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Abstract 

Employing geostructures as structural supports and geomaterials as reservoirs for the extrac-
tion and storage of heat represent effective means to meet human activity needs since ancient times. 
This doctoral thesis focuses on the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of an innovative, 
multifunctional technology that couples the aforementioned roles for the structural support and en-
ergy supply of any type of built environment, i.e., energy piles. The multifunctional role of energy 
piles involves mechanical and thermal loads applied to such geostructures. These loads pose unprec-
edented challenges to engineers because they cause variations in the temperature, stress, deformation 
and displacement in the subsurface that need to be considered during analysis and design. Prior to 
this work, a substantial amount of research had been made available to address the thermo-mechanical 
performance of single energy piles. Design guidance has also been proposed to advise in the geotech-
nical and structural design of such geostructures. However, energy pile foundations do not consist of 
a single energy pile but of a group of energy piles. In this framework, (i) limited knowledge, if avail-
able, was present to address the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy pile groups 
subjected to thermal and mechanical loads; (ii) no simplified models and methods were accessible to 
perform the analysis and design of energy pile groups against the action of such loads; and (iii) no 
comprehensive framework for the effect of thermal (and mechanical) loads on the performance and 
the related design of both single and groups of energy piles was available. To address such challenges, 
this doctoral research was performed to (i) investigate the thermo-mechanical behaviour and perfor-
mance of energy pile groups over typical time-scales of practical applications via the first available 
in situ tests and coupled numerical analyses of such geostructures; (ii) provide the only simplified 
analytical models and methods for predicting the vertical deformation of energy pile groups subjected 
to thermal and mechanical loads; and (iii) propose a comprehensive framework for the effect of ther-
mal and mechanical loads on the performance and related performance-based design (e.g., geotech-
nical and structural) of single and groups of energy piles. The results presented in this thesis suggest 
the conclusion that (a) the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy pile groups are 
critically different from those of single energy piles; (b) thermal loads, applied alone or in conjunction 
to mechanical loads, represent a serviceability and not an ultimate limit state problem; and (c) no 
energy pile analysis and design can be considered complete without addressing the behaviour of piles 
as both isolated elements and in a group. 

Keywords: Energy piles, thermo-mechanical behaviour, performance, group effects, interactions, in 
situ testing, numerical modelling, analytical modelling, interaction factor method, equivalent pier 
method, performance-based design, design charts, thermo-elasticity, plasticity.  
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Résumé 

Les ouvrages souterrains et les géomatériaux, utilisés respectivement comme supports struc-
turels et comme moyen d’échange, de stockage ou d’extraction de chaleur, contribuent à l'activité 
humaine depuis l'Antiquité. Cette thèse de doctorat étudie le comportement et la performance thermo-
mécanique d'une technologie innovante et multifonction qui associe les rôles structuraux et d’appro-
visionnement énergétique mentionnés ci-dessus pour tout type d'environnement construit : les pieux 
énergétiques. Leurs usages multiples soumettent ces géostructures à des charges mécaniques et ther-
miques. Ces charges posent des défis sans précédent aux ingénieurs car elles incluent des variations 
de température, de contrainte, de déformation et de déplacement dans le sous-sol qui doivent être 
prises en compte lors de l'analyse et de la conception des pieux. Avant ce travail, des recherches ont 
été effectuées pour étudier le comportement et la performance thermo-mécaniques des pieux énergé-
tiques isolés. Des recommandations ont également été proposées pour leurs conceptions. Cependant, 
les fondations sur pieux énergétiques sont constituées par des groupes de pieux. Dans ce cadre, (i) les 
connaissances étaient limitées, sinon absentes, pour expliquer le comportement et la performance 
thermo-mécaniques des groupes de pieux énergétiques, soumis à des charges thermiques et méca-
niques; (ii) ni modèle ni méthodes simplifiées n'étaient accessibles pour effectuer l'analyse et la con-
ception des groupes de pieux énergétiques sous l'action de ces charges; et (iii) aucun cadre exhaustif 
sur l'effet des charges thermiques (et mécaniques) sur la performance et la conception de ces éléments 
n’était défini. Dans le but de relever les défis susmentionnés, cette thèse de doctorat a été réalisée 
pour (i) étudier le comportement et la performance thermo-mécaniques des groupes des pieux éner-
gétiques sur des échelles de temps caractéristiques d'applications pratiques, grâce aux premiers tests 
in situ et analyses numériques disponibles; (ii) fournir les premiers modèles, et méthodes, analytiques 
simplifiés pour prédire la déformation verticale des groupes de pieux énergétiques; et (iii) proposer 
un cadre complet décrivant l'effet des charges thermiques et mécaniques sur la performance et la 
conception (géotechnique et structurelle) des pieux énergétiques. Les résultats présentés dans cette 
thèse permettent de conclure que (a) le comportement et la performance thermo-mécanique des 
groupes de pieux énergétiques diffèrent par rapport à ceux des pieux énergétiques isolés, (b) les 
charges thermiques, appliquées seules ou en conjonction avec des charges mécaniques, sont un pro-
blème à l’état limite de service, mais jamais à l’état limite ultime, et (c) l'analyse et la conception des 
pieux énergétiques ne peuvent être considérées comme complètes sans aborder le comportement des 
pieux en tant qu'éléments isolés et dans un groupe. 

Mots-clés : Pieux énergétiques, comportement thermo-mécanique, effets de groupe, interactions, 
tests in situ, modélisation numérique, modélisation analytique, méthode du facteur d'interaction, mé-
thode du pieu équivalent, conception, performance, thermo-élasticité, plasticité. 
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Sommario 

L’utilizzo di geostrutture per il supporto strutturale e l’impiego di terreni per lo scambio, 
l’estrazione o lo stoccaggio di energia termica sono tra i metodi più antichi per contribuire all’attività 
umana. Questa tesi di dottorato indaga il comportamento e la prestazione termo-meccanica di una 
tecnologia innovativa e multifunzionale che unisce le suddette funzioni di supporto strutturale e di 
scambiatore di calore per qualsiasi ambiente costruito: i pali energetici. L’operazione dei pali 
energetici implica che tali elementi strutturali siano soggetti sia a carichi meccanici sia a carichi 
termici. Questa combinazione di carichi rappresenta una sfida ingegneristica senza precedenti, perché 
causa nei terreni variazioni di temperatura, sforzo, deformazione e spostamento che devono essere 
considerate nelle attività di analisi e di progettazione. Prima di questo lavoro, svariate ricerche sono 
state realizzate per studiare il comportamento e la prestazione termo-meccanica di singoli pali 
energetici e sono state proposte linee guida per la progettazione di tale tecnologia. Tuttavia, le 
fondazioni di pali energetici non sono costituite da un solo palo, ma da gruppi di pali energetici. In 
questo ambito: (i) era disponibile una conoscenza limitata, se non assente, per affrontare il 
comportamento e la prestazione termo-meccanica di gruppi di pali energetici sottoposti a carichi 
termici e meccanici; (ii) non erano disponibili modelli e metodi semplificati per l'analisi e la 
progettazione dei gruppi di pali energetici contro l'azione di tali carichi; e (iii) non esisteva alcun 
quadro dettagliato relativo alla prestazione e alla relativa progettazione di singoli pali e gruppi di pali 
energetici. Nel tentativo di affrontare tali sfide, questa tesi di dottorato ha inteso: (i) esaminare il 
comportamento e la prestazione termo-meccanica dei gruppi di pali energetici attraverso i primi test 
in sito disponibili al mondo, accoppiati con analisi numeriche; (ii) fornire gli unici modelli e metodi 
analitici semplificati per la previsione della deformazione verticale dei gruppi di pali energetici 
sottoposti a carichi termici e meccanici; infine, (iii) proporre un quadro completo circa l’effetto dei 
carichi termici e meccanici sulla prestazione e la relativa progettazione (geotecnica e strutturale) sia 
di pali singoli sia di gruppi di pali energetici. I risultati presentati in questa tesi permettono di 
concludere che: (a) il comportamento termo-meccanico e la prestazione dei gruppi di pali energetici 
differiscono in modo cruciale rispetto a quelli dei pali energetici singoli, (b) i carichi termici, applicati 
da soli o in compresenza con i carichi meccanici, rappresentano un problema di stato limite di 
esercizio e non di stato limite ultimo; (c) nessuna analisi e progettazione di pali energetici può essere 
considerata completa se non si affronta il comportamento dei pali come elementi isolati e in un 
gruppo. 

Parole chiave: Pali energetici, comportamento termo-meccanico, prestazione, effetti di gruppo, 
interazioni, campagne in sito, modellazione numerica, modellazione analitica, metodo ai fattori 
d’interazione, metodo del palo equivalente, progettazione prestazionale, termo-elasticità, plasticità.
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Introduction 

Scope, motivation and challenges 
This doctoral thesis focuses on the thermo-mechanical performance of an innovative, multifunctional 
technology that can be used for energy transfer applications as well as for providing structural support 
to any type of built environment, i.e., energy piles. Energy piles couple the structural support role of 
conventional geostructures to the role of conventional geothermal heat exchangers in an unprece-
dented technology. The operation of energy piles can provide reinforcement to soils for supporting 
any type of superstructure and at the same time can supply energy for (i) heating and cooling purposes 
to reach comfort levels in the built environment, (ii) the production of hot water for anthropogenic 
uses, and (iii) prevention of the icing of pavements and decks of infrastructures. 

The multifunctional operation of energy pile technology, which harvests renewable geothermal en-
ergy, provides tremendous potential for following international agreements for the development of a 
low-carbon built environment. From a broader perspective, energy piles can contribute to so-called 
“sustainable development”. Despite this potential, relatively limited applications of energy piles are 
currently observed because of several challenges. 

The twofold role of energy piles as structural supports and geothermal heat exchangers involves dif-
ferent types of loads, i.e., mechanical loads and thermal loads, applied to such geostructures. These 
loads pose unprecedented challenges to engineers because they include variations in the temperature, 
stress, deformation and displacement fields in the subsurface. These variations govern the thermal 
and mechanical behaviour and performance of the energy piles, with a strong impact on the energy, 
geotechnical and structural response of such foundations. The abovementioned requires multidisci-
plinary and integrated competences to perform the analysis, design and application of energy piles. 
This doctoral dissertation addresses the first two aspects of the aforementioned problem. 

Over the last two decades, a large amount of research has been performed to characterise the thermo-
mechanical behaviour and performance of energy piles. Several analysis and design tools have been 
proposed to address this behaviour and performance. Design guidance has been proposed to enhance 
the worldwide application of energy piles. Several full-scale in situ tests, centrifuge experiments, 
laboratory tests and numerical analyses have been performed in an attempt to provide both experi-
mental and theoretical knowledge in this context. However, prior to this research, three main chal-
lenges have arisen in the scope of energy piles: 

 

1. Almost all of the research performed regarding energy piles has considered these geostruc-
tures as if they were single isolated elements. However, energy pile foundations do not consist 
of a single energy pile but of a group of energy piles that function as structural supports and 
geothermal heat exchangers. A large body of evidence available for conventional piles sub-
jected to only mechanical loads has proven that when the piles are located sufficiently close 
to each other, different mechanical behaviour of the piles may be expected compared to when 
the piles are located sufficiently far from each other. The reason for this phenomenon is that 
group effects and interactions among the piles occur because of the presence and loading (e.g., 
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mechanical) of the neighbouring piles. Prior to this work, there was limited knowledge, if 
available, on the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy pile groups sub-
jected to thermal and mechanical loads as well as on the potential presence of group effects 
caused by the loading (e.g., thermal) of energy piles. 

2. All of the available analysis and design tools have addressed the behaviour of single energy 
piles but not the behaviour of energy pile groups, except for the finite element method in some 
applications. However, although the latter method provides the most rigorous solutions, the 
computing time and expertise required to run finite element analyses are often considerable 
and daunting, especially for engineering purposes. Various simplified (approximate) models 
and methods available for conventional piles subjected to only mechanical loads have proven 
to be a remarkable capability in capturing the behaviour of these geostructures in a broad 
range of situations. For this reason, these tools have become key in conventional pile analysis 
and design. Prior to this work, no simplified models and methods were available to address 
the potential influence and related response of energy pile groups to thermal (and mechanical) 
loads for analysis and design purposes. 

3. All of the design guidance for energy piles has been fragmented because it has been proposed 
by different national societies or institutions. Additionally, the guidance has been limited be-
cause some institutions employ no or incorrect performance-based procedures. However, the 
use of performance-based design procedures is essential in the framework of the modern anal-
ysis and design of structures because it yields the best trade-offs between performance and 
economic savings. The European Standards, often called the Eurocodes, currently address the 
effects of mechanical and thermal loads on the geotechnical and structural behaviour and per-
formance of structures such as piles but lack recognised rules that can be straightforwardly or 
suitably applied to energy piles. Prior to this work, no comprehensive summary about the role 
of thermal and mechanical loads in the geotechnical and structural performance and perfor-
mance-based design of energy piles was available. 

 

Contribution 
To address the three aforementioned challenges, this doctoral research has been devoted to investi-
gating the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy pile groups with a threefold goal: 

1. To provide experimental and theoretical knowledge about the thermo-mechanical response of 
energy pile groups to thermal and mechanical loads. These investigations focus on (i) the 
potential presence and impact of group effects caused by thermal loads, (ii) the interplay of 
these loads with mechanical loads and (iii) the impact of mechanical and thermal loads on the 
geotechnical and structural behaviour of energy piles. 

2. To present consistent theoretical approaches based on the sound principles of mechanics for 
predicting the vertical deformation of energy pile groups subjected to thermal and mechanical 
loads in a wide range of design cases. This effort is focussed on (i) the development of para-
metric solutions summarised in design charts and (ii) the proposition and validation of two 
semi-analytical models addressing the considered problem. 
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3. To summarise and demonstrate the effect of thermal and mechanical loads on the geotechnical 
and structural performance of energy piles. This study is focussed on (i) the role of thermal 
loads in the geotechnical and structural performance-based design of energy piles at ultimate 
limit states and (ii) the role of thermal loads in the performance-based design of energy piles 
at serviceability limit states. 

 

Solution approach 
The results presented in this doctoral thesis are derived from investigations based on the development 
of (i) full-scale in situ tests, (ii) coupled, multidimensional numerical analyses and (iii) analytical 
models (cf., Figure I).

 

 
Figure I: Solution approach employed to address the challenges of this doctoral research. 
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Structure and features of this doctoral thesis 
The structure of this doctoral dissertation is as follows: 

 

 Chapter 1, entitled “Energy geostructures”, presents an introduction to the technology of en-
ergy geostructures with a focus on energy piles. 

 Chapter 2, entitled “The role of thermal loads in the geotechnical and structural performance 
of energy piles”, addresses challenge 3. In this chapter, the occurrence of group effects caused 
by thermal loads is postulated. While an extensive treatment of the considered topic is pre-
sented in the following chapters of this thesis, such a chapter is useful prior to the others 
because it proposes a sound summary of the effect of thermal and mechanical loads on the 
thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy piles. 

 Chapter 3, entitled “Thermally induced group effects among energy piles”, addresses chal-
lenge 1. 

 Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7, entitled “The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based 
on design charts”, “The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based on analytical 
models”, “Non-linear soil deformation and energy pile interaction” and “The equivalent pier 
method for energy pile groups”, respectively, address challenge 2. 

 Chapter 8, entitled “Conclusions and perspectives”, summarises the contributions provided 
by this doctoral research and presents future perspectives and developments for the urgent 
need in the field of energy piles and energy geostructures in general. 

 Appendix A, entitled “In situ testing equipment”, describes the monitoring instrumentation 
used for the in situ testing activities presented in Chapter 3. 

 Appendix B, entitled “Mathematical formulation employed in the finite element analyses”, 
presents the mathematical formulation employed in the multidimensional, thermo-mechanical 
finite element analyses employed in Chapters 3-7 as an analysis and validation tool. 

 

Along with the abovementioned research activities about the thermo-mechanical behaviour and per-
formance of energy pile groups, other research activities were performed during this doctoral educa-
tional path. These activities investigated the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of single 
energy piles and energy sheet pile walls as well and involved numerical modelling and centrifuge 
testing. Based on the aforementioned developments, a total of fourteen co-authored research papers 
and fourteen conference papers and extended abstracts were produced during this doctoral educa-
tional path (cf., Curriculum vitae) and have been published, or are to be published, in international 
journals or conference proceedings, respectively. 

