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Abstract

This paper examines the application of neural networks (NN) to reliability-based structural optimization of large-

scale structural systems. The failure of the structural system is associated with the plastic collapse. The optimization

part is performed with evolution strategies, while the reliability analysis is carried out with the Monte Carlo simulation

(MCS) method incorporating the importance sampling technique for the reduction of the sample size. In this study two

methodologies are examined. In the first one an NN is trained to perform both the deterministic and probabilistic

constraints check. In the second one only the elasto-plastic analysis phase, required by the MCS, is replaced by a neural

network prediction of the structural behaviour up to collapse. The use of NN is motivated by the approximate concepts

inherent in reliability analysis and the time consuming repeated analyses required by MCS. � 2002 Elsevier Science

B.V. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Structural optimization; Reliability analysis; Monte Carlo simulation; Evolution strategies; Neural networks; Parallel

computations

1. Introduction

Reliability analysis methods have been developed over the last two decades [1,2] and have stimulated the
interest for the probabilistic optimum design of structures. Despite the theoretical advancements in the field
of reliability analysis serious computational obstacles arise when treating realistic problems. In particular,
the reliability-based optimization (RBO) of large-scale structural systems is an extremely computationally
intensive task, as shown by Tsompanakis and Papadrakakis [3]. Despite the improvements achieved on the
efficiency of the computational methods for treating reliability analysis problems, they still require dis-
proportionate computational effort for practical reliability problems. This is the reason why very few
successful numerical investigations are known in the field of RBO [4–10].
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In the present study the reliability-based sizing optimization of multi-storey 3-D frames is investigated.
The objective function is the weight of the structure while the constraints are both deterministic (stress and
displacement limitations) and probabilistic (the overall probability of failure of the structure). Randomness
of loads, material properties, and member geometry are taken into consideration in reliability analysis using
the Monte Carlo simulation (MCS) method. The probability of failure of the frame structures is determined
via a limit elasto-plastic analysis.

The optimization part is solved using evolution strategies (ES), which in most cases are more robust and
present a better global behaviour than mathematical programming methods [11,12]. In this work two
methodologies combining evolution strategies and neural networks (ES–NN) are examined. In the first one,
a trained NN utilizing information generated from a number of properly selected design vectors, computed
by conventional finite element and reliability analyses, is used to perform both deterministic and proba-
bilistic constraints checks during the optimization process. The data obtained from these analyses are
processed in order to obtain the necessary input and output pairs which are subsequently used for training
the NN. The trained NN is then applied to predict the response of the structure in terms of deterministic
and probabilistic constraints checks due to different sets of design variables. The NN training is considered
successful when the predicted values resemble closely to the corresponding values of the conventional
analyses which are considered exact. In the second methodology the limit elasto-plastic analyses required
during the MCS are replaced by NN prediction of the structural behaviour up to collapse. For every MCS
that is required in order to perform the probabilistic constraints check, an NN is trained utilizing available
information generated from selected conventional elasto-plastic analyses. The limit state analysis data are
processed to obtain input and output pairs, which are used for training the NN. The trained NN is then
used to predict the critical load factor due to different sets of basic random variables.

The use of NN is motivated by the approximate concepts inherent in reliability analysis and the time
consuming repeated analyses required for MCS. It appears that the use of a properly selected and trained
NN can eliminate any limitation on the sample size used for MCS and on the dimensionality of the problem
due to the drastic reduction of the computing time achieved.

2. Time invariant structural reliability analysis

The inherent probabilistic nature of design parameters, material properties and loading conditions in-
volved in structural analysis is an important factor that influences structural safety. Reliability analysis
leads to safety measures that a design engineer has to take into account due to the aforementioned un-
certainties. A time invariant reliability analysis produces the following relationship

pf ¼ p½R < S� ¼
Z 1

�1
FRðyÞfSðyÞdy ¼ 1�

Z 1

�1
FSðyÞfRðyÞdy; ð1Þ

where R denotes the structure’s bearing capacity and S the external loads. The randomness of R and S can
be described by known probability density functions fRðtÞ and fSðyÞ, respectively, with FRðyÞ ¼ p½R < y�,
FSðyÞ ¼ p½S < y� being the cumulative probability density functions of R and S, respectively.

Most often a limit state function is defined as GðR; SÞ ¼ S � R and the probability of structural failure
is given by

pf ¼ p½GðR; SÞP 0� ¼
Z
GP 0

fRðRÞfSðSÞdRdS: ð2Þ

It is practically impossible to evaluate R analytically for complex and/or large-scale structures. In such cases
the integral of Eq. (2) can be calculated only approximately using either simulation methods, such as the
MCS, or approximation methods. First and second order approximation methods (FORM and SORM)
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lead to formulations that require prior knowledge of the means and variances of the random variables and
the definition of a differentiable failure function. On the other hand, MCS methods require that the prob-
ability density functions of all random variables must be known prior to the reliability analysis. For small-
scale problems FORM and SORM implementations have been proved very efficient [13], but when the
number of random variables increases and the problems become more complex MCS based methods have
been proven more reliable [14].

