative values represent curvatures opposite to the bending
moment action. The curves of Figs. 2 and 3 are interrupted at
the point corresponding to pipe collapse.

Table II lists the values of ovalisation of the mid-section
right before collapse.

IV. RESULTS ANALYSIS

The influence of pipe curvature and internal pressure on
stiffness and buckling limit can be studied by analysing
Fig. 2. It can be noted that pipes with no internal pressure

TABLE II: MID-SECTION OVALISATION

t k p = 0 MPa p = 1.5 MPa

0.25 mm

0.01 4.85 ∗ 10−2 1.46 ∗ 10−2

0.005 3.44 ∗ 10−2 9.09 ∗ 10−3

0 4.03 ∗ 10−2 5.46 ∗ 10−3

−0.005 4.92 ∗ 10−3 1.39 ∗ 10−3

−0.01 −1.72 ∗ 10−2 6.16 ∗ 10−4

0.50 mm

0.01 1.04 ∗ 10−1 5.25 ∗ 10−2

0.005 9.47 ∗ 10−2 3.92 ∗ 10−2

0 1.04 ∗ 10−1 3.15 ∗ 10−2

−0.005 6.15 ∗ 10−2 1.93 ∗ 10−2

−0.01 1.87 ∗ 10−2 5.93 ∗ 10−3

1.00 mm

0.01 1.63 ∗ 10−1 1.90 ∗ 10−1

0.005 1.84 ∗ 10−1 1.98 ∗ 10−1

0 1.81 ∗ 10−1 1.76 ∗ 10−1

−0.005 1.53 ∗ 10−1 1.45 ∗ 10−1

−0.01 1.14 ∗ 10−1 1.15 ∗ 10−1

have a behaviour much sensitive to the pipe curvature k
(Figs. 2 (a), 2 (c) and 2 (e)). Positive curvature decreases
the critical buckling moment and negative curvature has the
opposite effect. Moreover, pipe curvature affects the slope of
load-deflection curves, i.e. pipe stiffness. Positive curvatures
lead to a load-deflection curves with a decreasing slope.

Internal pressure alters these graphs. Load-deflection curves
of internally pressurised pipes ((Figs. 2 (b), 2 (d) and 2 (f))
have a slope almost constant. Internal pressure enhances and
evens out performance of pipes with different curvature in
terms of stiffness and buckling limit.

This difference in behaviour of non-pressurised and
pressurised pipes is in relationship with the cross-section
ovalisation. Cross-section of a thin-walled pipe under bending
flattens with load application, with a consequent reduction of
inertial moment and stiffness. The higher is the pipe curvature,
the more the cross-section flattens. However, the action of
pressure on the internal surface tends to keep the cross-section
circular. Fig. 3 and values in Table II show that mid-section
ovalisation is reduced for the internally pressurised pipes
respect to the corresponding non-pressurised ones.

As final remark, note that it has been used the same value of
internal pressure, p = 1.5 MPa, for all the pressurised models,
regardless of the wall thickness. If we expressed such value
in an opportune dimensionless way, such as the ratio internal
pressure over critical internal pressure which results in pipe
failure, then the thinnest pipe (in terms of wall thickness)
would be the most internally pressurised. Indeed, the present
case study confirms that the pipe with t = 0.25 mm is the
most sensitive to pressure: load-deflection curves in Fig. 2 (f)
are almost overlapping and ovalisation values in Fig. 3 (f) are
very reduced.
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(a) t = 1.00 mm, p = 0 MPa
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(b) t = 1.00 mm, p = 1.5 MPa
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(c) t = 0.50 mm, p = 0 MPa
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(d) t = 0.50 mm, p = 1.5 MPa
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(e) t = 0.25 mm, p = 0 MPa
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(f) t = 0.25 mm, p = 1.5 MPa

Fig. 2: Load-deflection curves
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(b) t = 1.00 mm, p = 1.5 MPa
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(c) t = 0.50 mm, p = 0 MPa

0 1000 2000 3000 4000 5000 6000
−0.02

0

0.02

0.04

0.06

0.08

0.1

0.12

θ

MX (Nm)

k = −0.01
k = −0.005
k = 0
k = 0.005
k = 0.01

(d) t = 0.50 mm, p = 1.5 MPa
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(e) t = 0.25 mm, p = 0 MPa
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(f) t = 0.25 mm, p = 1.5 MPa

Fig. 3: Ovalisation-load curves. Ovalisation is referred to the mid-section
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Fig. 4: Cross-section ovalisation. Dashed and solid line
represent the undeformed and the ovalised pipe, respectively

Fig. 5: Curved pipe. The ratio pipe diameter D over pipe
centreline radius R defines the pipe curvature k

V. CONCLUSION

Results shown in the previous section confirm the already
known beneficial effect of internal pressure on thin-walled
pipes in terms of critical buckling moment. Moreover, they
highlight a clear relation between cross-section deformation
and pipe stiffness. No pressurised pipes with positive curvature
flattens with bending load, their stiffness decreases and their
critical buckling load is low. Pressurised pipes exhibit a
much smaller ovalisation, their stiffness is almost constant
throughout moment application and their critical buckling load
is higher. Furthermore, internal pressure leads to results less
sensitive to pipe curvature.

The present study suggests the possibility to use internal
pressure to enhance structural performance as well as to
change the components’ stiffness. In cases wherein strength
is not the only important design parameter, combination of
internal pressure and component curvature can provide best
results in terms of maximum allowable load and displacement.
Most attractive applications concerns industries wherein high

mechanical performance and lightness are key factors, such
as structural optimisation of wings in aircrafts with high
wingspan.
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