 

The adopted sign convention in this manuscript considers compressive stresses, contractive strains 
and downward displacements (i.e., settlements) to be positive. 
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Energy geostructures 

In a world increasingly characterised by environmental pollution and depletion of non-re-
newable energy resources, the conceptual development, analysis, design and application of environ-
mentally friendly technologies to sustain the population needs and progress goals is of crucial im-
portance. Energy geostructures are an innovative, multifunctional technology that can be used to ad-
dress the aforementioned challenge. Employing geostructures (e.g., piles, walls, tunnels, etc.) for 
structural support purposes represents an historical means to meet human activity. Employing soils 
and rocks as reservoirs for the extraction and storage of heat also represents a means to meet human 
activity since ancient times. Energy geostructures couple the structural support role of ground struc-
tures with the role of ground heat exchangers harvesting renewable energy for the heating and cooling 
of the built environment. This work addresses the technology of energy geostructures, with a partic-
ular focus on energy piles, as a breakthrough means for contributing to the sustainability of human 
activity via the establishment of low-carbon buildings and infrastructures. The following work aims 
in particular at: (i) introducing the world energy sources and consumption, with a focus on geothermal 
energy and geothermal systems; (ii) expanding on the technology of energy geostructures with re-
gards to the physical principle, the technical aspects and the typical operations involved with this 
technology; and (iii) presenting the typical, unprecedented challenges involved in the analysis and 
design of energy geostructures such as energy piles. The following arguments contribute with the 
Introduction in justifying the motivation and the need of undertaking this doctoral research. 
 

1.1 Anthropogenic development and the energy question 

1.1.1 World population 

The world population continues to markedly grow since the 20th century. It currently counts 7.6 bil-
lion living human individuals and is expected to continue to grow in the next decades (cf., Figure 
1.1). Different scenarios of world population increase can be considered for the future, but the median 
trend currently predicted approximately accounts for up to 9.8 billion living human individuals by 
2050 and 11.2 billion living human individuals by 2100 (United Nations, 2017). 
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1.1.2 Energy forms and classification of energy sources 

Energy, which can be appreciated in various forms, represents a key source to meeting human activity 
needs and development, and can be quantified with different unit measures (cf., Table 1.1). One typ-
ical classification of energy sources is based on their availability in nature. This classification includes 
primary energy sources and secondary energy sources. Primary energy sources, such as fossil fuels, 
mineral fuels, solar energy, geothermal energy, wind energy, tidal energy and biomass sources, rep-
resent an energy form that has not been subjected to any conversion and is available in nature. Sec-
ondary energy sources or energy carriers, such as electrical energy, refined fuels and synthetic fuels, 
represent an energy form that has been transformed from primary energy sources and is not available 
in nature. 

Depending on whether primary energy sources can renew themselves at a sufficient rate in human 
time frames or cannot, one further classification can be employed. This classification includes renew-
able energy sources and non-renewable energy sources. Renewable energy sources, such as solar 
energy, geothermal energy, wind energy, tidal energy and biomass sources can renew themselves at 
a sufficient rate in human time frames. Non-renewable energy sources, such as fossil fuels (e.g., oil, 
coal and natural gas) and mineral fuels (e.g., natural uranium), cannot renew themselves at a sufficient 
rate in human time frames. 

 

 
Figure 1.1: World population trend (data from United Nations (2017)). 
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Table 1.1: Some energy-related unit measures. 
 

Name Symbol Description 

Joule [J] The basic energy unit of the metric system (SI) 

Calorie [cal] 

Historically, 1 calorie is the amount of heat required to 
raise the temperature of 1 gram of water by 1°C, from 

14.5 °C to 15.5 °C. 

More recently, the calorie has been defined in terms of the 
Joule (thermo-chemical calorie: 1 cal = 4.184 J) 

Watt [W] or [J/s] A derived unit of power that expresses 1 Joule per second 
and can be used to quantify the rate of energy transfer 

Kilowatt-hour [kWh] The standard unit of electricity production and consump-
tion (1 kWh = 3.6 106 J) 

Gigatonne of oil equivalent [Gtoe] An energy equivalence for oil (1 Gtoe = 41.868 EJ) 

 

1.1.3 World energy consumption and supply 

Various are the uses of energy by human civilisation and associated to these uses there is always an 
energy supply. Depending on the stage of the utilisation or production of energy, three different def-
initions are usually employed to characterise the use of energy (as well as the energy itself), that is, 
primary energy consumption, final energy consumption and net energy consumption, and one defini-
tion to characterise the supply of energy, that is, primary energy supply. Primary energy consumption 
refers to the direct use or supply at the source of energy that has not been subjected to any conversion 
or transformation process. This energy is often termed primary energy or crude energy as well.  In 
most cases, however, energy cannot be used without conversion or transformation processes and for 
this reason it is refined in the so-called final energy. The final energy consumption represents the total 
energy consumed by end users (e.g., the building sector, the industry sector, etc.), excluding the en-
ergy that is used by the energy sector itself. In the context of constructions, this term is usually asso-
ciated with the amount of energy supplied that is necessary to run the generator of cold and heat. 
From the final energy to the net or effective energy that is eventually used, however, there are in 
many instances various losses associated with the use of devices for further refining, storing or deliv-
ering energy. These losses comprise (i) generation losses, (ii) storage losses, (iii) distribution losses 
and (iv) output losses, and characterise the so-called net energy. The net energy consumption repre-
sents the consumption of energy in its final desired form, usually drawn from a consuming device. In 
the context of constructions, this term is usually associated with the thermal energy to be delivered 
to, or extracted from, a conditioned space by a heating or cooling system to maintain the set-point 
temperature during a given period of time for the comfort of the occupants. Often, the consumption 
of final energy is termed, although inappropriately, energy demand. In reality, energy consumption 
and demand are two related, yet different, variables. The first one refers to the quantity of energy to 
add or remove in a space, whereas the last one is the immediate rate of that consumption, i.e., the 
power at a particular instant in time. For this reason, final energy consumption is measured in kilo-
watt-hours, whereas the energy demand, i.e., the rate of that consumption, is measured in kilowatts. 
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In the European Union and in developed countries such as the United States, three dominant end users 
characterise the final energy consumption since recent decades: the building sector, the industry sec-
tor and the transportation sector. In 2015, these three sectors contributed to the total final energy 
consumption of the European Union by 25.4%, 25.3% and 33.1%, respectively (cf., Figure 1.2) 
(Eurostat, 2017). In Switzerland, as in many other developed countries, approximately 60 to 85% of 
the final energy consumption associated with the building sector is for space conditioning and the 
production of hot water (Kemmler et al., 2013) (cf., Figure 1.3). 

Along with the aforementioned statistics, the world final energy consumption and primary energy 
supply continue to rise to meet the increase in world population and the expansion of economies (cf., 
Figure 1.4 and Figure 1.5) (International Energy Agency, 2016c). Historically, the global energy mar-
ket has been, and is still, dominated by the combustion of fossil fuels, i.e., non-renewable primary 
energy sources. In recent years (since the mid-20th century), fossil fuels have met at least 60% of the 
final energy consumption and at least 80% of the primary energy supply (cf., Figure 1.4 and Figure 
1.5). 

 

 
Figure 1.2: Final energy consumption shares by end users in the European Union in 2015 (data from Eurostat (2017)). 

 

 
Figure 1.3: Final energy consumption in the Swiss building sector in 2012 (data from Kemmler et al. (2013)). 
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Figure 1.4: World final energy consumption from 2000 to 2014 (data from International Energy Agency (2016c)). 

 

 
Figure 1.5: World primary energy supply from 2000 to 2014 (data from International Energy Agency (2016c)). 

 

1.1.4 Consequences 

The historical use of non-renewable energy sources, often unregulated, poorly regulated, inefficient 
or overly exploited, in contrast to renewable energy sources, has caused, without being limited to, 
two consequences: (i) the increase in greenhouse gas emissions and (ii) the depletion of non-renew-
able energy sources. 

Greenhouse gas emissions are caused to a substantial amount by fossil fuels combustion. Global de-
pendence on fossil fuels has led to the release of over 1100 Gt of CO2 in the atmosphere since the 
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mid-19th century to 2007 (Sims et al., 2007), amount that continued to increase up to a first stabilisa-
tion in 2014 (International Energy Agency, 2016a). Over 90% of energy-related emissions are carbon 
dioxide (CO2) from fossil fuels combustion (cf., Figure 1.6), the 20% of which can be associated to 
the building sector, both in developed and developing countries (International Energy Agency, 2015) 
(cf., Figure 1.7). 

Two problems associated with fossil fuels combustion and greenhouse gas emissions are that they 
represent the most important source of air (and environment) pollutant emissions deriving from an-
thropogenic development (International Energy Agency, 2016b) and are considered to be the domi-
nant cause of the observed climate change and global warming since the mid-20th century (IPCC, 
2013), respectively. One problem associated with the depletion of non-renewable energy sources is 
that, within approximately a century, resorting to these sources will not be technically and economi-
cally convenient anymore in many cases (IPCC, 2013). 

All of the aforementioned problems have a profound impact on the society, the economy, the politics 
and the environment. Resorting to renewable energy sources is an essential and effective solution to 
these problems. 

 

 
Figure 1.6: World anthropogenic energy-related greenhouse gas emissions by type (data from International Energy 

Agency (2015)). 
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Figure 1.7: World energy-related CO2 emissions by sector (data from International Energy Agency (2015)). 

 

1.1.5 Perspectives 

Many are the initiatives, policies, regulations and agreements at the national and international levels 
that are being promoted and established to target a development that sustains human needs and pro-
gress goals with a limited impact on the environment, i.e., a sustainable development (see, e.g., Magee 
et al. (2013)). Undoubtedly, because of the noteworthy influence of the building sector on energy 
consumption, non-renewable energy exploitation and greenhouse gas emissions, developing build-
ings and infrastructures characterised by (i) integrated passive design strategies (i.e., approaches and 
technologies employing ambient energy sources such as daylighting, natural ventilation and solar 
energy, instead of purchased energy sources like electricity or natural gas to meet people’s comfort 
in the built environment), (ii) high performance building envelopes and energy efficient heating, ven-
tilation and air conditioning (HVAC) systems, as well as lighting and appliances, and (iii) technolo-
gies harvesting on-site renewable energy sources can represent a major contribution to a sustainable 
development. An environment characterised by the aforementioned features (i)-(iii) is usually termed 
“low-carbon built environment”. 

The Energy Performance of Buildings Directives (Energy Performance of Buildings Directive, 2002; 
Energy Performance of Buildings Directive, 2010), the Carbon Neutral Design Project and the 
ASHRAE Vision 2020 represent examples of key directives and initiatives for the development of a 
low-carbon built environment. The goal of the referenced directives and initiatives is to require (or to 
foster) the design and construction of so-called “nearly zero-energy buildings”, “carbon neutral build-
ings” and “net zero energy buildings”, respectively, in the years to come. For example, the Energy 
Performance of Buildings Directives require all new public buildings constructed in the European 
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Union to be nearly zero-energy from 2018. At the same time, all new buildings should be nearly zero-
energy by the end of 2020 following the same EU Directives. The purpose is to develop buildings 
with significantly reduced energy consumption combined with the increased use of low-carbon en-
ergy sources to meet this consumption. 

Based on the aforementioned aspects, it appears abundantly clear that the conceptual development, 
analysis, design and application of environmental friendly technologies harvesting on-site renewable 
energy sources for targeting the supply of heating and cooling energy to the built environment (i.e., 
aspect (iii)) represent crucial contributions to a sustainable development. 

 

1.2 Geothermal energy 

1.2.1 Origin 

Geothermal energy is the natural thermal energy contained in the Earth subsurface. This natural heat 
results from (i) the formation of the planet, (ii) the radioactive decay of minerals and (iii) the solar 
energy absorbed at the surface. It is contained in approximately 1.084 1021 cubic metres of rocks and 
metallic alloys located in the Earth subsurface (Lee et al., 2007). 99% of this volume is characterised 
by a temperature higher than 1000 °C, while only 0.1% by a temperature lower than 100 °C (Barbier, 
2002). 

 

1.2.2 Geothermal gradient 

The temperature field in the subsurface is typically sensitive to atmospheric conditions within the 
first 10-15 m (cf., Figure 1.8), being usually strongly influenced by daily (day-night) temperature 
fluctuations and more or less markedly by seasonal temperature fluctuations. Below this region, the 
temperature remains relatively stable throughout the year, i.e., between 10 °C and 21 °C depending 
on the latitude, and is approximately equal to the mean annual outside air temperature. Therefore, the 
ground tends to be warmer than the atmosphere during winter and cooler during summer, a generali-
sation that applies for most locations around the world regardless of geology (Narsilio et al., 2014). 
From the aforementioned values, the temperature increases with depth in the Earth crust (Barbier, 
2002). An average geothermal gradient of approximately 3 °C per 100 m of depth characterises Earth 
subsurface down to the upper mantle. This gradient can vary depending on the location from values 
of 1 °C per 100 m in ancient continental zones of the Earth crust to values of 10 °C per 100 m in areas 
of active volcanism. At greater depths, this temperature gradient decreases to approximately 0.1 °C 
per 100 m of depth (cf., Figure 1.9). These temperature levels can be used in geothermal applications 
to meet human activity needs in the built environment. 
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Figure 1.8: Sketch of typical temperature evolution with depth in the shallow subsurface throughout the year for a tem-

perate climatic zone. 
 

 
Figure 1.9: Sketch of typical temperature evolution with depth in Earth subsurface (redrawn after Boehler (1996)). 

 

1.2.3 Features of geothermal energy

Geothermal energy represents the second most abundant source of primary energy on Earth, after 
solar energy (Lee et al., 2007). It is classified as both renewable and sustainable (Lund, 2009), and 
represents one of the energy sources that can be used in the construction sector for the development 
of low-carbon buildings (in several countries, also resorting to the support of government grants and 
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incentives). Geothermal energy can be considered as a clean and environmentally friendly energy 
source as it generates no (or minimal) greenhouse gas emissions because the conversion and utilisa-
tion processes do not involve any chemical reactions (e.g., combustion) (Lee et al., 2007). This energy 
source is also available continuously, regardless of the weather conditions, which makes it attractive 
in contrast to other renewable energy sources such as solar and wind energy. Among other various 
positive attributes (Lee et al., 2007), geothermal energy reduces the current dependence on non-re-
newable energy sources and it can be used for various purposes from a local to a relatively large scale. 
Because geothermal energy is available almost everywhere, the consequent reduction of energy im-
ports means a reduced dependence on external economic or political situations (Brandl, 2006). 

 

1.3 Geothermal systems 

1.3.1 Classification of geothermal systems 

Geothermal systems are technologies that harvest geothermal energy. Various classifications of geo-
thermal systems can be made, but one classification that is often employed relies on the exploitation 
depth of the thermal energy present in the subsurface. Depending on whether a lower or greater depth 
than 400 m (by governmental definition in several countries) is considered, geothermal systems can 
be classified as shallow geothermal systems or deep geothermal systems, respectively. Shallow geo-
thermal systems deal with low temperature and enthalpy. Deep geothermal systems deal with medium 
to high temperature and enthalpy. 

 

1.3.2 Features and uses of geothermal systems 

Geothermal systems are made up of three main components: a heat source, a heat sink and a heat 
exchanger. Typically, the heat source is the ground and the heat sink is a surface environment (in 
general, a structure), but the opposite can also occur, i.e., the heat source is a surface environment 
and the heat sink is the ground. The heat exchanger is generally constituted by one or more elements 
containing a fluid that transfers the heat between the heat source and the heat sink. 

Employing the ground as a heat reservoir, i.e., a heat source or sink, is a result of long historical 
developments that can often be addressed only on the basis of indirect considerations (Cataldi, 1999). 
Some early development examples of this type are listed hereafter. In early Sumerian and Akkadian 
times, the ground was employed as a heat sink to store ice (and food) in so-called “ice houses” con-
structed partly or completely underground (e.g., Dalley, 2002), based on the limited affection of these 
environments to the surface thermal conditions. In Palaeolithic and ancient Roman times, the ground 
was used as a heat source for bathing and space heating (e.g., Armstead, 1973), based on the presence 
of sources of hot water in the subsurface (e.g., thermal springs). In 1904, the ground was used as a 
heat source for electrical power production via the construction of the first geothermal power plant 
by Prince Piero Ginori Conti in Italy (e.g., Lungonelli, 2003). 