The reliability analysis, employed in this study, is connected to a structural failure criterion of space
frames. The failure criterion is considered to be the formation of a mechanism without considering in-
stability effects on the members of the structure. The adopted incremental non-holonomic first order step-
by-step limit analysis is based on the generalized plastic node concept. The non-linear yield surface is
approximated by a multi-faceted surface [14].

2.1. Monte Carlo simulation

In reliability analysis of structures the MCS method is particularly applicable when an analytical so-
lution is not attainable and the failure domain cannot be expressed or approximated by an analytical form.
This is mainly the case in problems of complex nature with a large number of basic variables where all other
reliability analysis methods are not applicable. Despite the fact that the mathematical formulation of the
MCS is relatively simple and the method has the capability of handling practically every possible case
regardless of its complexity, this approach has not received an overwhelming acceptance due to the ex-
cessive computational effort that is required. Several sampling techniques, also called variance reduction
techniques, have been developed in order to improve the computational efficiency of the method by re-
ducing the statistical error that is inherent in MCS methods and keeping the sample size to the minimum
possible. Furthermore, advanced solution methods and parallel processing have been recently implemented
having a beneficial effect on the efficiency of MCS [3].

MCS can be stated as follows in structural reliability analysis problems. Expressing the limit state
function as GðxÞ < 0, where x ¼ ðx1; x2; . . . ; xMÞ is the vector of the random variables, Eq. (2) can be written
as

pf ¼
Z
GðxÞP 0

fxðxÞdx; ð3Þ

where fxðxÞ denotes the joint probability of failure for all random variables. Since MCS is based on the
theory of large numbers (N1) an unbiased estimator of the probability of failure is given by

pf ¼
1

N1

XN1

j¼1

IðxjÞ ð4Þ

in which IðxjÞ is an indicator for successful and unsuccessful simulations defined as

IðxjÞ ¼
1 if GðxjÞP 0;
0 if GðxjÞ < 0:

�
ð5Þ

In order to estimate pf an adequate number of N independent random samples is produced using a
specific, usually uniform, probability density function of the vector x. The value of the failure function is
computed for each random sample xj and the Monte Carlo estimation of pf is given in terms of sample
mean by

pf ffi
NH

N
; ð6Þ

where NH is the number of successful simulations and N the total number of simulations.
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2.2. Importance sampling

Various reduction techniques have been proposed in order to improve the efficiency and the accuracy of
the MCS method. Importance sampling (IS) is generally recognized as the most efficient reduction tech-
nique [2,5,15]. The key-idea of this technique is to obtain a non-negative sampling density located in the
neighbourhood of the most probable failure point. The selection of an appropriate important sampling
density function gxðxÞ is of critical importance for both the efficiency and the accuracy of the MCS. A
successful choice of gxðxÞ yields reliable results and reduces significantly the number of simulations, while an
inappropriate choice produces inaccurate results. The key-idea of this technique is to obtain a non-negative
sampling density located in the neighbourhood of the most probable failure point. Using MCS-IS Eq. (3)
can be expressed as

pf ¼
1

N

XN
j¼1

IðxjÞ
fxðxjÞ
gxðxjÞ

; ð7Þ

where gxðxÞ is the IS function.

3. Neural networks

Only the basic ideas of NN will be discussed in this study. A more detailed introduction to NN may be
found in [16]. Neural net models of learning and the accumulation of expertise have found their way into
practical applications in many areas. It appears that a number of computational structures technology
applications, that are heavily dependent on extensive computer resources, have been investigated, showing
the range of application of neural network capabilities [17–22]. Reliability analysis of ultimate elastic plastic
structural response using MCS is a highly intensive computational problem which makes conventional
approaches incapable of treating real scale problems even in today’s powerful computers. In the present
study the use of NN was motivated by the approximation concepts inherent in reliability analysis. The idea
here is to train a NN to provide computationally inexpensive estimates of the deterministic and probabi-
listic constraints check or the limit-elasto-plastic analysis outputs required for the reliability analysis
problem. The major advantage of a trained NN over the conventional numerical process, under the pro-
vision that the predicted results fall within acceptable tolerances, is that results can be produced in a few
clock cycles, requiring orders of magnitude less computational effort than the conventional computational
process.

3.1. Back propagation learning algorithm

The basic model for an artificial neuron is shown in Fig. 1. A neural network consists of multiple ar-
tificial neurons linked together. In a back propagation (BP) algorithm, learning is carried out when a set of
input training patterns is propagated through a network consisting of an input layer, one or more hidden
layers and an output layer as shown in Fig. 2 in a fully connected NN. Each layer has its corresponding
neurons or nodes and weight connections. A single training pattern is an I/O vector of pairs of input–output
values in the entire matrix of I/O training set.