One key feature of geothermal systems is the way the thermal energy that is harvested from the ground 
is used via such systems. In shallow geothermal systems, an indirect use of geothermal energy is 
typically made. Machines or devices that modify (enhance or lower) the energy input transferred 
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between the ground and the target environment, in addition to machines or devices that force a heat 
carrier fluid to flow (exchanging heat) between them, are employed in such cases. In deep geothermal 
systems, a direct use of geothermal energy can be made when an indirect use is not targeted. In con-
trast to the previous case, machines that modify the energy input transferred between the ground and 
the target environment can be avoided in this condition and only machines that force a heat carrier 
fluid to flow between the ground and the target environment are required. 

Shallow geothermal systems can be used to provide heating, cooling and hot water, using tempera-
tures available underground of less than 25 °C. These systems are suitable for small-scale and do-
mestic use in almost any geographical location. Deep geothermal systems can be used to provide 
heating and hot water as well as electrical power, using temperatures available underground greater 
than 25 °C and up to 200 °C (the temperatures required for electrical power generation being generally 
greater than 175 °C (Narsilio et al., 2014)). These systems are suitable for medium- to large-scale 
uses, but can be applied in more particular locations than those characterising shallow geothermal 
systems. 

In addition to the previously proposed classification of geothermal systems, one additional criterion 
is often employed to characterise these systems and is related to the presence of closed- or open-loops 
in the heat exchanger. Based on this criterion, geothermal systems can be classified in most cases as 
either closed-loop or open-loop systems. Closed-loop systems use a water-based mixture circulating 
through sealed pipes to transfer the heat from the ground to the superstructure or the opposite. Open-
loop systems directly use ground water extracted from or injected in aquifers through wells in the 
considered heat exchange process. 

The crucial difference between closed- and open-loop systems is that in the latter systems mass ex-
change occurs, in contrast to the former, and heat transfer is more favourable. However, although 
providing the highest energy yield, open-loop systems require the highest financial input and pose 
the highest technical risks such as underground pollution (Boënnec, 2008). Because there is no mass 
exchange with the ground, closed-loop systems minimise environmental risks and mineral precipita-
tion issues, and do not require the need to obtain extractive licensing (Narsilio et al., 2014). Shallow 
geothermal systems can be either open- or closed-loop. Deep geothermal systems are open-loop.  

Figure 1.10 presents typical examples of shallow and deep geothermal systems. Typical shallow ge-
othermal systems are horizontal geothermal boreholes, geothermal baskets, groundwater capture sys-
tems, vertical geothermal boreholes and energy geostructures. Typical deep geothermal systems are 
thermal springs, hydrothermal systems and petrothermal systems. 

Horizontal geothermal boreholes are the shallowest type of geothermal systems. These systems typ-
ically consist of closed polyethylene pipes ploughed or dug down horizontally in the ground at a few 
meters of depth (e.g., from a depth of  2 to 5 m) next to buildings. In the pipes, a circulating heat 
carrier fluid allows exchanging the heat present in the ground (predominantly as a consequence of 
solar radiation) especially for heating purposes in residential, agricultural or aquaculture applications. 
However, storage purposes can also be achieved in those situations in which the boreholes are placed 
under buildings. 
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Figure 1.10: Classification of geothermal systems (redrawn after Geothermie Schweiz). 

 

Geothermal baskets represent a more compact system than horizontal geothermal boreholes and can 
be used for similar purposes. These systems are typically buried in the ground at a few meters of 
depth (e.g., from a depth of  2 to 10 m) and consist of closed polyethylene pipes fixed in a spiral 
geometry in which a heat carrier fluid flows. Applications where spiral coils are located in surface 
water reservoirs next to buildings are also possible, provided that such reservoirs are located deep 
enough to avoid problematic conditions for the system operation, e.g., freezing of the reservoir water 
and thus of the circulating heat carrier fluid in the pipes. 

Groundwater capture systems employ open wells surrounded by groundwater reservoirs located at 
shallow depths (e.g., from a depth of  5 to 20 m). These systems can be applied when no hydro-
logical, geological and environmental constraints in general are present. They are typically used for 
heating purposes by extracting the thermal energy present in the subsurface water. For small con-
structions, single wells may be used. Larger constructions usually require doublet wells. Extraction 
and injection wells may be employed to ensure a balanced underground thermal field, which is es-
sential for performance and, in some cases, environmental concerns. 

Vertical geothermal boreholes consist of closed polyethylene pipes that are embedded vertically in 
the ground below or next to buildings at deeper depths than in the previous applications (e.g., from a 
depth of  50 to 300 m). A filling material (e.g., bentonite) is usually placed in the borehole to 
enhance the heat exchange between the ground and the pipes. In the pipes, a circulating heat carrier 
fluid allows exchanging heat for heating, cooling, storage and hot water production purposes in the 
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most diverse construction types. Single boreholes can supply small residential constructions. Bore-
hole fields are required when aiming to supply with thermal energy bigger constructions. Higher 
energy input than those transferred through shallower geothermal systems can be achieved through 
vertical geothermal boreholes because of the higher temperature levels characterising the ground at 
the considered depths. 

Energy geostructures are novel geothermal systems detailed later that can be used with comparable 
and even more favourable outcomes than the previous shallow geothermal systems. 

Thermal springs may generally be classified as deep geothermal systems, although they can also be 
found at depths characteristics of shallow geothermal systems. These systems employ open wells 
surrounded by hot groundwater reservoirs that are located relatively deep in the subsurface (e.g., from 
a depth of  500 to 1000 m). They are typically used for bathing and medical purposes by extracting 
the thermal energy present in the subsurface water. 

Hydrothermal systems extract groundwater through open wells from depths that allow the tempera-
ture and thermal energy present to be sufficiently high for realising large-scale heating applications 
(e.g., from a depth of  1000 to 4000 m). Typical uses of these systems are for district heating. 
Heating of large industrial or agricultural constructions can also be conveniently achieved. 

Petrothermal systems also extract groundwater through open wells, but from deeper depths than hy-
drothermal systems (e.g., from a depth of  4000 to 6000 m). The temperature and thermal energy 
present in the water at these depths can be used for large-scale electrical power production and supply. 

 

1.4 The energy geostructure technology 

1.4.1 Roles of energy geostructures 

Energy geostructures, more properly defined in a theoretical sense as thermo-active geostructures, 
are an innovative technology that couples the structural support role of conventional geostructures to 
the heat exchanger role of shallow geothermal systems. This technology includes all ground-embed-
ded structures that can be used as structural supports while exchanging heat with the ground. Similar 
to other shallow geothermal systems, energy geostructures deal with low enthalpy and take advantage 
of the relatively constant temperature field in the shallow subsurface throughout the year for their 
heat exchanger role (Batini et al., 2015). 

Energy geostructures can involve deep foundations (e.g., piles, piers, barrettes), earth retaining struc-
tures (e.g., diaphragm walls and sheet pile walls), shallow foundations (e.g., footings, base slabs), 
tunnel linings and anchors as well as pavements. The resulting geostructures are so-called energy 
piles, energy walls, energy slabs, energy tunnels, etc. (cf., Figure 1.11). 
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Figure 1.11: Examples of energy piles (image courtesy of Dr. Thomas Mimouni). 

 

Various are the purposes of the heat exchange that can be established with energy geostructures. 
These can consist of (i) heating and cooling superstructures to reach comfort levels in the built envi-
ronment, (ii) contributing to the production of hot water for anthropogenic, agricultural or tank-farm-
ing uses, and (iii) providing heat to prevent the icing of pavements and decks of infrastructures such 
as roads, bridges, station platforms and airport runways. 

The use of energy geostructures for heating and cooling superstructures to reach comfort levels in the 
built environment can be achieved with the broadest number of energy geostructures, such as energy 
piles, energy walls, energy slabs and energy tunnels (the latter located close – i.e., within at maximum 
400-600 m – to the superstructure they supply with thermal energy). 

The use of energy geostructures for contributing to the production of hot water for anthropogenic 
purposes can nowadays be achieved based on the lower temperature levels needed for this aim (e.g., 
45-55 °C) compared to those needed in constructions built since the 20th century to few decades ago 
(e.g., 75-85 °C). Typical energy geostructures that can be employed for this purpose, as well as for 
contributing to the production of hot water for agricultural or tank-farming purposes, are energy piles 
and energy walls. The use of energy tunnels in the vicinity of locations where agricultural or tank-
farming activities may be developed is also particularly favourable. The reason for this is that signif-
icant amounts of heat, which may be wasted otherwise, can be exchanged with the tunnel environment 
and the surrounding ground. This heat exchange can be particularly favourable especially when tun-
nels are characterised by a significant length or high traffic, and when they are constructed at signif-
icant depths or in mountains where noteworthy geothermal gradients are present. 
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The use of energy geostructures for providing heat to prevent the icing of pavements and decks of 
infrastructures such as roads, bridges, station platforms and airport runways can be typically achieved 
via energy piles supporting bridge piers, energy slabs and energy pavements. 

 

1.4.2 Materials and technology 

Energy geostructures are typically made of reinforced concrete. From a technological perspective, 
they differ from conventional geostructures only because pipes are fixed along their reinforcing cage 
or are placed within the filling material (cf., Figure 1.12). The first application is more frequent when 
dealing with energy walls or tunnels, whereby potential issues due to maintenance of the geostructure 
or the adjacent environment (e.g., fixing supports to the geostructure that may pierce the pipes em-
bedded within the reinforced concrete) are avoided by placing the pipes along the reinforcing cage 
on the groundside. Otherwise, embedding the pipes within the concrete is often preferable to ensure 
adequate concrete cover on the reinforcing cage. 

Inside these pipes, a fluid is pumped via electrically driven machines and is used as a thermal energy 
carrier for the operation of the energy geostructures as in most shallow, closed-loop geothermal sys-
tems. Energy geostructures are closed-loop, shallow geothermal systems too. 

The pipes mounted along the reinforcement of energy geostructures are usually made of high-density 
polyethylene and are characterised by a diameter of 20 to 40 mm with a wall thickness of 2 to 4 mm. 
Two or more pipe loops can be installed in series or in parallel. Typical configurations are the U-
shape, double U-shape, W-shape and spiral shape. Thermal insulation of the pipes can be considered 
for the first meters of the inlet and outlet to limit the influence of the climatic condition on the heat 
exchange process, aiming at optimising the energy efficiency (Gao et al., 2008; Batini et al., 2015) 
(cf., Figure 1.12). 

Fixing the pipes to the reinforcing cage of energy geostructures can be performed either in a plant or 
on site. The latter is more common (Brandl, 2006), whereby the piping is delivered to site on reels 
and a special working area is used. At the inflow and outflow of the pipework of each energy geo-
structure, a locking valve and a manometer are fixed (Brandl, 2006). These instruments allow the 
pipe circuit to be pressurised within a range of 5 to 8 bar for integrity check. In most applications, the 
locking valves and manometers are also used upon concreting to resist the head of the wet concrete 
without collapsing. Pressure testing for 24 hours after concreting is good practice. The pressure in the 
pipes is again applied before the working phase involving the construction of the superstructure starts 
(Brandl, 2006). 

The heat carrier fluid (i.e., the heat transfer medium) usually consists of water, water with antifreeze 
(e.g., glycol), or a saline solution. Glycol–water mixtures containing additives to prevent corrosion 
are also a well performing and durable solution. 
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Figure 1.12: Typical pipes and thermal insulation in an energy pile (image courtesy of Dr. Thomas Mimouni). 
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1.4.3 Advantages involved with energy geostructures 

Similar to other technologies harvesting renewable energy, such as conventional geothermal systems, 
energy geostructures are an environmentally friendly technology that reduces the need of fossil en-
ergy sources and hence the greenhouse gas emissions. For this reason, the use of energy geostructures 
promotes and complies with national and international initiatives, policies, regulations and agree-
ments such as those highlighted above. Furthermore, energy geostructures may be applied with other 
technologies harvesting renewable energies to form highly efficient systems. 

In contrast to conventional shallow geothermal systems, the earth-contact elements that characterise 
energy geostructures and serve as heat exchangers are already required for structural reasons and need 
not to be constructed separately (Brandl, 2006). This fact involves savings related to the construction 
process that should be undertaken in a separate realisation of geostructures and geothermal heat ex-
changers. 

Another key difference between energy geostructures and other conventional closed-loop geothermal 
systems is that concrete has more favourable thermal properties than the filling materials (e.g., ben-
tonite) of the other geothermal technologies. This feature makes the heat exchange more favourable 
in the former case compared to the latter. One final difference is that usually the bending radius of 
the pipes in energy geostructures is greater compared to that characterising the pipes in conventional 
geothermal heat exchangers. This fact involves a lower flow resistance of the fluid circulating in the 
pipes, which results in a lower pumping power and, thus, in a lower operation cost. 

With reference to the purposes of the heat exchange that can be established with energy geostructures 
various are the advantages included with energy geostructures compared to other technological sys-
tems. The use of energy geostructures for heating and cooling superstructures to reach comfort levels 
in the built environment reduces the environmental impact of any construction and can be exploited 
to get incentives for the design project and construction of the superstructure. The use of energy 
geostructures for contributing to the production of hot water for anthropogenic purposes reduces the 
costs compared to systems entirely resorting to more conventional technologies and is again charac-
terised by a reduced environmental impact. When energy geostructures are employed for contributing 
to the production of hot water for agricultural or tank-farming uses, cost savings can be achieved via 
lower operational costs and environmental impacts. The use of energy geostructures for providing 
heat to prevent the icing of pavements and decks of infrastructures such as roads, bridges, station 
platforms and airport runways involves reducing the environmental impacts of these applications be-
cause the use of salts or grits in not necessary. 

 

1.5 Energy geostructure operation modes 

1.5.1 Possible operations 

Two operation modes of energy geostructures involving a markedly different conceptual purpose can 
be employed: the heat exchange operation and the heat storage operation. Depending on whether 
energy geostructures are used for heat exchange or storage purposes through the respective opera-
tions, so-called “Ground Source Heat Pump Systems” (GSHPS) and “Underground Thermal Energy 
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Storage Systems” (UTES) are employed, respectively. Figure 1.13 presents a schematic of typical 
energy geostructures operation modes. 

 

 
Figure 1.13: Typical energy geostructure operation modes. 

 

1.5.2 Heat exchange operation  

In this operation, the primary purpose of energy geostructures is to use the ground as a heat reservoir. 
The heat present in the ground is typically extracted and transferred to the superstructure in cool 
climates or cold seasons. On the contrary, the heat is typically extracted from the superstructure and 
injected in the ground in warm climates or during hot seasons. 

Two possible uses of the energy geostructures are possible for the heat exchange operation mode: 

 

a. Heating and/or cooling only can be employed when the natural thermal recharge occurring in 
the ground during non-operating periods of the energy geostructure system is sufficiently high 
to keep the shallow temperature field in the subsurface undisturbed (except for the influence 
of climatic conditions) over time. This situation generally characterises energy geostructures 
in permeable soil with significant groundwater flow. 

b. Heating and/or cooling combined with heat storage has to be employed when the natural 
thermal recharge occurring in the ground during non-operating periods of the energy geo-
structure system is insufficient to keep the shallow temperature field in the subsurface undis-
turbed (except for the influence of climatic conditions) over time. This situation generally 
characterises energy geostructures in low permeable soil with negligible groundwater flow. 

 

1.5.3 Heat storage 

In this operation, the primary purpose of energy geostructures is to use the ground as a storage me-
dium. Waste heat and solar heat is typically injected in the ground. While solar heat is usually injected 
in warm climates during hot seasons for a successive heating use in cold seasons, waste heat (involv-
ing elevated or low temperatures) can be stored for a successive use in the ground for both heating 
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and cooling purposes in cool climates or cold seasons and in warm climates or hot seasons, respec-
tively. Heat storage is often required when heating or cooling needs do not match the heating or 
cooling productions. 

 

1.6 Ground Source Heat Pump Systems 

1.6.1 General 

Ground Source Heat Pump Systems are constituted by a primary and a secondary circuit that allow 
the heat to be exchanged between the ground and any considered superstructure via energy geostruc-
tures. The primary circuit includes the ground heat exchanger system directly in contact with the 
ground. The secondary circuit characterises the superstructure to be heated or cooled. 

In the primary circuit, heat is exchanged between the ground and the geostructure, and is collected to 
be transferred to the superstructure. In the secondary circuit, heat is transferred to the superstructure 
for heating or cooling. In between these two circuits, electrically driven machines such as heat pumps 
or reversed heat pumps can be employed. These machines are not present in all applications and when 
heating or cooling functional modes are targeted without them, the resulting energy geostructure op-
erations are called “free heating” or “free cooling” (or geocooling), respectively. The need of using 
heat pumps or reversed heat pumps depends on the significance of the temperature difference between 
the primary circuit (i.e., the ground) and the secondary circuit (i.e., the superstructure), such an aspect 
rendering the heat exchange between the two environments more or less favourable. 

The operation of Ground Source Heat Pump Systems can involve sufficiently high temperature levels 
in the ground or higher temperatures than that of the ground in the secondary circuit when operating 
for the heating of superstructures. Conversely, the operation of Ground Source Heat Pump Systems 
can involve sufficiently low temperature levels in the ground or lower temperatures than that of the 
ground in the secondary circuit when operating for the cooling of superstructures. When the temper-
ature level in the ground is sufficient for the aforementioned purposes, heat pumps or reversed heat 
pumps are not needed and “free” operations can be achieved. Otherwise, heat pumps or reversed heat 
pumps are employed to increase and decrease the temperature level (and associated energy input), 
respectively, in those cases in which the heat originally exchanged with the ground may not be suffi-
cient for heating or cooling purposes. In other words, heat pumps or reversed heat pumps allow over-
coming the apparent restriction involved with the use of a cooler ground for heating superstructures 
or a warmer ground for cooling superstructures, respectively, as a consequence of the fact that these 
situations defy the second law of thermodynamics, for which heat flows from hot to cold, if left to 
itself (Narsilio et al., 2014). Typically, heat pumps are employed to rise the temperature level from 
10-15 °C to 25-35 °C for the heating of superstructures (Brandl, 2006). 

It is worth noting that, even though the term free is used in the related applications, pumping machines 
using electrical energy are anyhow required to transfer the thermal energy from the soil to the super-
structure or the opposite, such an occurrence being ensured by heat pumps when employed. Figure 
1.14 presents a schematic of a typical Ground Source Heat Pump System for the heating of a super-
structure. 
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Figure 1.14: Typical composition of a ground source heat pump system and associated heating operation mode (modi-

fied after Agentur für Erneuerbare Energien, reproduced with permission). 
 

1.6.2 The primary circuit 

Heat exchange between the ground and energy geostructures occurs via the heat carrier fluid circu-
lating in the pipes embedded in the energy geostructures (i.e., the ground heat exchangers) and allows 
exploiting the large thermal storage capabilities of the ground for heating and cooling purposes. 

One or more header and manifold blocks are generally present to collect all the pipes arising from the 
energy geostructure(s). Resilience of these systems is fundamental. Hence, sub-manifolds are gener-
ally employed to affect only a minor portion of the energy geostructure system if there are any prob-
lems related with the installation or operation of the energy geostructures. These elements, together 
with the run-out proportion of the pipes that characterise the energy geostructure(s), often lie within 
the blinding beneath the base slab and constitute the primary circuit together with all of the afore-
mentioned elements. 

 

1.6.3 The heat pump or reversed heat pump 

Heat pump machines are thermal devices that convert mechanical work into heat. The thermodynamic 
principle behind heat pumps is that fluids become warmer when they are compressed into a smaller 
volume. The opposite is true for reversed heat pumps, i.e., fluids become cooler when they are ex-
panded. This fact involves that heat pumps and reversed heat pumps are characterised by the same 
operating principle (Yunus and Michael, 2006). 
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Simple heat pumps (e.g., compression heat pumps) comprise four main devices: the evaporator, the 
compressor, the condenser and the expansion valve. Heat pumps work with a refrigerant, which is a 
special fluid that (i) circulates in a closed circuit in the heat pump, (ii) undergoes phase transitions 
from a liquid to a gas and back again, and (iii) evaporates at low temperatures. 

In the evaporator, the refrigerant is put in its liquid form in contact with the heat carrier fluid circu-
lating in the pipes of the energy geostructures in the primary circuit and is evaporated in a gas, being 
its temperature lower than that of the heat carrier fluid and its boiling point (at relatively low pressure) 
below the entering heat carrier fluid temperature. The phase change from liquid to gas of the refrig-
erant fluid decreases the temperature of the heat carrier fluid, which is the re-injected in the ground 
via the pipes of the energy geostructures to warm up again. The refrigerant gas, at low pressure and 
relatively low temperature, then passes to the compressor. 

In the compressor, this gas is compressed by using external energy (e.g., electrical power) to a higher 
temperature. The refrigerant gas, now at relatively high pressure and temperature, afterward passes 
to the condenser. 

In the condenser, the resulting hot gas supplies the gained heat to a heat carrier fluid circulating in 
the secondary circuit by condensing (at a much higher temperature than at which it boiled). Eventu-
ally, the hot liquid refrigerant at high pressure passes through an expansion valve that returns the 
pressure and temperature of the liquid to its original conditions prior to the evaporator for starting a 
new cycle.  

The aforementioned process is reversed when reversed heat pumps are used, the refrigerant conden-
sation heating the heat carrier fluid circulating in the primary circuit, which is re-injected in the 
ground to cool down again. 

 

1.6.4 The secondary circuit 

Heat exchange in the built environment is typically achieved in the secondary circuit through heat 
exchangers such as underfloor heating ducts, radiators, etc. Temperature values that are adequate to 
reach comfort levels in living spaces and advantageous for engineering applications (e.g., de-icing of 
infrastructures) can be achieved through energy geostructures with a highly efficient use of primary 
energy (Batini et al., 2015). 

 

1.6.5 The Coefficient of Performance 

The amount of external energy input to be supplied to heat pumps has to be kept as low as possible 
to make the heat pump ecologically and economically desirable, the heat pump efficiency becoming 
a crucial design parameter. The efficiency of heat pumps can be characterised using the Coefficient 
of Performance, , which is a device parameter that defines how much units of heat can be ob-
tained using one unit of electricity. The  is defined as 
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Energy output after heat pump operation [kW]
Energy input for heat pump operation [kW]

 (1.1) 

 

The higher the , the lower the external energy input compared to the energy outpout (e.g., useful 
heat). For example, a  of 4 means that from one unit of electrical energy and three units of thermal 
energy (supplied, e.g., by the ground heat exchanger), four units of usable energy are derived. Usu-
ally, geothermal heat pumps have a  in the range of 3.5 to 4. For economic reasons a value of 

 4 may preferably be achieved (Brandl, 2006). 

The efficiency of a heat pump is strongly influenced by intrinsic machine features such as efficiency 
of internal heat exchangers and thermal losses, as well as by the difference between extracted and 
actually used temperature. A high user temperature (inflow temperature to the heating system of the 
secondary circuit) and a low extraction temperature (due to a too low return-flow temperature) in the 
heat exchanger (primary circuit) reduce its efficiency. To have a good efficiency, the usable temper-
ature in the building should not exceed 35-45 °C and the extraction temperature in the pipes should 
not fall below 0-5 °C (Brandl, 2006). Besides, thermal properties of soils might vary considerably in 
freezing conditions and it is recommended that excessive heat extraction causing soil freezing should 
be avoided (SIA-D0190, 2005). 

 

1.6.6 The Seasonal Factor of Performance 

The efficiency of ground source heat pump systems along seasons can be characterised through the 
Seasonal Factor of Performance, . This factor includes not only the energy of the heat pump but 
also that of other energy-consuming elements (e.g., circulation pumps) (Brandl, 2006). The  is 
defined as 

 

Energy output usable from the energy system [kWh]
Energy input of the energy system [kWh]

 (1.2) 

 

Values of  of 3.8-4.3 can be achieved with standard electric heat pumps, with an increase of 10-
15% when special devices with direct vaporisation are used (Brandl, 2006). The seasonal performance 
of ground source heat pump systems is generally represented in a Sankey diagram that graphically 
indicates the energy budget of a system with the internal and external energy fluxes. 

 

1.6.7 Possible applications of Ground Source Heat Pump Systems 

Two main types of application of Ground Source Heat Pump Systems can be foreseen depending on 
the features of the given location and project, and the number of energy geostructures required: 
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1. Monovalent systems relying only on energy geostructures to provide the entire amount of 
heating and cooling needs. This type of systems is rare but achievable under certain conditions 
(i.e., significant ground water flow and favourable conditioning loads). In these systems, at 
least 70% of the extracted energy may be injected when encountering minimum groundwater 
flow, although injecting more than 90% of the extracted energy may compromise the long-
term efficiency of free cooling (SIA-D0190, 2005). An example of such systems is the indus-
trial building Lidwil at Altendorf, Switzerland. The system uses 120 spun energy piles out of 
155 spun piles constituting the entire building foundation that are equipped with two U-loops 
per pile (embedded within a gravel layer characterised by a groundwater velocity between 
100 and 150 m/day), and provides 160 kW of heating using three heat pumps of 18 kW each 
with a  of 2.9-3 (SIA-D0190, 2005). 

2. Bivalent systems using energy geostructures to provide only a proportion of the heating and 
cooling needs, the rest being satisfied using conventional heat sources. An example of such 
systems is the dock Midfield of the Zürich airport, Zürich, Switzerland. The system uses more 
than 300 energy piles out of 440 piles to provide 65% of the heating needs and 70% of the 
cooling needs. The remaining proportions come from district heating for heating and from a 
cooling tower for cooling, respectively (Pahud and Hubbuch, 2007). 

 

1.7 Underground Thermal Energy Storage Systems 
Underground Thermal Energy Storage Systems allow the heat collected from solar thermal panels or 
in excess from superstructures use to be exchanged for storage purposes between any considered 
superstructure and the ground via energy geostructures. In Ground Source Heat Pump Systems, heat 
exchange between energy geostructures and the surrounding ground should be maximised. In con-
trast, in Underground Thermal Energy Storage Systems heat exchange between energy geostructures 
and the surrounding ground should be minimised to preserve heat storage. Underground Thermal 
Energy Storage Systems are often considered to hold little promise because the heat stored into the 
ground dissipates rather quickly in most cases (Ingersoll et al., 1954). However, where the site con-
ditions are favourable, they can represent an advantageous solution because large storage volumes 
can be realised with a low ground occupation at the surface (Pahud, 2002). Underground Thermal 
Energy Storage Systems are very similar to Ground Source Heat Pump Systems and can be realised 
with or without heat pumps or reversed heat pumps. 

 

1.8 Application and development of energy geostructures 

1.8.1 Historical facts 

Energy geostructures have been increasingly applied worldwide approximately since the 1980’s 
(Brandl, 2006). To date, the highest number of energy geostructure applications involves energy piles, 
whereas less projects involve energy walls and energy tunnels, for example. Only the advent of the 
project “Grand Paris express” in France, which may be considered to be the modern urban renovation 
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of Paris after that introduced by Haussmann during the mid-19th century, has caused a major increase 
in the design for a future application of energy walls and energy tunnel linings. 

 

1.8.2 Application and development examples based on a literature survey 

Figure 1.15 presents the number and average length of energy piles installed by country, based on 
available data in the literature and personal communications from companies involved with the con-
struction of energy geostructures worldwide. Leading countries in the application of energy piles 
currently appear to be United Kingdom, Austria and Switzerland. The average length of the con-
structed energy piles is of 19 m. 

Figure 1.16 presents the installed thermal power by country, based on the same survey. Leading coun-
tries in the installed power through energy piles currently appear to be China, Austria and United 
Kingdom. 

 Figure 1.17 presents the cumulative number of energy piles and energy pile projects in the world. It 
is evident that the application of energy piles is remarkably increasing. 

 

 
Figure 1.15: Number and average length of energy piles by country. 
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Figure 1.16: Installed thermal power by country. 

 

 
Figure 1.17: Cumulative number of energy piles and energy pile projects in the world. 

 

1.9 Considerations and challenges from a holistic, integrated perspective 
The multifunctional operation of energy geostructures as structural supports and geothermal heat ex-
changers involves various challenges. These challenges concern planning, analysis, design (e.g., ge-
otechnical, structural and energy), construction and maintenance aspects in the design project of 
buildings and infrastructures employing energy geostructures. The focus is given here to the chal-
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lenges belonging to the analysis and design of energy geostructures themselves, because these activ-
ities crucially contribute to the suitable conceptual development and operation of such technology in 
the broad picture of the design project of constructions. 

The multifunctional role of energy geostructures involves mechanical and thermal loads applied to 
such elements. These loads cause variations of the temperature, stress, deformation and displacement 
in the subsurface that need to be considered in analysis and design (cf., Figure 1.18). 

The temperature changes caused in the energy geostructures and the subsurface crucially characterise 
the thermal response, as well as the energy behaviour and performance of such technology. A sound 
analysis of this problem, specific for any site and energy geostructure, is essential to ensure an ade-
quate energy behaviour and performance, and to justify the use of geostructures as geothermal heat 
exchangers. This is true for both short- (e.g., hourly, daily) and long-term (e.g., weeks, years) periods. 

 

 
Figure 1.18: Typical aspects to consider in the analysis and design of energy geostructures. 

 

The stress, deformation and displacement fields in the subsurface are not only caused by the conven-
tionally applied mechanical loads to the geostructures, but in the case of energy geostructures by the 
unprecedented thermal loads applied to such technology as well. Thermal loads are responsible for a 
dual interplay of stress and strain development in the geostructures and the subsurface. This interplay 
depends on whether the expansion or contraction caused by the application of the thermal loads to 
the energy geostructures and the surrounding ground is restrained or allowed. The stress, deformation 
and displacement caused in the energy geostructures and the subsurface crucially characterise the 
mechanical response, as well as the geotechnical and structural behaviour and performance of such 
technology. A comprehensive analysis of this problem, specific for any site and energy geostructure, 
is essential to ensure an adequate geotechnical and structural behaviour and performance, and to jus-
tify the use of geostructures as structural supports. This is true for both short- and long-term periods. 
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Despite increasing applications of energy geostructures worldwide, in very limited cases an integrated 
approach to account for the aforementioned aspects and to analyse and design the considered tech-
nology is employed. In contrast, the general approach employed to analyse and design energy geo-
structures is oriented (at least theoretically) to oversizing the considered geostructures (via more sub-
stantial or reinforced geostructures) without a sound understanding of the theory and practical conse-
quences involved. This phenomenon is considered to occur in many cases because of the following: 

 

 First, due to the complexity of the problems involved with energy geostructures and the eco-
nomic pressures that design and constructor companies face in the market to remain compet-
itive in spite of such complexity. The problems involved with the geotechnical, structural and 
energy analysis and design of energy geostructures are strongly multiphysical and multidisci-
plinary. They also involve complex conceptual, organisational and management aspects from 
design project and application perspectives. Aspects involved in the design project of energy 
geostructures are reported in Table 1.2 and Table 1.3. 

 Then, because many are still the gaps between the scientific understanding of energy geo-
structures and the practical procedures employed to analyse and design the considered tech-
nology. The lack of a comprehensive framework allowing for the understanding of the behav-
iour and performance of energy geostructures, together with the lack of simplified yet suitable 
tools for the analysis and design of such geostructures, certainly contributed to the aforemen-
tioned occurrence up to recent years. 

 Finally, because of the lack of comprehensive design methodologies for energy geostructures. 
The availability of fragmented and limited design guidance (because proposed by different 
national institutions and not employing at all or correctly a performance-based procedure, 
respectively) certainly contributed to the last evidence up to recent years. 

 

Analyses and designs of technologies aimed at achieving a trouble-free performance instead of an 
actual optimal performance have the marked limitation of being uneconomical. Only by understand-
ing the behaviour of any physical problem in a theoretical and empirical sense, and by developing 
analysis tools and design methodologies can one obtain adequate and economic analyses and designs. 

In an attempt to foster the worldwide diffusion of energy geostructures with reference to the afore-
mentioned considerations and the challenges presented in the Introduction, particularly for energy 
piles, this doctoral research addresses the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy 
pile groups. The aim is to cover the essence of the interdisciplinary and integrated competences re-
quired in the geotechnical and structural analysis and design of energy piles that civil engineers, ar-
chitects and urban project managers have to face when addressing such innovative technology. 
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Table 1.2: Examples of aspects involved in the architectural and structural design of buildings and infrastructures in-
volving energy geostructures.   

Architectural design 

• Establishes the architectural and distributive features of the construction, considering 

• The resources (e.g., economic and financial) available to the project 

• The location and interaction of the construction with the surrounding systems and environments (e.g., 
urban, ambient, etc.) 

• The requirements for occupants use and/or accessibility 

• Defines the environmental systems and units characterising the construction 

• Defines the classes of technological systems, technological systems and technological elements (e.g., for 
building envelope and interior environment, etc.), and the related features, considering 

• The resources (e.g., economic and financial) available to the project 

• The features of the environmental systems and units characterising the construction 

• The requirements for occupants use and/or accessibility (e.g., ambient temperature, relative humidity, 
etc.) 