The inputs xi, i ¼ 1; 2; . . . ; n which are received by the input layer are analogous to the electrochemical
signals received by neurons in human brain. In the simplest model these input signals are multiplied by
connection weights wp;ij and the effective input netp;j to neurons is the weighted sum of the inputs

netp;j ¼
Xn
i¼1

wp;ijnetq;i; ð8Þ
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where wp;ij is the connecting weight of the layer p from the i neuron in the q (source) layer to the j neuron in
the p (target) layer, netq;i is the output produced at the i neuron of the layer q and netp;j is the output
produced at the j neuron in the layer p, as shown in Fig. 3. Inputs xi correspond to netq;i for the input layer.

In the biological system, a typical neuron may only produce an output signal if the incoming signal
builds up to a certain level. This output is expressed in NN by

outp;j ¼ F ðnetp;jÞ; ð9Þ
where F is an activation function which produce the output at the j neuron in the p layer. The type of
activation function that has been used, for the case of the hidden layers, in the present study is the sigmoid
function, while for the case of the output layer the hard limit transfer function is also employed. The
sigmoid activation function is given by the expression

F ðnetp;jÞ ¼
1

1þ e�ðnetp;jþbp;jÞ
; ð10Þ

where bp;j is a bias parameter used to modulate the neuron output. The principal advantage of the sigmoid
function is its ability to handle both large and small input signals. The determination of the proper weight
coefficients and bias parameters is embodied in the network learning process. The weight and bias pa-
rameters of the nodes are initialized arbitrarily. The bias parameters are the weights of special connections
to each neuron having unity as input value.

Fig. 2. Three layered fully connected NN configuration.

Fig. 1. Basic model for an artificial neuron.
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At the output layer the computed output(s), otherwise known as the observed output(s), are subtracted
from the desired or target output(s) to give the error signal

errk;i ¼ tark;i � outk;i; ð11Þ
where tark;i and outk;i are the target and the observed output(s) for the node i in the output layer k, re-
spectively. This is called supervised learning. For the output layer the error signal, as given by Eq. (11), is
multiplied by the derivative of the activation function, for the neuron in question, to obtain

dk;i ¼ dF ðnetk;iÞ 
 errk;i; ð12Þ
while the derivative of the sigmoid function dF is given by

dF ðnetk;iÞ ¼ outk;i 
 ð1� outk;iÞ: ð13Þ
Subsequently dk;i is used for the evaluation of the weight changes in the output layer k according to

Dwk;ji ¼ g 
 dk;i 
 outp;j; ð14Þ
where g denotes a learning rate coefficient usually selected between 0.01 and 0.9 and outp;j is the output of
node j of the layer p immediately before the output layer. This learning rate coefficient is analogous to the
step size parameter in the numerical optimization algorithms.

The changes in the weights may alternatively be expressed according to [16] by

Dwtþ1
k;ji ¼ g 
 dk;i 
 outp;j þ a 
 Dwt

k;ji; ð15Þ

which is adopted in this study, where the superscript t denotes the cycle of the weight modification and
a is the momentum term which controls the influence of the previous weight change. For the hidden layers
the corresponding weight changes are given by

dq;j ¼ dF ðnetq;jÞ 

Xn
i¼1

dp;i 
 wp;ji

 !
; ð16Þ

Dwtþ1
q;lj ¼ g 
 dq;j 
 outr;l þ a 
 Dwt

q;lj; ð17Þ

Fig. 3. Connection pattern between two layers.
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where outr;l denotes the output of the neuron l in the hidden layer r, Dwt
q;lj is the weight, changes between

neuron l in the hidden layer r to neuron j in the hidden layer q which is located between the r and p hidden
layers.

After the evaluation of the weight changes the updated values of the weights given by wtþ1
q;ij ¼ wt

q;ij þ
Dwtþ1

q;ij , are used for the next training cycle until the desired level of error is obtained. The procedure used in
this study is the single pattern training where all the weights are updated before the next training pattern
(training example) is processed.

3.2. The NN training

In our implementation the main objective is to investigate the ability of the NN either to perform the
deterministic and probabilistic constraints check or to predict the structural collapse loads. These objectives
comprise the following tasks: (i) Select the proper training set. (ii) Find suitable network architecture. (iii)
Determine the appropriate values of characteristic parameters, such as the learning rate and momentum
term. For the BP algorithm to provide good results the training set must include data over the entire range
of the output space. The appropriate selection of I/O training data is one of the important factors in NN
training. Although the number of training patterns may not be the only concern, the distribution of samples
is of greater importance. The selection of the I/O training pairs is based on the requirement that the full
range of possible results should be represented in the training procedure [23]. In the present study the
sample space for each random variable is divided into equally spaced distances for the application of the
NN simulation and for the selection of the suitable training pairs.

The number of neurons to be used in the hidden layers is not known in advance and usually is estimated
by trial and error. At the first phase of learning it is convenient to start with an increased number of hidden
units and then, after achieving the desired convergence, to try to remove some of them in order to find the
minimal size of the network which performs the desired task [24].