• Other complementary requirements targeted by the construction design (e.g., associated with energy 
performance, environmental impact, etc.) 

• The capability of the technological solutions to be demounted, maintained, repaired, deconstructed and 
reconstructed 

• The life cycle of the technological solutions applied (with regards to the design working life of the 
structure) 

Structural design 

• Defines the features (e.g., dimensional and technological) of the superstructure system upon 

• The choice of the type of superstructure systems based on 

• The architectural and distributive features of the construction 

• The location, use and features of the construction from the perspective of the actions and effects 
of actions applied to the structure 

• The feasibility of the solution foreseen (e.g., economic, financial and technical) 

• The establishment of a target structural performance of the superstructure system, based on the verifi-
cation of the requirements and the consideration of 

• The actions and effects of actions characteristics of the features, location and use of the con-
struction 

• The actions and effects of actions potentially arising from the foundation 

• Contributes with the geotechnical design to define the features (e.g., dimensional and technological) of the 
foundation system upon 

• The verification of the structural performance of the foundation with reference to target requirements 
and based on the estimate of 

• The actions arising from the superstructure that have to be carried by the foundation 

• The actions characteristics of a specific use or location of the foundation 

• Ensures a target structural performance of the superstructure and foundation systems to a certain prob-
able extent in the design working life of the construction 
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Table 1.3: Examples of aspects involved in the architectural and structural design of buildings and infrastructures in-
volving energy geostructures.   

Geotechnical design 

• Defines the features (e.g., dimensional and technological) of the foundation system upon 

• The choice of the type of foundation systems based on 

• The architectural and distributive features of the construction 

• The features of the superstructure system and the actions involved 

• The geotechnical characterisation of the site 

• The feasibility of the solution foreseen (e.g., economic, financial and technical) 

• The establishment of a target geotechnical performance of the foundation system, based on the verifi-
cation of the requirements and the consideration of 

• The actions and effects of actions arising from the superstructure system (e.g., thermal and 
mechanical actions) 

• The actions and effects of actions potentially arising from the ground 

• The mutual interaction with the solution foreseen by the energy design for the energy founda-
tion 

• Ensures a target geotechnical performance of the foundation system to a certain probable extent in the 
design working life of the construction 

Energy design 

• Defines the features of the systems and plants (e.g., for the production of hot water, the allowance of con-
ditioning, the distribution of electrical power, etc.) foreseen to satisfy the energy needs associated with the 
features and use of the construction, considering 

• The resources (e.g., economic and financial) available to the project 

• The location and interaction of the construction with the surrounding environment 

• The requirements for occupants use in terms of thermo-hygrometric comfort, indoor air quality, etc. 

• The feasibility and sustainability of the solution 

• Other complementary requirements targeted by the construction design (e.g., associated with energy 
performance, environmental impact, etc.) 

• Contributes with the geotechnical design to define the features (e.g., dimensional and technological) of the 
foundation system 

• Ensures a target energy performance of the construction to a certain probable extent in its design working 
life 
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The role of thermal loads in the 
geotechnical and structural    
performance of energy piles 

Over the last decade, increasing efforts have been devoted to proposing recommendations 
and standards for the geotechnical and structural design of energy piles. The unprecedented action of 
thermal loads, in conjunction with that of mechanical loads, due to their geothermal and structural 
support operations, represents a significant challenge. Design guidance is currently available. How-
ever, the widespread design approach is prescriptive and not performance-based, and where this latter 
approach is employed, shortcomings are present. To provide a basis for a novel performance-based 
design framework, this study investigates, via a theoretical analysis and practical design examples, 
the role of thermal loads in the geotechnical and structural performance of energy piles. This work 
shows that thermal loads involve effects that can be neglected in the performance-based design of 
energy piles at ultimate limit states, both from a geotechnical and a structural perspective, and can 
be considered relevant only at serviceability limit states. In the limit state design framework of the 
Eurocodes, the above holds when (i) a design compressive strength of the reinforced concrete section 
constituting the pile at least equal to the pile design bearing capacity and (ii) a minimum longitudinal 
reinforcement for the pile concrete cross-sectional area that can ensure ductility are ensured. The 
results presented, together with the proposed design approach, reduce the design and verification of 
energy piles at ultimate limit states as a conventional process against the action of mechanical loads 
only. 
 

2.1 Introduction 
Nowadays, it is established that energy piles are a technology with major capabilities to provide en-
ergy supply and structural support to the built environment. Over the last three decades, increasing 
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applications of energy piles characterised by noteworthy thermal performance (i.e., associated with 
the energy behaviour) have been documented worldwide (Laloui and Di Donna, 2011). In the mean-
time, no applications of energy piles affected by a lack of required mechanical performance (associ-
ated with the geotechnical or structural behaviour) at both ultimate (i.e., failure-related) or servicea-
bility (i.e., deformation-related) limit states have been documented. 

However, the absence of applications of energy piles characterised by a lack of required mechanical 
performance is often not representative of an adequate geotechnical and structural design of such 
ground structures. In contrast, this evidence is the consequence of a design created (at least theoreti-
cally) to overly conservatively tackle (using excessively long or substantial piles) the challenging 
multiphysical phenomena associated with the mechanical and thermal loads applied to energy piles 
because of their structural support and geothermal operations. 

Designs of structures aimed at achieving a trouble-free performance instead of an actual optimal per-
formance have the marked limitation of being uneconomical. Only by understanding the behaviour 
of any physical problem in a theoretical and empirical sense and by developing analysis tools and 
design methodologies can one obtain adequate and economical designs. 

Much theoretical (e.g., Laloui et al., 2003; Bourne-Webb et al., 2011; Mimouni and Laloui, 2014; 
Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017b) and empirical (e.g., Amatya et al., 
2012; Murphy et al., 2015; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Di Donna and Laloui, 2015; Di Donna et 
al., 2015; Yavari et al., 2016) knowledge and many analysis tools (e.g., Knellwolf et al., 2011) are 
currently available to characterise the mechanical performance of energy piles subjected to mechan-
ical and thermal loads. However, despite some recent research (Xiao et al., 2016), few, limited meth-
odologies for addressing the geotechnical and structural design process – intended as a complex, 
integrated and iterative process comprising design and verification phases – of energy piles against 
the action of mechanical and thermal loads have been developed. 

In principle, the European Standards, often called the Eurocodes (EN 1990, 2002), are available to 
address the effects of mechanical and thermal loads on the geotechnical and structural behaviour and 
performance of structures such as piles. In practice, these standards currently lack recognised rules 
that can be straightforwardly or suitably applied to consider, in the design process, the effects of 
thermal loads associated with the geothermal operation of energy piles. 

One guide in Switzerland (SIA-D0190, 2005), one standard in the United Kingdom (Ground Source 
Heat Pump Association, 2012) and one recommendation in France (CFMS-SYNTEC-SOFFONS-
FNTP, 2017) currently offer guidance for the geotechnical and structural design of energy piles. How-
ever, although they represent groundwork, these contributions are characterised by drawbacks. 

The Swiss document (SIA-D0190, 2005) neglects aspects whose relevance for design have been 
noted in recent years, e.g., the presence and influence of thermally induced group effects on energy 
pile performance (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d). 

The United Kingdom standard (Ground Source Heat Pump Association, 2012), in addition to suffer-
ing from the same aforementioned drawback, is applicable to only a limited number of design situa-
tions because it is characterised by prescriptive and not performance-based features and involves, in 
most cases, an excessive oversizing of piles because it is based on worst-case scenario considerations. 
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The French recommendations (CFMS-SYNTEC-SOFFONS-FNTP, 2017), which are based on the 
groundwork of Burlon et al. (2013) that was more recently enriched by Bourne-Webb et al. (2016b), 
may in principle be considered the best reference because they adopt a performance-based design 
approach, being based on the Eurocodes. However, three main limitations exist in practice. First, the 
recommendations do not include a comprehensive methodological framework for the energy pile de-
sign process and focus on only the verification, not the design, of such geostructures. Initial guidance 
is needed regarding how to design energy piles. Second, the recommendations rely on the arguable 
proposition of establishing ultimate and serviceability limit state verifications of energy piles by com-
bining the results of analyses while considering the quasi-permanent serviceability limit state load 
combination. Because the analyses given as example consider non-linear soil behaviour, a miscon-
ception regarding the superposition of action effects at serviceability and ultimate limit states exists. 
Third, the recommendations account for a partial factor for the quasi-permanent value of thermal 
loads that is not conservative with respect to experimental evidence currently available in the litera-
ture. 

In addition to the aforementioned design guidance, the most appropriate and effective design ap-
proach for energy piles appears as follows: reduce the design process to a conventional pile design 
process by considering the action of only mechanical loads at ultimate limit states, and verify the 
performance of energy piles against the combined action of mechanical and thermal loads at service-
ability limit states. Such an approach may be considered the most appropriate based on the argument 
that the effects of thermal loads applied to energy piles are unlikely to involve geotechnical and struc-
tural ultimate limit states. The approach may be considered the most effective because it is less time-
consuming than a design approach also accounting for the effects of thermal loads at ultimate limit 
states. Prior to this study, no analyses and evidence supported by performance-based considerations 
of the effect of thermal loads on the geotechnical and structural performance of energy piles have 
been made available for validating and proposing the aforementioned design approach. 

To address the aforementioned challenge, this study (Rotta Loria et al., 2017a) provides a theoretical 
analysis and practical design examples – performed in the limit state design framework of the Euro-
codes – of the role of thermal loads in the geotechnical and structural performance of energy piles, 
with a focus on ultimate limit states. Energy piles subjected to axial mechanical loads (e.g., vertical, 
compressive mechanical loads applied at the pile head) and thermal loads are considered. 

First, a thermo-mechanical idealisation of energy pile behaviour is presented. Next, a performance-
based design, built within the framework of the Eurocodes at the ultimate limit states of energy piles, 
with reference to a case study for which material properties were available, is discussed. Then, an 
analysis of the effects of thermal loads is highlighted. Finally, concluding remarks are summarised. 

 

2.2 Thermo-mechanical idealisation of energy pile behaviour 

2.2.1 Effect of thermal loads on the mechanical behaviour of energy piles 

The mechanical response that characterises energy piles subjected to thermal loads differs from the 
response that characterises conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads. This response can be 
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idealised within a one-dimensional framework (Laloui et al., 2003), in which an energy pile of length 
 and linear thermal expansion coefficient  is subjected to a uniform temperature variation . 

If an energy pile can deform freely, it is characterised by a thermally induced strain 

 

 (2.1) 

 

This thermally induced strain leads to a variation in length of the energy pile of 

 

 (2.2) 

 

where  is the energy pile length after the application of the temperature variation (cf., Figure 2.1). 

When the thermally induced deformation is completely blocked 

 

 (2.3) 

 

the observed strain is 

 

 (2.4) 
 

Therefore, a thermally induced stress 

 

 (2.5) 

 

arises in an energy pile of Young’s modulus  (cf., Figure 2.2). 

In reality, energy piles do not deform freely because of the presence of the surrounding soil and 
superstructure. Therefore, the observed thermally induced strain is generally 

 

 (2.6) 

  
Equation (2.6) implies that only a proportion of the strain is blocked, i.e., 
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Figure 2.1: Thermally induced strain caused by (a) heating and (b) cooling of an energy pile under free expansion con-

ditions. 
 

 
Figure 2.2: Thermally induced stress caused by (a) heating and (b) cooling of an energy pile under completely blocked 

conditions. 
 

 

 (2.7) 
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In other words, the response of the energy pile is governed by a certain degree of freedom, defined 
as (Laloui et al., 2003) 

 

  with  (2.8) 

 

The blocked thermally induced strain induces an observed thermally induced stress that can be cal-
culated as 

 

 (2.9) 

 

Figure 2.3 shows the impact of the degree of freedom of the energy pile on the development of the 
average thermally induced deformation, , and stress, . The higher the restraint provided by the 
presence of the surrounding soil and the superstructure, the greater the thermally induced stress and 
the lower the thermally induced strain. 

The previously proposed framework implicitly refers to energy piles embedded in typical soil depos-
its for which the soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio , where  is the 
linear thermal expansion coefficient of the soil. In rare cases where , typically at 
successive stages of geothermal operations, the temperature variation applied to an energy pile and 
its thermal expansion coefficient do not satisfy inequality (2.6), i.e., 

 

 (2.10) 

 

The above occurs because when the linear thermal expansion coefficient of the soil is greater than 
that of the energy pile, the thermally induced deformation of energy piles is dominated by that of the 
soil rather than by the deformation of the piles. This phenomenon becomes more pronounced as more 
soil regions are affected by temperature changes (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Bourne-Webb et 
al., 2016a). 

For example, inequality (2.10) indicates that heating thermal loads applied to energy piles can induce 
tensile stress. This phenomenon, which has been confirmed by full-scale experimental evidence and 
a numerical analysis (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d), implies that considering situations where 

 enables conservative verifications of the vertical stress within energy piles and non-
necessarily suitable verifications of the vertical displacement along energy piles. 
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Figure 2.3: Impact of system restraint on the thermally induced vertical strain and stress in energy piles. 

 

2.2.2 Generalised mathematical formulation of vertical energy pile equilibrium 

The general equation that governs the vertical equilibrium of energy piles is 

 

 (2.11) 

 

where  is the applied mechanical load,  is the head stiffness of the superstructure or structural 
element connected to the pile head, 0  is the pile vertical head displacement (with  being the 
vertical coordinate),  is the pile weight,  is the mobilised shaft capacity and  is the 
mobilised base capacity. The pile weight is often neglected in practical analyses and designs. Simi-
larly, it is neglected in the following. 

When mechanical and thermal loads are applied to energy piles, both  and  can be writ-
ten in terms of a mechanical and a thermal contribution as 

 

 (2.12) 

 

and  
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 (2.13) 

 

Energy piles subjected to a thermal load are generally characterised by two portions that displace in 
opposite directions from the so-called null point of the vertical displacement (located at a depth, 

) (Laloui et al., 2003). Accordingly, shear stress is mobilised in opposite directions at the pile 
shaft to ensure equilibrium with the surrounding soil from the so-called null point of the shear stress 
(generally located at a different depth, , than that of the null point of the vertical displacement) 
(Rotta Loria et al., 2017c). Based on the above, the portion of the shaft capacity mobilised by the 
thermal load, , can also be written in terms of two contributions, i.e., 

 

 (2.14) 

 

where, for cylindrical energy piles of diameter , 

 

 (2.15) 

 

and 

 

 (2.16) 

 

Based on the aforementioned framework, the response of energy piles to mechanical and thermal 
loads can be represented via thermo-mechanical schemes proposed by Bourne-Webb et al. (2009) 
and Bourne-Webb et al. (2011). While the original schemes were proposed with reference to experi-
mental data, the revised and novel schemes based on linear thermo-elasticity theory are as follows. 
Such a choice is considered to be valuable for two reasons: (i) because it shows simple yet realistic 
evolutions of the influence of mechanical and thermal loads, which can be superimposed via the 
elastic principle of the superposition of effects and extrapolated to a wide range of design situations 
characterised by limited loading levels for which reversible conditions are preserved and non-linearity 
can be neglected; (ii) because it serves as a reference for developing considerations related to more 
involved situations in which significant loading levels, for which irreversible conditions occur, and 
non-linearity can no longer be neglected. 

Within this context, the energy piles are characterised by a thermo-elastic behaviour, whereas the 
deep surrounding soil mass exhibits an elastic behaviour. 
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2.2.3 Thermo-mechanical schemes for energy piles with no base and head restraints 

The mechanical response of an energy pile with no base and head restraints to an axial mechanical 
load, a heating or cooling thermal load, and a mechanical and thermal load is depicted in Figure 2.4.  
The analysed situation may be assumed to characterise energy piles free at their head and embedded 
in (e.g., soft) soil that provides negligible end-bearing capacity. 

 

 
Figure 2.4: Thermo-mechanical schemes for energy piles characterised by no base and head restraints. 

 

For the case of vertical mechanical loading only (cf., Figure 2.4 (a)), equation (2.11) can be written 
as 
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 (2.17) 

 

The application of an axial mechanical load to the pile head causes an approximately linearly decreas-
ing distribution of compressive vertical stress  along the pile and uniform and approximately con-
stant distributions of positive shear stress  at the pile-soil interface and downward pile displace-
ment  with depth . The higher the pile stiffness, the more uniform and linear the distribution of  
with , and the more uniform and constant the distributions of  and  with . Soil layering causes a 
less uniform distribution of all the considered variables. Stronger mechanical loads cause linearly 
greater stress and displacement variations. 

For the case of thermal loading only (cf., Figure 2.4 (b-c)), equation (2.11) can be rewritten as 

 

 (2.18) 

 

The application of a heating or cooling thermal load to the pile causes a non-linear distribution of  
with  (symmetrical for heating and cooling), which is characterised by a maximum that coincides 
with the mid-length of the energy pile, where the null points of the vertical displacement and shear 
stress are also located. The application of a heating thermal load mobilises negative shear stress and 
causes heave for the energy pile portion above the null points, while it mobilises positive shear stress 
and causes settlement for the pile portion below the null points. The shear stress and vertical displace-
ment caused by a heating thermal load develop in the opposite direction compared to those caused by 
a mechanical load above the null points, whereas these develop in the same direction below the null 
points. The opposite is true for a cooling thermal load. Shear stress and vertical displacement evolve 
approximately linearly with depth. The higher the pile stiffness, the more uniform the evolution of  
with , and the lower the variation of  for the same applied thermal load. Similarly, the higher the 
pile stiffness, the more uniform the evolutions of  and  but the higher their variation. Stronger 
thermal loads cause linearly greater stress and displacement variations. 

For the case of mechanical and thermal loading (cf., Figure 2.4 (d-e)), equation (2.11) can be rewritten 
as  

 

 (2.19) 

 

The distributions of vertical stress and shear stress with depth as well as of vertical displacement can 
be obtained via superposition of the previous ones. Tensile stress along the energy piles can arise for 
low magnitudes of applied mechanical loads and significant cooling. 
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2.2.4 Thermo-mechanical schemes for energy piles with base or head restraints 

The mechanical response of an energy pile with base or head restraints to an axial mechanical load, 
a heating thermal load, and a mechanical and heating thermal load is depicted in Figure 2.5.  The 
former end-restraint condition may be assumed to characterise energy piles free at their head and 
bearing on (e.g., stiff) soil that provides notable end-bearing capacity. The latter end-restraint condi-
tion may be assumed to characterise energy piles, with a slab at their head, embedded in (e.g., soft) 
soil that provides negligible end-bearing capacity. 

 

 
Figure 2.5: Thermo-mechanical schemes for energy piles characterised by base or head restraints. 

 

For the case of vertical mechanical loading only (cf., Figure 2.5 (a-b)), equation (2.11) can be rewrit-
ten as
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 (2.20) 

 

where only the base restraint is present, whereas 

 

 (2.21) 

 

where only the head restraint is present (with 0  being the pile vertical head displacement 
caused by the mechanical load). 

When a base restraint is present, a greater average vertical stress  (with a value corresponding to  
at the pile head) and lower shear stress  and vertical displacement  develop along the pile compared 
to the case of no base and head restraints. This phenomenon arises because of the contribution pro-
vided by the base capacity to the vertical pile equilibrium. In these schemes, the base capacity mobi-
lises at the same time as the shaft capacity for any magnitude of applied load, even though this is not 
necessarily the case in reality. 

When a head restraint is present, a smaller average vertical stress  (with a corresponding value 
lower than that of  at the pile head) and lower shear stress and vertical displacement variations 
develop along the pile compared to the case of no base and head restraints. This phenomenon arises 
because the head restraint reduces the effect of the downward mechanical load. This effect vanishes 
when the interplay between the mechanical load and the head restraint is not considered because the 
latter term is neglected. The consequence of such an approach is a pile response to mechanical loading 
equal to that of the case of no base and head restraints (equations (2.11) and  (2.21) coincide). 

For the case of heating thermal loading only (cf., Figure 2.5 (c-d)), equation (2.11) can be rewritten 
as 

 

 (2.22) 

 

where only the base restraint is present, whereas 

 

 (2.23) 

 

where only the head restraint is present (with 0  being the pile vertical head displacement 
caused by the thermal load). 

Different from the situation where no base or head restraints are present, when either a base or head 
restraint is present, vertical stress  is generated at the restrained pile end by the applied thermal 
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load. The vertical stress distribution is greater than that in the case with no base and head restraints, 
in accordance with the discussed effect of the higher restraint of the system (cf., Figure 2.3). The null 
points of the vertical displacement and shear stress do not coincide but are shifted towards the region 
of the system characterised by the higher restraint. Lower vertical displacement develops towards the 
region of the system characterised by higher restraint, while higher displacement develops towards 
the region characterised by lower restraint compared to the case where the null points are located at 
the mid-length of the pile. A cooling thermal load yields a symmetrical response of the energy pile. 
In reality, the reduction of the compressive stress experienced at the pile toe for the case where a base 
restraint is present can attain at most the sum of any vertical mechanical load applied to the pile and 
its weight. This phenomenon occurs because soils generally cannot withstand tensile stress. 

For the case of mechanical and heating thermal loading (cf., Figure 2.5 (e-f)), equation (2.11) can be 
rewritten as 

 

 (2.24) 

 

where the base restraint is present, whereas 

 

 (2.25) 

 

where the head restraint is present (with 0 0 ). 

The distributions of vertical stress and shear stress with depth as well as of vertical displacement can 
be obtained via superposition of the previous ones. 

 

2.2.5 Thermo-mechanical schemes for energy piles with base and head restraints 

The mechanical response of an energy pile with base and head restraints to an axial mechanical load, 
a heating thermal load, and a mechanical and heating thermal load is depicted in Figure 2.6.  The 
analysed situation may be assumed to characterise energy piles, with a slab at their head, bearing on 
(e.g., stiff) soil that provides notable end-bearing capacity. Two different cases involving a base re-
straint equal to the head restraint and a base restraint equal to one-half of the head restraint are con-
sidered. 

For the case of vertical mechanical loading only (cf., Figure 2.6 (a-b)), equation (2.11) can be rewrit-
ten as 

 

 (2.26) 
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In the proposed schemes, the effect of the presence of the slab on the influence of the mechanical 
load on the pile response is considered. Hence, lower developments of vertical stress and shear stress 
as well as of vertical displacement are observed for a higher head restraint, compared to the case of a 
base restraint only. This behaviour may be expected in reality. However, many analyses and designs 
usually do not account for the interplay between the action of the mechanical load and the head re-
straint, neglecting the latter term. 

For the case of heating thermal loading only (cf., Figure 2.6 (c-d)), equation (2.11) can be rewritten 
as 

 

 (2.27) 

 

The vertical stress  caused by the thermal load is characterised by a symmetrical distribution with 
depth  when the base and head restraints are of the same magnitude, whereas by an asymmetrical 
distribution when different magnitudes characterise the end restraints. Higher stress develops towards 
the region of the system characterised by higher restraint. The higher the restraint provided by the 
end conditions, the higher the vertical stress and the lower the mobilised shear stress and vertical 
displacement. 

For the case of mechanical and heating thermal loading (cf., Figure 2.6 (e-f)), equation (2.11) governs 
the system, the response of which can be obtained via superposition of the analysed situations. 

 

2.2.6 Irreversible effects of mechanical and thermal loads on the geotechnical behaviour of 
energy piles 

Evidence available in the literature shows that significant magnitudes of thermal loads, applied alone 
or in conjunction with mechanical loads, can cause irreversible, i.e., plastic, phenomena in the soil 
adjacent to energy piles (see, e.g., (Di Donna and Laloui, 2015; Vega and McCartney, 2014; Di Donna 
et al., 2015; Yavari et al., 2016)). Irreversible phenomena may limit the use of linear elastic theory 
and the aforementioned thermo-mechanical schemes to describe the actual geotechnical behaviour of 
energy piles. 

When plastic phenomena develop in soil, stress redistribution around a pile, together with associated 
redistributions of the vertical stress and displacement along the pile, occurs for further loading. For 
an energy pile subjected to a given temperature variation in a soil characterised by a linear elasto-
plastic behaviour, this redistribution involves, with respect to a linear elastic behaviour, (i) a lower 
development of shear stress at the pile-soil interface, (ii) a movement of the null points, (iii) a greater 
vertical displacement at the pile head and (iv) a lower development of vertical stress in the pile as a 
consequence of the lower restraint characterising the system (Rotta Loria et al., 2015b). The history, 
magnitude and sequence of the applied loads become crucial aspects of the problem for further load-
ing (or unloading). 
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Figure 2.6: Thermo-mechanical schemes for energy piles characterised by base and head restraints. 

 

2.2.7 Irreversible effects of mechanical and thermal loads on the structural behaviour of en-
ergy piles 

In principle, significant magnitudes of thermal loads, applied alone or in conjunction with mechanical 
loads, may cause irreversible, i.e., plastic, phenomena in the reinforced concrete constituting the en-
ergy piles. In practice, no evidence that may effectively corroborate such an occurrence is available 
in the literature.  

As previously stated, irreversible effects caused by mechanical and thermal loads may limit the use 
of linear elastic theory and the aforementioned thermo-mechanical schemes to describe the actual 
structural behaviour of energy piles. At the same time, the Eurocodes predict that the design of rein-
forced concrete structures may be performed assuming (i) uncracked cross-sections, (ii) linear stress-
strain relationships and (iii) mean values of the modulus of elasticity (EN 1992, 2004). 
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Concrete strength is very limited compared to the high resistance of steel, but it plays an important 
role in the overall behaviour of reinforced concrete sections because the concrete area constitutes the 
biggest part of the cross-section. Nevertheless, the concrete tensile strength is neglected when con-
structing (based on the three hypotheses presented above) the so-called “strength domains” or “mo-
ment-normal force” diagrams of reinforced concrete sections, where the tensile strength of the section 
(when no moment is applied) is simply a function of its reinforcement area. 

The phenomena that may characterise the irreversible behaviour of reinforced concrete sections sub-
jected to loads of significant magnitudes are the development of cracks and the rupture of the rein-
forcement steel. For sections subjected to pure tension, the development of cracks corresponds to the 
transition from a composite cross-section to a section where only the longitudinal reinforcement con-
tributes to the resistance (cf., Figure 2.7). 

 

 
Figure 2.7: Transition from a composite reinforced concrete cross-section to a section in which only the longitudinal 

reinforcement contributes to the resistance. 
 

The behaviour of single mean reinforced concrete cross-sections, before reaching the tensile strength 
of concrete, is linear elastic and characteristic of a composite cross-section. In this context, the steel 
to concrete stiffness ratio is defined as 

 

 (2.28) 

 

where  and  are the Young’s moduli of the reinforcement steel and concrete, respectively. The 
reinforcement ratio of the cross-section is 

 

 (2.29) 

 

where  is the cross-sectional area of the longitudinal reinforcement present in the considered cross-
section of energy pile . In this case, the product of the Young’s modulus and cross-section of the 
energy pile is approximately 
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 (2.30) 

 

Given a sectional axial force, , the proportions of the axial force received by the concrete, , and 
by the reinforcement, , are, respectively,  

 

 (2.31) 

 

 (2.32) 

 

When concrete cracks, a sudden decrease in the stiffness of the section takes place, and stress redis-
tribution occurs from concrete to steel. In this case, the axial strain is 

 

 (2.33) 

 

where  is the tensile strength of concrete. The axial force needed to crack the reinforced concrete 
cross-section is 

 

 
(2.34) 

 

The axial force mobilised by concrete and steel upon cracking can be determined, respectively, as 

 

 (2.35) 

 

 (2.36) 

 

After concrete cracks in the reinforced concrete cross-section, only the steel contributes to the re-
sistance against the action effects. In this case, 



Chapter 2: The role of thermal loads in the geotechnical and structural performance of energy piles 

52 

 

  (2.37) 
 

  (2.38) 
 

  (2.39) 

 

where  is the resisting axial force and   is the steel yield strength. 

The actual response of whole reinforced concrete members differs from that of single mean cross-
sections described above (the latter actually coinciding with the response of reinforced concrete mem-
bers characterised by the simultaneous occurrence of cracks). The reason for this is because, in reality, 
cracking will always occur progressively along reinforced concrete members. Furthermore, the re-
sponse of any reinforced concrete members differs from that of the reinforcement steel alone because 
the concrete cannot crack everywhere along the member and the concrete between two cracks con-
tributes to its stiffness (so-called “tension-stiffening” phenomenon). 

 

2.3 Performance-based design of case studies 

2.3.1 Combination of actions at ultimate limit states 

A design based on the partial factor method, such as that predicted by the Eurocodes, is considered 
to be sufficient if no limit state is exceeded in all relevant design situations when design values for 
actions or effects of actions and resistances are introduced in the analysis models (EN 1990, 2002). 
The prescription (e.g., inequality) that must be verified when considering an ultimate limit state is 
that (EN 1990, 2002) 

 

  (2.40) 
 

where  is the design value of the action or action effects and  is the design value of the resistance. 

 When persistent and transient design situations at ultimate limit states are considered and the effects 
of only permanent and variable loads are accounted for, the design effects of actions can be written 
as (EN 1990, 2002) 

 

  (2.41) 

 

where  are the partial factors of the ( -th and -th, respectively) actions or action effects,  
represents the permanent loads,  is the dominant variable load,  are the values of the 
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accompanying variable loads, and the coefficients  are combination factors. The symbol “+” may 
be read as “combined with”, and the symbol “ ” implies “the combined effect of”. 

For simplicity, only transient and design situations with one permanent mechanical load and one 
variable mechanical load applied to the energy piles, in addition to the thermal load (for the heating 
season and cooling season), are considered in the following. 

 

2.3.2 Partial factors for thermal loads applied to energy piles 

Thermal loads involved with energy piles may be considered variable, indirect, free and static actions, 
as can the thermal actions currently considered in the Eurocodes for different structures, such as 
buildings and bridges. 

Daily and seasonal changes in shade air temperature, solar radiation, and re-radiation are typical ex-
amples of thermal actions for buildings and bridges (EN 1991, 2003). Temperature changes associ-
ated with the heating or cooling of superstructures are typical examples of thermal actions for energy 
piles. The magnitude of all the aforementioned thermal actions depends, more or less directly, on 
local climatic conditions, the orientation of the structure, the structure mass and finishes, and, in the 
case of building structures, heating, the ventilation regimes and thermal insulation. 

The temperature changes applied to energy piles can be defined with reference to the heat inputs 
involved in the building energy design, the associated thermal powers for heating and cooling, the 
operation time and the thermal properties of the piles and ground. The resulting characteristic tem-
perature changes are nominal values, . Because the temperature changes in energy piles are gen-
erally non-uniform within the cross-sectional area of the piles and along their length, best practice 
methods for selecting the appropriate temperature variation should be considered in the design 
(Loveridge and Powrie, 2016; Abdelaziz and Ozudogru, 2016b). 

Currently, thermal actions (not caused by fire) on buildings are considered in the combinations of 
actions using factor values for the accompanying variable actions of  0.60,  0.50 and 
0 (EN 1991, 2003) (where  is the factor for combination value of a variable action,  is the factor 
for frequent value of a variable action and  is the factor for quasi-permanent value of a variable 
action). Thermal actions on bridges may be considered differently by employing values of  0.60, 

 0.60 and .50 (EN 1991, 2003). The different values of the factors  and  predicted 
for bridges compared to those predicted for buildings can be associated with the more burdensome 
effect of thermal actions on bridges compared to that on buildings. This fact is a consequence of the 
presence in buildings of envelopes that, in contrast to what occurs on bridges, reduce the effect of 
thermal actions on the structure.  

Thermal actions applied to energy piles have a significant effect on the structure. Therefore, while 
the combination factors and frequent values of thermal actions applied to buildings appear to also be 
suitable for thermal actions applied to energy piles, the quasi-permanent value appears to be unsuita-
ble.  
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Burlon et al. (2013) suggested addressing thermal actions applied to energy piles using the combina-
tion factors and frequent values of thermal actions for buildings of  0.60 and  0.50 and 
using the quasi-permanent value of .20 based on temperature data available to the authors.  

The value of  may be varied as a so-called “nationally determined parameter”. In this study, a 
different value of the coefficient  than those presented above is suggested based on the following 
arguments. 