The learning rate coefficient and the momentum term are two user-defined BP parameters that affect the
learning procedure of NN. The training is sensitive to the choice of these net parameters. The learning rate
coefficient, employed during the adjustment of weights, is used to speed-up or slow-down the learning
process. A bigger learning coefficient increases the weight changes, hence large steps are taken towards the
global minimum of error level, while smaller learning coefficients increase the number of steps taken to
reach the desired error level. If an error curve shows a downward trend but with poor convergence rate the
learning rate coefficient is likely to be too high. Although these learning rate coefficients are usually taken to
be constant for the whole net, local learning rate coefficients for each individual layer or unit may be
applied as well.

The basic NN configuration employed in this study is selected to have one hidden layer. Tests performed
for more than one hidden layer showed no significant improvement in the obtained results. The conver-
gence of the training process is controlled by the prediction error. This is done either with a direct com-
parison of the predicted with the target results computed by the conventional procedure, also called
‘‘exact’’, or by means of the root mean square (RMS) error which is given by

eRMS ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1

NPNout

X
NP

XNout

i¼1

ðtari � outiÞ2
vuut ; ð18Þ

where NP is the total number of I/O pairs in the training set and Nout is the number of output units. eRMS

gives a measure of the difference between predicted at each NN cycle and ‘‘exact’’ values.
After the selection of the suitable NN architecture and the performance of the training procedure, the

network is then used to produce predictions of the deterministic and probabilistic constraints check or the
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critical load factor corresponding to different values of the input random variables. The results are then
processed by means of MCS to calculate the probability of failure pf .

4. Reliability-based structural optimization

In deterministic sizing optimization problems the aim is to minimize the weight of the structure under
certain deterministic behavioural constraints usually on stresses and displacements. In reliability-based
optimal design additional probabilistic constraints are imposed in order to take into account various
random parameters. Probabilistic constraints define the feasible region of the design space by restricting the
probability that a deterministic constraint is violated within the allowable probability of violation. The
probabilistic constraint that is employed in this study enforces the condition that the probability failure of
the system is smaller than a certain specified value.

In the present study the reliability-based sizing optimization of large-scale multi-storey 3-D frames is
investigated. Thus the overall probability of failure of the structure, as a result of a limit elasto-plastic
analysis, is taken as the global reliability constraint. The probabilistic design variables are chosen to be the
cross-sectional dimensions of structural members and the material properties modules of elasticity E and
yield stress ry. Due to engineering practice demands the members are divided into groups having the same
design variables. This linking of elements results in a trade-off between the use of more material and the
need of symmetry and uniformity of structures due to practical considerations. Furthermore, it has to be
taken into account that due to manufacturing limitations the design variables are not continuous but
discrete since cross-sections belong to a certain set provided by the manufacturers.

A discrete RBO problem can be formulated in the following form

min F ðsÞ
subject to gjðsÞ6 0; j ¼ 1; . . . ;m;

si 2 Rd; i ¼ 1; . . . ; n;
pf 6 pa;

ð19Þ

F ðsÞ is the objective function, s is the vector of geometric design variables, which can take values only from
the given discrete set Rd, gjðsÞ are the deterministic constraints and pf is the probability of failure of the
structure required to remain below a threshold value (pa) which comprise the probabilistic constraint. Most
frequently the deterministic constraints of the structure are the member stresses and nodal displacements or
the inter-storey drifts.

The design variables are selected from the W-shape database comprising of 311 elements. For rigid
frames with W-shape cross-sections, the stress constraints, under allowable stress design requirements
specified by Eurocode 3 [25], are expressed by the non-dimensional ratio q of the following formulas:

q ¼ fa
Fa

þ f y
b

F y
b

þ f z
b

F z
b

6 1:0 if
fa
Fa

6 0:15; ð20Þ

q ¼ fa
Fa

þ Cmf
y
b

ð1� fa=F 0
eÞFb

þ Cmf z
b

ð1� fa=F 0
eÞFb

6 1:0 if
fa
Fa

> 0:15; ð21Þ

where fa is the computed compressive axial stress, f y
b , f

z
b are the computed bending stresses for y and z axis,

respectively. F 0
e is the Euler stress divided by the safety factor 1.10, Cm is a coefficient depending upon

element’s curvature caused by the applied moments, Fa ¼ 0:60 ry is the allowable axial stress,
Fb ¼ 0:66  ry is the allowable bending stress and ry is the yield stress. The allowable inter-storey drift is
limited to 1.5% of the height of each storey.
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The proposed reliability-based sizing optimization methodology proceeds with the following steps:

1. At the outset of the optimization procedure the geometry, the boundaries and the reference loads of the
structure under investigation are defined.

2. The constraints are defined in order to formulate the optimization problem as in Eq. (19).
3. The optimization phase is carried out with ES where feasible designs are produced at each generation.

The feasibility of the designs is checked for each design vector with respect to both deterministic and
probabilistic constraints of the problem.