 

i) Seasonal temperature changes applied to energy piles are often characterised by temperature 
fluctuations throughout the day and progressive variations at the end of each heating-cooling 
cycle. Daily temperature fluctuations of up to 8 °C and progressive temperature variations of 
up to 2 °C in the operation of full-scale energy piles subjected to heating and cooling thermal 
loads over more than three years were noted by Loveridge et al. (2016). Because the average 
values of variables can represent the accompanying values of variable actions (EN 1990, 
2002), the coefficient  may be calculated as the ratio between the average temperature var-
iation and the maximum (or minimum) temperature variation observed throughout successive 
cooling or heating cycles. By considering such an approach, a quasi-permanent value of ther-
mal actions applied to energy piles of  0.50 is obtained for heating and cooling by refer-
ring to the case study proposed by Loveridge et al. (2016). 

ii) Seasonal temperature changes applied to energy piles may be approximately modelled using 
sinusoidal functions if no temperature fluctuations throughout the day are considered and no 
temperature variations are assumed to occur cycle after cycle. Half of a sine wave cycle may 
be considered for one season of heating or cooling. The ratio between the average value of a 
sine wave over half of a cycle (e.g., a season of heating or cooling) and the maximum (or 
minimum) value of this function over the same cycle is 2/  0.64. If such an approach is 
used to calculate , a value greater than that proposed by Burlon et al. (2013) (  0.20) 
and that proposed in EN 1991 (2003) for bridges (  0.50) is obtained. 

 

The considerations developed in case (i) are based on the limited full-scale field data available in the 
literature for energy piles. Those elaborated in case (ii) are indeed simplified. However, they may be 
considered valuable to account for the effects of thermal loads applied to energy piles in the quasi-
permanent load combination. Following an approach in agreement with that of the Eurocodes, ac-
companying variable action values of  0.60,  0.50 and  0.50 are suggested for thermal 
actions applied to energy piles and are considered herein. 

When considering the effects of thermal loads applied to energy piles, equation (2.41) needs to be 
employed while considering the following: 

 

1. For heating thermal loads, it is not known a priori whether the involved effects make them 
the dominant load. Thus, different design combinations must be considered. One combination 
assumes that the effects of the thermal loads make them the dominant load ( ), i.e., 
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  (2.42) 

 

The other combinations assume that the effects of the thermal loads do not make them the 
dominant load 

 

  (2.43) 

 

In the context of this study, the considered approach results in two load combinations. 

2. For cooling thermal loads, a unique design combination must be considered, where 
, i.e., 

 

  (2.44) 

 

The reason for the above is that the coefficients  and  are equal to zero and one, re-
spectively, for loads the effects of which are favourable for the performance verification, such 
as (variable and permanent) compressive loads with respect to cooling thermal loads (which 
cause a decrease in energy pile compression). In the context of this study, the considered 
approach results in one load combination. 

 

In the aforementioned design combinations, the value of the characteristic temperature variation , 
rather than the value of the effect of this temperature variation , must be used. This approach 
is generally valid irrespective of whether analyses accounting for a reversible or potentially irreversi-
ble mechanical behaviour of the soil are performed, as a hypothesis of superposition between the 
actions and their effects, which characterises the former type of analyses but not the latter, is not 
made. The above is considered to be theoretically correct and in contrast with the approach proposed 
by the French recommendations (CFMS-SYNTEC-SOFFONS-FNTP, 2017). 

 

2.3.3 Design situations 

Two typical situations may occur when designing piles and are considered in the following: 

 

1. A pile length may be defined for each pile of a foundation to sustain an applied value of the 
design mechanical load. However, because this process is impractical with regard to project 
execution, the considered length may be increased and approximated to a more meaningful 
length. As a result, the actual design bearing capacity of the pile will be increased compared 
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to the original value. In the following, this design situation is used to characterise energy piles 
with constant applied mechanical load and varying pile length. 

2. A design mechanical load may be considered for all piles of a foundation based on the maxi-
mum load applied to one or more piles. This approach may be employed to design a single 
pile for the worst foreseeable condition. However, all the piles of a foundation that may ef-
fectively be subjected to a lower design mechanical load will be longer than necessary. In the 
following, this design situation is used to characterise energy piles with varying applied me-
chanical load and constant pile length. 

 

2.3.4 Design approach 

The geotechnical bearing capacity of piles is generally achieved for either the design load for which 
a further increase in settlement does not induce an increase in load or for the design load causing a 
settlement of 10% of the pile base diameter. 

Two failure criteria may be associated with the previous conditions and exploited to develop geotech-
nical ultimate limit state considerations throughout the design process: a strength failure criterion, 
considering the available strength at the pile-soil interface, and a displacement failure criterion, con-
sidering the allowable settlement of the pile. An ultimate limit state may be reached in the former 
case due to the loss of vertical equilibrium governed by the design resistance provided by the soil 
against the design load acting on the pile. An ultimate limit state may be reached in the latter case 
due to the loss of required behavioural performance of the superstructure (or structural elements) 
because of inadmissible settlement of the piles. 

Full-scale field tests may be performed to address the aforementioned aspects via the analysis of so-
called pile load-settlement curves. However, in many cases, analyses based on bearing capacity the-
ory are employed. 

In the following, the design bearing capacity of energy piles is estimated via an analytical approach 
based on bearing capacity theory. An analysis in terms of effective stress is performed, in agreement 
with extensive evidence suggesting that the considered method is the best to account for actual soil 
and pile behaviour even when piles in fine-grained soil may be encountered (see, e.g., Burland 
(1973)). The design ultimate capacity of the piles is estimated as 

 

  (2.45) 

 

where  is the design value of the pile shaft capacity, estimated using the classical frictional ex-
pression presented by Coulomb (1773);  is the design value of the pile base capacity, estimated 
according to the well-established approach proposed by Hansen (1970) by neglecting the terms in-
volving the bearing capacity factors  and  and assuming a shape factor ;  is an average 
value of the relevant coefficient of lateral pressure;  is an average value of the in-situ vertical ef-
fective stress;  is the pile-soil interface angle of shear strength;  is the pile shaft area;  is the 
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vertical effective stress at the level of the pile base;  is a bearing capacity factor;  is a factor that 
accounts for the pile depth; and  is the pile base area (for further details, see Bowles (1988)). 

The angle of shear strength of the soil is assumed to be under constant volume conditions. Such an 
approach yields suitable estimates of the bearing capacity (Powrie, 2013). The same angle is consid-
ered to realistically characterise the pile-soil interface angle of shear strength in the absence of exper-
imental data (Fleming et al., 2008). 

Independent of the failure criterion employed to assess the geotechnical performance of energy piles, 
two aspects, which must be considered in any case to ensure adequate structural performance, are 
accounted for in this study: 

 

1. A design compressive strength of the reinforced concrete section (e.g., for no moments ap-
plied) at least equal to the design bearing capacity of the pile must be ensured. When this 
approach is not employed, design loads sustained from a geotechnical perspective may induce 
or exceed an ultimate limit state from a structural perspective. In contrast, the proposed ap-
proach is in favour of the development of ultimate limit states from a geotechnical perspective 
and guarantees a potential ductile collapse mechanism. Increasing the compressive strength 
of reinforced concrete sections can be achieved, e.g., through an increase of the concrete class 
or reinforcement. Attention must be given to the technical feasibility of using higher concrete 
classes with reference to the quality of the concrete, especially when dealing with bored piles. 

2. A minimum steel reinforcement area of the reinforced concrete section must be chosen. For 
example, the Eurocodes currently predict for bored piles the minimum reinforcement area, 

, which must be chosen with respect to the pile cross-sectional area,  (coincident 
with  for cylindrical piles) (EN 1992, 2004). Although this approach is used in the follow-
ing developments, it will be eventually remarked that it should be replaced by another dis-
cussed more suitable approach. 

 

When the action of thermal loads is considered throughout the geotechnical and structural design 
process of energy piles, two main approaches, employed in the following, must be accounted for: 

 

1. The vertical stress variations caused by mechanical and thermal loads must be considered with 
respect to the entire length of energy piles, and the most stressed section must be verified. 
While the effect of vertical mechanical loads applied to the heads of piles is always the worst 
at the pile head, the effect of thermal loads varies along the pile length depending on the 
restraint conditions. 

2. The vertical displacement variations caused by mechanical and thermal loads must be consid-
ered with respect to the heads of the energy piles during verification. While the displacement 
caused by vertical mechanical loads may be the same at the head and base of piles, assuming 
that the piles are infinitely rigid bodies, that caused by thermal loads varies with depth but is 
relevant only at the pile head from a structural point of view. 
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While the Eurocodes suggest that the worst-case scenario given by different design approaches may 
be considered in design (EN 1997, 2004), only the so-called “Design Approach 1 – Combination 1” 
is considered in the following because it is sufficient for the purpose of this work. 

 

2.3.5 Analysis method 

Unlike the response of piles subjected to mechanical loads, the response of piles subjected to thermal 
loads cannot be estimated using closed-form analytical expressions. To overcome this issue, the finite 
difference method exploiting the load-transfer approach is employed using the Thermo-Pile software. 

The considered approach uses tri-linear, elasto-plastic load-transfer curves proposed and validated by 
Frank and Zhao (1982) and Frank et al. (1991) and extended to energy piles and validated by 
Knellwolf et al. (2011). It considers a linear thermo-elastic behaviour of the reinforced concrete con-
stituting the energy piles. 

 

2.3.6 Design case study and material parameters 

In this study, single, isolated, non-displacement energy piles of typical varying slenderness ratio val-
ues  20, 30, 40 and 50 and pile diameters of  0.5, 0.75 and 1 m are analysed. The energy 
piles are assumed to be embedded in a sand deposit for which detailed material properties are avail-
able (Herle and Gudehus, 1999; Maehr and Herle, 2004; Ohde, 1939) (cf., Table 2.1). 

Two types of conditions are considered for the energy piles: (i) situations where the piles are free to 
move at their head and (ii) situations where the piles are restrained at their head because of the pres-
ence of a slab. The slab stiffness, , is calculated according to Poulos and Davis (1974). 
Situation (i) is often considered in the design of piles because representative yet conservative analyses 
of the pile vertical displacement can be carried out. Situation (ii) allows similar estimations of the 
vertical stress along the piles. 

In the analyses, no temperature effects on the shear strength parameters, according to available ex-
perimental evidence (Di Donna et al., 2015; Yavari et al., 2016), are considered. The case of no tem-
perature effects also accounts for the elastic properties of the soil, although recent evidence shows 
that they may be slightly present (Eslami et al., 2017). However, these effects are considered of neg-
ligible importance for analyses devoted to assessing the ultimate limit state performance of energy 
piles. 

No cyclic degradation phenomena caused by the actual, long-term, geothermal operation of the en-
ergy piles are included in the analyses, being the load combinations used for the nominal values of 
the heating thermal load and the cooling thermal load. While these effects may be considered in some 
situations involving serviceability limit states, they should not be considered in situations involving 
ultimate limit states. This approach is in accordance with that suggested by the French recommenda-
tions (CFMS-SYNTEC-SOFFONS-FNTP, 2017). 
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In all situations, the design mechanical load applied to the energy piles is characterised by a 70% 
permanent proportion and a 30% variable portion. This approach is often employed in practice for 
preliminary considerations in the absence of more exhaustive information. 

 

Table 2.1: Material properties used for the analyses presented in this study.   

Pile parameters Soil parameters Soil-pile interaction parameters 

Young’s modulus, 
: [MPa] 31000* Shear modulus, : 

[MPa] 8.46** 

Slope of elastic branch of 
Frank and Zhao’s (1982) load-
displacement relationship for 
the pile shaft, : [MPa/m] 

19.48*** 

15.82**** 

Poisson’s ratio, : 
[-] 0.25 Poisson’s ratio, : 

[-] 0.30 

Slope of elastic branch of 
Frank and Zhao’s (1982) load-
displacement relationship for 
the pile base, : [MPa/m] 

116.87*** 

94.92**** 

Bulk density, : 
[kg/m3] 2450 Bulk density, : 

[kg/m3] 2005 Average shaft resistance for 
single isolated pile, : [kPa] 

9.59*** 

19.19**** 

Linear thermal ex-
pansion coefficient, 

: [1/°C] 
1 10-5 Rheological coeffi-

cient, : [-] 1/3 Base resistance for single iso-
lated pile, : [kPa] 

3409*** 

6818**** 

* This mean Young’s modulus refers to the minimum concrete class C25/30 that is considered for an environmental 
exposition XC2 as predicted by the Eurocodes. A reinforcement steel B500B is employed in all cases. In the numerical 
analyses, uncracked cross-sections are considered. 
** The shear modulus varies with depth according to the pressure-dependent law proposed by Maehr and Herle (2004) 
*** Referring to a diameter 0.5 m and a slenderness ratio  20 

**** Referring to a diameter  1 m and a slenderness ratio  20 

 

2.4 Unlikelihood of thermal loads exceeding geotechnical ultimate limit states 

2.4.1 Effects of thermal loads based on a strength capacity criterion 

Considering the geotechnical capacity of energy piles based on a strength failure criterion, local or 
global full mobilisation of the shaft and base capacities of energy piles may be attained because of 
the application of significant thermal loads, mechanical loads or a combination of these loads. How-
ever, irrespective of whether local or global full mobilisation of the capacity may occur for any mag-
nitude or type of thermal load applied to energy piles, the presence of the null point ensures equilib-
rium against the forces that are mobilised along the shaft and at the base of the pile because of its 
thermally induced deformation. In fact, in all situations, the reactions provided by the soil below and 
above the null point of the shear stress compensate each other and prevent the formation of a collapse 
mechanism. This fact can be appreciated by considering, e.g., equations (2.18), (2.22) and (2.27). 
Based on the aforementioned considerations, thermal loads may not involve a collapse mechanism 
involving the loss of equilibrium of energy piles from a strength failure criterion perspective, i.e., 
they cannot involve geotechnical ultimate limit states. 
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The analysis of the particular case of an energy pile with fully mobilised shaft and base capacities 
subjected to a thermal load (which may or may not be the cause of the full capacity mobilisation) is 
of particular interest in this context. Fully mobilising the shaft and base capacities of an energy pile 
means that a geotechnical ultimate limit state is attained according to a strength failure criterion and 
that any further increase in load results in exceeding that ultimate limit state (i.e., formation of a 
collapse mechanism). Because no soil strength is available in this situation, the energy pile can be 
considered to be under free expansion conditions. Hence, according to the previously discussed 
thermo-mechanical framework, the application of a thermal load causes no shear stress around the 
pile, no variation of vertical stress in the pile, and only vertical displacement along the pile. In this 
condition, the null point of the vertical displacement is at the pile head for a heating thermal load and 
at the pile toe for a cooling thermal load. In all other situations in which local full mobilisation of the 
shaft or base capacities may occur, the null point will be located along the energy pile depending on 
the restraint conditions. In any of the aforementioned cases, however, vertical equilibrium in terms 
of a strength failure criterion is always preserved. 

 

2.4.2 Effects of thermal loads based on a displacement capacity criterion 

Considering the geotechnical capacity of energy piles based on a displacement failure criterion, the 
worst condition involves piles with fully mobilised shaft and base capacities subjected to a cooling 
thermal load (which may or may not be the cause of the full capacity mobilisation) that induces the 
maximum possible head settlement. Piles with fully mobilised capacities subjected to a heating ther-
mal load are of no concern because such a load causes no head settlement. The application of a heating 
thermal load in all other cases induces an upward head displacement of the energy piles that may 
recover or even exceed the head settlement caused by mechanical loads. However, the considered 
problem represents a serviceability limit state problem, not an ultimate limit state problem, and is not 
considered in the following. 

Typical characteristic values of the variable temperature variation that may be considered in a limit 
state design framework to represent the action of a cooling thermal load applied to energy piles usu-
ally range between  -5 and -10 °C. At worst, this temperature variation may be  -15 °C 
in warm climates. These values may prevent freezing in the subsurface (SIA-D0190, 2005; Ground 
Source Heat Pump Association, 2012; CFMS-SYNTEC-SOFFONS-FNTP, 2017). Considering the 
partial factor predicted by the Eurocodes for variable actions (such as thermal actions), i.e., , 
the maximum design temperature variation associated with a cooling thermal load is  
1.5  -15 = -22.5 °C. Hence, assuming the occurrence of free expansion conditions for an energy pile 
characterised by the typical maximum practical length  50 m and by a linear thermal expansion 
coefficient  , a maximum head settlement  11.25 
mm may be expected. For the largest diameters (from  1 m to  1.5 m) that may be expected 
for energy piles, the above result corresponds to a design value of thermally induced vertical head 
settlement ranging from 1.125  to 0.75 . 

Thermally induced group effects caused by the interactions among piles may increase the vertical 
displacement of energy piles (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b). How-
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ever, while these effects are significant at the serviceability limit state because of comparable magni-
tude to the phenomena involved, they are negligible at ultimate limit states because they are not at all 
comparable to the relevant phenomena. Based on the aforementioned considerations, thermal loads 
may not involve energy pile settlements capable of involving the formation of a collapse mechanism 
from a displacement failure criterion perspective, i.e., they are unlikely to reach or exceed the ge-
otechnical ultimate limit states. This fact is considered justifiable irrespective of whether only thermal 
loads or both mechanical and thermal loads are applied to energy piles because of the following: 

 

1. Energy pile displacements may improbably develop entirely under free expansion conditions, 
being much lower in magnitude than those mentioned above. Even the fundamental combina-
tion of the Eurocodes implies that a lower mechanical load compared to the design bearing 
capacity may be more likely applied when cooling influences the energy pile. Thus, full mo-
bilisation of the pile capacities and free conditions are not involved.   