4. The satisfaction of the deterministic constraints is monitored through a finite element analysis of the
structure.

5. The satisfaction of the probabilistic constraints is realized with the reliability analysis of the structure
using the MCS technique in order to evaluate its probability of failure.

6. If the convergence criteria for the optimization algorithm are satisfied then the optimum solution has
been found and the process is terminated, else the whole process is repeated from step 3 with a new gen-
eration of design vectors.

In this work the reliability constraint is related to the ultimate load-carrying capacity of space frame
structures. This failure criterion is considered to be the formation of a mechanism as a result of a limit
elasto-plastic analysis of the structure without considering member instability effects. The adopted incre-
mental non-holonomic first order step-by-step limit analysis is based on the generalized plastic node
concept [26,27]. The non-linear yield surface is approximated by a multi-faceted surface thus avoiding
iterations at each load step. In order to prevent the occurrence of very small load steps a second internal
and homothetic to the initial yield surface is implemented which form a plastic zone for the activation of the
plastic nodes [14].

5. Evolution strategies

The two most widely used optimization algorithms belonging to the class of evolutionary computation
that imitate nature by using biological methodologies are the genetic algorithms (GA) and evolution
strategies (ES). In this work ES are used as the optimization tool for addressing large-scale RBO problems.
ES were introduced in the seventies by Schwefel [28] and have three characteristics that make them differ
from other conventional optimization algorithms: (i) in place of the usual deterministic operators, they use
randomised operators: mutation, selection, recombination; (ii) instead of a single design point, they work
simultaneously with a population of design points; (iii) they can easily handle continuous, discrete and
mixed optimization problems [28]. The second characteristic allows for a natural implementation of ES on
parallel computing environment.

5.1. ES for discrete optimization problems

In engineering practice the design variables are not continuous because the structural elements are
usually manufactured with certain variation of their dimensions. Thus, design variables can only take
values from a predefined discrete set. For the solution of this type of problems Thierauf and Cai [29,30]
have proposed a modified ES algorithm able to treat discrete optimization problems.

In the multi-membered ES a population of l parent design vectors will produce k offsprings through a
reproduction phase which involves recombination and mutation. Then the new population of l parent
vectors will be selected either from a temporary population of the current l þ k individuals (l þ k selection
scheme), or from the set of k offsprings only (l, k selection scheme). In most cases the ES-ðl þ kÞ selection
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scheme is more efficient than the second type, where the life of each individual is limited to one generation.
The ES-ðl; kÞ selection scheme is likely to perform better in problems with dynamically varying objective
function or in problems where the objective function is noisy.

The basic differences between discrete and continuous ES are focused on the mutation and the re-
combination operators. The mutation operator ensures that each parent sðgÞp , of the current generation g,
produces an offspring sðgÞo , whose genotype is slightly different from that of the parent

sðgÞo ¼ sðgÞp þ zðgÞ; ð22Þ

where zðgÞ ¼ ½zðgÞ1 ; zðgÞ2 ; . . . ; zðgÞn �T is a random vector. The mutation operator in the continuous version of ES
produces a normally distributed random change vector zðgÞ. Each component of this vector has small
standard deviation value ri and zero mean value. As a result of this assumption there is a possibility that all
components of a parent vector may change, but usually these changes are marginal. In the discrete version
of ES the random vector zðgÞ is properly generated in order to force the offspring vector to move to a nearby
set of discrete values.

The fact that in discrete optimization problems the difference between any two adjacent values can be
relatively large is against the requirement that the variance should be small. For this reason it is suggested
that not all the components of a parent vector, but only a few of them (say ‘) should be randomly changed
in every generation. This means that n� ‘ components of the randomly changed vector zðgÞ will have zero
value. In other words, the terms of vector zðgÞ are derived from

zðgÞi ¼ ðj þ 1Þdsi for ‘ randomly chosen components;
0 for the n� ‘ other components;

�
ð23Þ

where dsi is the difference between two adjacent values in the discrete set and j is a random integer number
that follows the Poisson distribution

pðjÞ ¼ ðcÞj

j!
e�c; ð24Þ

c is the standard deviation as well as the mean value of the random number j.
In the case of discrete optimization problems one of the following recombination operator schemes are

employed

~ssi ¼

sa;i or sb;i randomly ðAÞ;
sm;i or sb;i randomly ðBÞ;
sbj;i ðCÞ;
sa;i or sbj;i randomly ðDÞ;
sm;i or sbj;i randomly ðEÞ;

8>>>><
>>>>:

ð25Þ

~ssi is the ith component of the temporary parent vector ~ss, sa;i and sb;i are the ith components of two parent
vectors sa and sb randomly chosen from the population. The vector sm is not randomly chosen but is the
best of the l parent vectors in the current generation. In case of the recombination scheme C, ~ssi ¼ sbj;i
means that the ith component of ~ss is chosen randomly from the ith components of all l parent vectors.
From the temporary parent ~ss an offspring can then be created following the mutation operator.

The discrete optimization procedure terminates when one of the following heuristic criteria is satisfied
[29]: (i) when the best value of the objective function in the last 4nl=k generations remains unchanged, (ii)
when the mean value of the objective values from all parent vectors in the last 2nl=k generations has not
been improved by less than a given value eb, (iii) when the relative difference between the best objective
function value and the mean value of the objective function values from all parent vectors in the current
generation is less than a given value ec, (iv) when the ratio lb=l has reached a given value ed where lb is the
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number of the parent vectors in the current generation with the best objective function value. In the present
study eb and ec are taken 0.0001 and ed takes the values from 0.5 to 0.8.

5.2. ES in structural optimization problems

In structural optimization problems, where the objective function and the constraints are particularly
highly non-linear functions of the design variables, the computational effort spent in gradient calculations
needed for the mathematical programming algorithms is usually high. In a recent study by Papadrakakis
et al. [12] it was found that probabilistic search methods in structural optimization are computationally
efficient even if large number of optimization steps is needed to reach the optimum. These optimization
steps are computationally less expensive than those of mathematical programming algorithms since they do
not need gradient information. This property of probabilistic search methods is of greater importance in the
case of RBO problems since the calculation of the derivatives of the probabilistic constraints is extremely
time-consuming. Furthermore, probabilistic methodologies are more capable of finding the global optimum
due to their random search, whereas mathematical programming algorithms may be trapped in local op-
tima.

The ES optimization procedure starts with a set of parent vectors and if any of these parent vectors gives
an infeasible design then it is modified until it becomes feasible. Subsequently, the offspring design vectors
are generated and checked if they are in the feasible region. According to (l þ k) selection scheme the values
of the objective function of the parent and the offspring vectors in every generation are compared and the
worst vectors are rejected, while the remaining ones are considered to be the parent vectors of the new
generation. This procedure is repeated until the chosen termination criterion is satisfied. The ES algorithm
for structural optimization applications can be stated as follows:

1. Selection step: selection of si ði ¼ 1; 2; . . . ; lÞ parent design vectors.
2. Analysis step: solve KðsiÞxi ¼ b ði ¼ 1; 2; . . . ; lÞ.
3. Constraints check: if satisfied continue, else change sj and go to step 1.
4. Offspring generation: generate sj ðj ¼ 1; 2; . . . ; kÞ offspring design vectors.
5. Analysis step: solve KðsjÞxj ¼ b ðj ¼ 1; 2; . . . ; kÞ.
6. Constraints check: if satisfied continue, else change sj and go to step 4.
7. Selection step: selection of the next generation parent design vectors.
8. Convergence check: if satisfied stop, else go to step 4.

An important characteristic of ES is that instead of a single design point, like most of the conventional
optimization algorithms, they work simultaneously with a population of design points. This allows the
natural implementation of the ES optimization procedure in parallel computing environments where the
finite element analyses of the structure corresponding to the same population are performed independently
and concurrently. The most straightforward parallel implementation of ES is to assign each individual of
the current population to a processor without any need of inter-processor communication during the
analysis phase.

In a distributed memory computing environment the natural parallel implementation of ES can be re-
alized provided that each processor’s memory capacity is adequate to accommodate the matrices and
vectors required by the solution algorithm. In a shared memory environment, on the other hand, the
number of processors employed is related to the storage limitations since the total memory required is
the corresponding memory required for serial computations multiplied by the number of processors p. In
the present study the parallel computations were performed on a Silicon Graphics Power Challenge shared
memory computer where the number of processors activated is equal to the number of the parent or off-
spring design vectors since l ¼ k.
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5.3. Reliability-based structural optimization using MCS, ES and NN

In reliability analysis of elasto-plastic structures using MCS the computed critical load factors are
compared to the corresponding external loading leading to the computation of the probability of structural
failure. The probabilistic constraints enforce the condition that the probability of a local failure of the
system or the global system failure is smaller than a certain value (i.e. 10�5–10�3). In this work the overall
probability of failure of the structure, as a result of limit elasto-plastic analyses, is taken as the global
reliability constraint. The probabilistic design variables are chosen to be the cross-sectional dimensions of
the structural members and the material properties ðE; ryÞ.

MCS requires a number of limit elasto-plastic analyses that can be dealt independently and concurrently.
This allows the natural implementation of the MCS method in parallel computing environment as well. The
most straightforward parallel implementation of the MCS method is to assign one limit elasto-plastic
analyses to a processor without any need of inter-processor communication during the analysis phase.

5.3.1. NN used for deterministic and probabilistic constraints check
In this methodology, a trained NN utilizing information generated from a number of properly selected

design vectors is used to perform both the deterministic and probabilistic constraints checks during the
optimization process. After the selection of the suitable NN architecture the training procedure is per-
formed using a number (M) of data sets, in order to obtain the I/O pairs needed for the NN training. The
trained NN is then applied to predict the response of the structure in terms of deterministic and proba-
bilistic constraints checks due to different sets of design variables.

The combined ES–NN optimization procedure is performed in two phases. The first phase includes the
training set selection, the corresponding structural analysis and MCS for each training set required to
obtain the necessary I/O data for the NN training, and finally the training and testing of a suitable NN
configuration. The second phase is the ES optimization stage where the trained NN is used to predict the
response of the structure in terms of the deterministic and probabilistic constraints checks due to different
sets of design variables.

This ES–NN methodology can be described with the following algorithm 1:

• NN training phase:
1. Training set selection step: select M input patterns.
2. Deterministic constraints check: perform the check for each input pattern vector.
3. MCS step: perform MCS for each input pattern vector.
4. Probabilistic constraints check: perform the check for each input pattern vector.
5. Training step: training of the NN.
6. Testing step: test the trained NN.

• ES–NN optimization phase:
1. Parents initialization.
2. NN (deterministic–probabilistic) constraints check: all parents become feasible.
3. Offspring generation.
4. NN (deterministic–probabilistic) constraints check: if satisfied continue, else go to step 3.
5. Parents’ selection step.
6. Convergence check.

5.3.2. NN prediction of the critical load in structural failure
In the second methodology the limit elasto-plastic analyses required during the MCS are now replaced

by NN prediction of the structural behaviour up to collapse. For every MCS an NN is trained utilizing
available information generated from selected conventional elasto-plastic analyses. The limit state analysis
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data is processed to obtain input and output pairs, which are used for training the NN. The trained NN is
then used to predict the critical load factor due to different sets of basic random variables.

At each ES cycle (generation) a number of MCS are carried out. In order to replace the time consuming
limit elasto-plastic analyses by predicted results obtained with a trained NN, a training procedure is per-
formed based on the data collected from a number of conventional limit elasto-plastic analyses. After the
training phase is concluded the trained NN predictions replace the conventional limit elasto-plastic ana-
lyses, for the current design. For the selection of the suitable training pairs, the sample space for each
random variable is divided into equally spaced distances. The central points within the intervals are used as
inputs for the limit state analyses.

This ES–NN methodology can be described with the following algorithm 2:

1. Parents initialization.
2. Deterministic constraints check: all parents become feasible.
3. MCS step:
3a. Selection of the NN training set.
3b. NN training for the limit load.
3c. NN testing.
3d. Perform MCS using NN.

4. Probabilistic constraints check: all parents become feasible.
5. Offspring generation.
6. Deterministic constraints check: if satisfied continue, else go to step 5.
7. MCS step:
7a. Selection of the NN training set.
7b. NN training for the limit load.
7c. NN testing.
7d. Perform MCS using NN.

8. Probabilistic constraints check: if satisfied continue, else go to step 5.
9. Parents’ selection step.

10. Convergence check.

6. Numerical results

One characteristic 3-D building frame has been tested in order to illustrate the efficiency of the proposed
methodologies for reliability-based sizing optimization problems. The cross-section of each member of the
space frame considered is assumed to be a W-shape and for each structural member one design variable is
allocated corresponding to a member of the W-shape data base. The objective function is the weight of the
structure. The deterministic constraints are imposed on the inter-storey drifts and, for each group of
structural members, on the maximum non-dimensional ratio q of Eqs. (20) and (21) which combines axial
forces and bending moments. The values of allowable axial and bending stresses are Fa ¼ 150 MPa and
Fb ¼ 165 MPa, respectively, whereas the allowable inter-storey drift is restricted to 1.5% of the height of
each storey.

The probabilistic constraint is imposed on the probability of structural collapse due to successive for-
mation of plastic nodes and is set to pa ¼ 0:001. The probability of failure caused by uncertainties related to
material properties, geometry and loads of the structures is estimated using MCS with the IS technique.
External loads, yield stresses, elastic moduli and the dimensions of the cross-sections of the structural
members are considered to be random variables. The loads follow a log-normal probability density
function, while random variables associated with material properties and cross-section dimensions follow a
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normal probability density function. The required IS function gxðxÞ for the loads is assumed to follow a
normal distribution.

In the tables showing the results of the test example, DBO stands for the conventional deterministic
optimization approach, RBO stands for the conventional reliability-based optimization approach, while
RBO-NNi corresponds to the proposed reliability-based optimization with NN incorporating algorithm
i ði ¼ 1; 2Þ.

6.1. Twenty-storey space frame

The twenty-storey space frame shown in Fig. 4 consists of 1020 members with 2400 degrees of freedom.
This example is selected in order to show the efficiency of the proposed methodologies in relatively large-
scale RBO problems. The basic load of the structure is a uniform vertical load of 4.78 kPa at each storey
and a horizontal pressure of 0.956 kPa acting on the x–z face of the frame. The members of the frame are
divided into 11 groups, as shown in Fig. 4, and the total number of design variables is 11. The deterministic
constraints are 23, two for the stresses of each element group and one for the inter-storey drift. The type of
probability density functions, mean values, and variances of the random parameters are shown in Table 1.
A typical load–displacement curve of a node in the top-floor is depicted in Fig. 5, corresponding to the
following design variables: 14WF176, 14WF158, 14WF142, 14WF127, 12WF106, 12WF85, 10WF60,
8WF31, 12WF27, 16WF36, 16WF36.

For this test case the (l þ k)-ES approach is used with l ¼ k ¼ 10, while a sample size of 500 and 1000
simulations is taken for the MCS with the important sampling technique. Table 2 depicts the performance
of the optimization procedure for this test case. As can be seen the probability of failure corresponding to
the optimum computed by the deterministic optimization procedure is much larger than the specified value

Fig. 4. Description of the twenty-storey frame.

3504 M. Papadrakakis, N.D. Lagaros / Comput. Methods Appl. Mech. Engrg. 191 (2002) 3491–3507



of 10�3. For this example the increase on optimum weight achieved, when probabilistic constraints are
considered, is approximately 26% of the deterministic one, as it can be observed from Table 2. For the

Fig. 5. Load–displacement curve.

Table 1

Characteristics of the random variables

Random variables Probability density function (pdf) Mean value Standard deviation (r)

E N 200 0.10E

ry N 25.0 0.10ry

Design variables N si 0.1si
Loads Log-N 5.2 0.2

Table 2

Performance of the methods

Optimization procedure ES Gens. pf a Optimum

weight (kN)

Sequential

time (h)

Parallel time (h)

p ¼ 5 p ¼ 10 p ¼ 20

DBO 83 0:197 10�0 6771 2.0 0.7 0.3 0.3

RBO (500 siml.) 126 0:103 10�2 9114 141.0 28.4 14.1 7.1

RBO-NN1 (500 siml.) 129 0:102 10�2 9121 34.5 7.2 3.5 1.8

RBO-NN2 (500 siml.) 126 0:103 10�2 9114 15.8 3.3 1.7 0.9

RBO (1000 siml.) 120 0:103 10�2 9156 250.3 50.1 25.1 12.6

RBO-NN1 (1000 siml.) 127 0:101 10�2 9172 68.5 13.8 6.9 3.5

RBO-NN2b 122 0:97 10�3 9255 17.0 4.1 2.2 1.2

a For 100,000 simulations using the NN2 scheme.
b For 100,000 simulations.
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application of the RBO-NN1 methodology the number of NN input units is equal to the number of design
variables. Consequently the NN configuration used in this case has one hidden layer with 15 nodes resulting
in an 11-15-1 NN architecture which is used for all runs. The training set consists of 200 training patterns
capturing the full range of possible designs.

For the application of the RBO-NN2 methodology the number of NN input units is equal to the number
of random variables, whereas one output unit is needed corresponding to the critical load factor. Conse-
quently the NN configuration with one hidden layer results in a 3-7-1 NN architecture which is used for all
runs. The number of conventional step-by-step limit analysis calculations performed for the training of NN
is 60 corresponding to different groups of random variables properly selected from the random field. As can
be seen from Table 2 the proposed RBO-NN2 optimization scheme manages to achieve the optimum
weight in one-tenth of the CPU time required by the conventional RBO procedure in sequential computing
implementation.

Table 2 also depicts the performance of the proposed methodologies in a straightforward parallel mode,
with 5, 10 or 20 processors in which 5, 10 or 20 MCSs are performed independently and concurrently. It can
be seen that the parallel versions of RBO, RBO-NN1 and RBO-NN2 reached the perfect speedup ir-
respective of the number of processors used.

7. Conclusions

In most cases optimum design of structures is based on deterministic parameters and is focused on the
satisfaction of the associated deterministic constraints. So far many articles have been devoted to this re-
search field and efficient methods have been presented. When many random factors affect the design, the
manufacturing and the life of a structure the deterministic optimum cannot be considered as a realistic
optimum design when a number of uncertain parameters have an important influence on its structural
behaviour. In order to find a more realistic optimum the designer has to take into account all necessary
random parameters and via a reliability analysis of the structure to determine its optimum design taking
into account several probabilistic constraints such as the probability of failure of the structure. Only after
forming and solving this reliability based optimization problem, even with additional cost in weight and
computing time, a more realistic optimum structural design can be found.

The aim of the proposed reliability based optimization procedure was threefold. To reach an optimized
design with controlled safety margins with regard to various model uncertainties, while at the same time
minimizing the weight of the structure and reducing substantially the required computational effort. The
solution of realistic reliability based optimization problems in structural mechanics is an extremely com-
putationally intensive task. In the test example considered in this study the conventional reliability based
optimization procedure was found over seventy times more expensive than the corresponding deterministic
optimization procedure. The goal of decreasing the computational cost by one order of magnitude in
sequential mode was achieved using: (i) NN predictions to perform both deterministic and probabilis-
tic constraints check, or (ii) NN predictions to perform the structural analyses involved in MCS. Fur-
thermore, the achieved reduction in computational time was almost two orders of magnitude in parallel
mode with the proposed NN methodologies.
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