2. The magnitude of the thermally induced settlements may definitely be considered negligible 
compared to those for which verifications against mechanical loads are usually performed and 
considered to be satisfied. The maximum settlements that may be caused by thermal loading 
are approximately one tenth of the limiting value suggested by the current displacement fail-
ure criteria. 

3. When a state close to a geotechnical ultimate limit state in terms of a displacement criterion 
may be achieved because of the action of mechanical loads, it would be senseless to thermally 
activate energy piles that may be subjected to unacceptable settlements. This consideration 
allows practically neglecting the considered problem. 

 

The results reported in the following corroborate the aforementioned digression with respect to the 
considered case studies. 

 

2.4.3 Energy pile response for constant applied mechanical load and varying pile length 

Table 2.2 and Table 2.3 summarise the vertical head displacement induced by combined mechanical 
and cooling loads applied to energy piles of slenderness ratios  20 and 50, which are charac-
terised by diameters of  0.5 and 1 m, respectively, and free to move at their head. In all cases, the 
same design mechanical load , corresponding to the design bearing capacity for  20, i.e., 

20 , is considered. Two design temperature changes of 1.5 -5 = -7.5 
°C and 1.5 -15 = -22.5 °C are considered. 

The settlement induced by the combined action of mechanical loading and cooling can be considered 
negligible in all cases. The thermally induced displacements for  20 do not develop under free 
expansion conditions because the actual mechanical load applied to the head of the energy piles is 
lower than the bearing capacity according to the design combination expressed in equation (2.44), 
i.e., . Hence, free expansion conditions do not occur. 
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For the same applied mechanical load and pile diameter, increasing the pile slenderness ratio results 
in lower head settlement of the energy piles because the bearing load that the piles can sustain is 
greater. This phenomenon is in accordance with the conventional, justified belief that longer piles 
ensure greater safety against the action of mechanical loads with respect to geotechnical (and struc-
tural) ultimate limit states. 

For the same applied thermal load and pile diameter, increasing the pile slenderness ratio results in 
greater head settlement of the energy piles because even the same thermally induced observed strain 
causes greater vertical displacements for longer piles. This phenomenon is in contrast with the belief 
that longer piles may ensure greater safety against the action of thermal loads with respect to geotech-
nical (and structural) ultimate limit states. 

 

Table 2.2: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  0.5 m that are free at their head and sub-
jected to cooling – constant applied mechanical load and varying pile length.   

Pile di-
ameter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normalised design 
mechanical load 

Design 
temper-

ature 
change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement induced 
by load type 

Mechanical Thermal Mechanical and ther-
mal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

0.5 

20 1 
-7.5 1.28 0.15 1.43 

-22.5 1.28 0.45 1.73 

50  
-7.5 0.09 0.21 0.30 

-22.5 0.09 0.69 0.78 

 

For the same pile slenderness ratio and a greater pile diameter, greater head settlement of the energy 
piles is caused by mechanical loads because the bearing load that the piles can sustain and are sub-
jected to is greater. At the same time, for the same pile slenderness ratio and a greater pile diameter, 
lower head settlement of the energy piles is caused by thermal loads because the bearing load that the 
piles can sustain is greater. 

Based on the above, if the aim is to limit the vertical displacement of energy piles caused by thermal 
loads, longer pile lengths should be avoided, while greater pile diameters should be employed. 

Table 2.4 and Table 2.5 show the same variables considered above but refer to energy piles restrained 
at their head by the presence of a slab of normalised stiffness relative to the soil of 
0 105, where 0  is the soil shear modulus at the level of the pile head. The same energy 
pile head settlement values caused by mechanical loads as those of the previous results are observed. 
This result occurs because the numerical analyses neglect the effect of the head restraint when ad-
dressing the action of mechanical loads and consider it only when addressing thermal loads. Near-
zero energy pile head settlements are caused by thermal loads because of the marked slab stiffness. 
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Table 2.3: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  1 m that are free at their head and subjected 
to cooling – constant applied mechanical load and varying pile length.   

Pile di-
ameter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normalised design 
mechanical load 

Design 
temper-

ature 
change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement induced 
by load type 

Mechanical Thermal Mechanical and thermal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

1 

20 1 
-7.5 1.60 0.15 1.75 

-22.5 1.60 0.45 2.05 

50  
-7.5 0.15 0.19 0.34 

-22.5 0.15 0.65 0.80 

 

Table 2.4: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  0.5 m that are restrained at their head and 
subjected to cooling – constant applied mechanical load and varying pile length.   

Pile di-
ameter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normalised design 
mechanical load 

Design 
temper-

ature 
change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement induced 
by load type 

Mechanical Thermal Mechanical and thermal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

0.5 

20 1 
-7.5 1.28 0.00* 1.28 

-22.5 1.28 0.00* 1.28 

50  
-7.5 0.09 0.00* 0.09 

-22.5 0.09 0.01 0.10 

* Values are nonzero but negligible for the accuracy considered. 

 

Table 2.5: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  1 m that are restrained at their head and sub-
jected to cooling – constant applied mechanical load and varying pile length.   

Pile di-
ameter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normalised design 
mechanical load 

Design 
temper-

ature 
change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement induced 
by load type 

Mechani-
cal Thermal Mechanical and thermal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

1 

20 1 
-7.5 1.60 0.00* 1.60 

-22.5 1.60 0.00* 1.60 

50  
-7.5 0.15 0.00* 0.15 

-22.5 0.15 0.00* 0.15 

* Values are nonzero but negligible for the accuracy considered. 
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2.4.4 Energy pile response for varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length 

Table 2.6 and Table 2.7 summarise the vertical head displacement induced by combined mechanical 
loads  and cooling loads -7.5 and -22.5 °C applied to energy piles characterised by 
diameters of  0.5 and 1 m, respectively, and free to move at their head. The aforementioned design 
actions are considered for energy piles of slenderness ratios  20 and 50. 

The settlement induced by the combined action of mechanical loading and cooling can again be con-
sidered negligible. For the same pile diameter and pile slenderness ratio, decreasing the applied me-
chanical load results in lower head settlement of the energy piles because the bearing load that the 
piles can sustain is greater and the irreversible phenomena caused in the soil are less notable. At the 
same time, decreasing the applied mechanical load involves less marked energy pile head settlement 
values for the same subsequently applied temperature variation. The lower the applied mechanical 
load, the larger the load range for which the soil response remains reversible for further thermal load-
ing. Because the response of the pile-soil system is stiffer under reversible conditions compared to 
that under irreversible conditions, lower vertical displacements are expected in situations where the 
soil response is predominantly elastic compared to those when the soil response is predominantly 
plastic. 

Table 2.8 and Table 2.9 summarise the same variables considered above but refer to energy piles 
restrained at their head by the presence of a slab of normalised stiffness relative to the soil of 

0 105. 

 

Table 2.6: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  0.5 m that are free at their head and sub-
jected to cooling – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length.   

Pile diame-
ter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normal-
ised design 
mechani-
cal load 

Design temper-
ature change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement 
induced by load type 

Mechanical Thermal Mechanical and 
thermal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

0.5 

20 

1 
-7.5 1.28 0.15 1.43 

-22.5 1.28 0.45 1.73 

0.2 
-7.5 0.04 0.10 0.14 

-22.5 0.04 0.30 0.34 

50 

1 
-7.5 0.09 0.21 0.30 

-22.5 0.09 0.69 0.78 

0.2 
-7.5 0.02 0.16 0.18 

-22.5 0.02 0.53 0.55 
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Table 2.7: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  1 m that are free at their head and subjected 
to cooling – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length.   

Pile diame-
ter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normal-
ised design 
mechani-
cal load 

Design temper-
ature change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement 
induced by load type 

Mechanical Thermal Mechanical and 
thermal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

1 

20 

1 
-7.5 1.60 0.15 1.75 

-22.5 1.60 0.45 2.05 

0.2 
-7.5 0.05 0.10 0.15 

-22.5 0.05 0.30 0.35 

50 

1 
-7.5 0.15 0.19 0.34 

-22.5 0.15 0.65 0.80 

0.2 
-7.5 0.03 0.14 0.16 

-22.5 0.03 0.49 0.51 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.8: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  0.5 m that are restrained at their head and 
subjected to cooling – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length. 

 

Pile diame-
ter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normal-
ised design 
mechani-
cal load 

Design temper-
ature change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement 
induced by load type 

Mechanical Thermal Mechanical and 
thermal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

0.5 

20 

1 
-7.5 1.28 0.00* 1.28 

-22.5 1.28 0.00* 1.28 

0.2 
-7.5 0.04 0.00* 0.04 

-22.5 0.04 0.00* 0.04 

50 

1 
-7.5 0.09 0.09 0.19 

-22.5 0.09 0.09 0.19 

0.2 
-7.5 0.02 0.00* 0.02 

-22.5 0.02 0.01 0.03 

* Values are nonzero but negligible for the accuracy considered. 
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Table 2.9: Normalised vertical head displacements for energy piles of  1 m that are restrained at their head and sub-
jected to cooling – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length.   

Pile diame-
ter 

Slenderness 
ratio 

Normal-
ised design 
mechani-
cal load 

Design temper-
ature change 

Normalised design vertical head displacement 
induced by load type 

Mechanical Thermal Mechanical and 
thermal 

       

[m] [-] [-] [°C] [%] [%] [%] 

1 

20 

1 
-7.5 1.60 0.00* 1.60 

-22.5 1.60 0.00* 1.60 

0.2 
-7.5 0.05 0.00* 0.05 

-22.5 0.05 0.00* 0.05 

50 

1 
-7.5 0.15 0.00* 0.15 

-22.5 0.15 0.00* 0.15 

0.2 
-7.5 0.03 0.00* 0.03 

-22.5 0.03 0.00* 0.03 

* Values are nonzero but negligible for the accuracy considered. 

 

2.5 Unlikelihood of thermal loads involving structural ultimate limit states 

2.5.1 Effects of thermal loads from a structural capacity perspective 

As previously discussed, in all situations where full mobilisation of the shaft and base capacities does 
not characterise energy piles, effects caused by thermal loads are present. The most burdensome effect 
of thermal loads on the structural capacity of reinforced concrete sections may be caused by a cooling 
thermal load rather than a heating thermal load. The reason for this is that the tensile strength of 
reinforced concrete that may resist the effects of cooling thermal loads is much less notable than the 
compressive strength that may resist the effects of heating thermal loads. 

Assuming the occurrence of completely blocked conditions for an energy pile characterised by the 
same properties presented above, in addition to a Young’s modulus of  30 GPa, and subjected 
to a design cooling load of -22.5 °C, a design value of thermally induced tensile vertical stress 

30 109 10 10-6 -22.5 = -6750 kPa will arise. For diameters from  1 m to 
 1.5 m, this result corresponds to a design value of thermally induced variation of the axial force 

ranging from -6570 12/4 = -5300 kN to = -6570 1.52/4 = -11928 kN. 
These values, although referring to unrealistic completely blocked conditions, are markedly high. 

The presence of permanent loads may relieve energy piles subjected to cooling thermal loads, while 
it may further encumber energy piles subjected to heating thermal loads. Thermally induced group 
effects may significantly reduce (e.g., up to 40%) the effects of thermal loads (Di Donna et al., 2016). 
However, the effect of both heating and cooling thermal loads may, at first glance, involve structural 
ultimate limit states. 
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The results reported in the following expand on the aforementioned digression with respect to the 
considered case studies. 

 

2.5.2 Energy pile response for constant applied mechanical load and varying pile length 

2.6.2.1 Energy pile heating 

Figure 2.8 presents the normalised axial load, , experienced in the most stressed section 
along the length of energy piles of varying slenderness ratio, , and for different pile diameters 

0.5, 0.75 and 1 m. In all situations, the same design mechanical load , corresponding to the 
design bearing capacity for 20, i.e., 20 , is considered. 

The two load combinations expressed in equation (2.42) and equation (2.43) are accounted for. In 
these two combinations, considering characteristic temperature variation values 10, 20 and 30 
°C, the maximum foreseeable design temperature variation values 15, 30 and 45 °C, 
and 13.5, 27 and 40.5 °C, respectively. 

The design acting load  is generally caused by the action of both mechanical and thermal loads. 
The design resisting load  corresponds to the compression axial resisting load when no moments 
are applied, according to the strength domain of the analysed reinforced concrete cross-section. 

The combined action of mechanical and heating thermal loads involves design variations in the axial 
load, , that are, at worst, approximately 40% of the available design resisting load of the rein-
forced concrete cross-section, . In other words, no structural ultimate limit states are involved in 
the combined action of mechanical and heating thermal loads in energy piles. The effect of thermal 
loads increases as the pile slenderness and diameter increase. 

Increasing the concrete class for pile slenderness values that may be associated with applied design 
mechanical loads (i.e., coincident, at least theoretically, with the bearing capacity of the pile) greater 
than the axial resisting compressive load of cross-sections characterised by the minimum concrete 
class C25/30 predicted by the Eurocodes for an environmental exposition XC2 ensures greater safety 
against structural ultimate limit states. 

Figure 2.9 shows the normalised axial load, , experienced by the energy piles considered 
above for 50 but characterised by the presence of a slab at their head of varying stiffness 
relative to the soil of 0 . Considering a pile slenderness ratio 50 allows 
commenting on results that are an upper bound for energy piles of any lower slenderness ratio because 
it represents the worst-case scenario for the thermally induced variation of an axial load. 

The combined action of mechanical and heating thermal loads does not involve structural ultimate 
limit states in the energy piles, although a more burdensome effect of thermal loads is observed com-
pared to situations where the energy piles are free to move at their head because of the presence of 
the slab (i.e., 0.5 instead of 0.4 at worst). The values of  for 
0 10-7 can be associated with an infinitely flexible slab and coincide with those presented in Figure 
2.8 for the same . The effect of the slab presence increases with the associated restraint for in-
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creasing values of 0  because of a pronounced variation of the effects of the ap-
plied thermal loads for relative stiffness values of approximately 0 10. The ef-
fect of thermal loads also increases as the pile diameter increases. 

 

2.6.2.2 Energy pile cooling 

Figure 2.10 and Figure 2.11 present similar results to those shown in Figure 2.8 and Figure 2.9, re-
spectively, but for load combinations involving design mechanical loads and cooling thermal loads 
applied to the energy piles. Only one load combination is considered in this case for the design cooling 
loads according to equation (2.44). In this combination, considering characteristic temperature vari-
ation values -5, -10 and -15 °C, the maximum foreseeable design temperature variation values 

-7.5, -15 and -22.5 °C. The design acting load  is generally caused by the action 
of both mechanical and thermal loads. The design resisting load  corresponds to the traction axial 
resisting load represented by the distance between the actual design acting load caused by the thermal 
load, applied subsequently to the mechanical load, and the traction resisting load characterising the 
analysed reinforced concrete cross-section when no moments are applied. 

The combined action of mechanical and cooling thermal loads involves design variations of the axial 
load, , that can exceed the available design resisting load of the reinforced concrete cross-section, 

. This phenomenon occurs according to numerical simulations accounting for (i) uncracked 
cross-sections, (ii) linear stress-strain relationships and (iii) mean values of the modulus of elasticity 
of the reinforced concrete, as suggested by the Eurocodes (EN 1992, 2004). 

The effect of the cooling thermal loads is much more pronounced on the variation of the axial load in 
the reinforced concrete cross-sections of energy piles compared to the effect of heating thermal loads. 
This effect increases as the pile slenderness and pile diameter increase and, for the case of extremely 
rigid slabs, can involve normalised axial loads of up to 2. 

 

2.5.3 Energy pile response for varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length 

2.6.3.1 Energy pile heating 

Figure 2.12 presents the normalised axial load, , experienced in the most stressed section 
along the length of energy piles characterised by varying design mechanical loads, , and dif-
ferent pile diameters of 0.5, 0.75 and 1 m. In all situations, fixed pile slenderness ratios 
20 and 50 are considered. The two load combinations considered thus far for mechanical loading and 
heating thermal loading are accounted for. 

In all cases, no structural ultimate limit states are caused by the combined action of mechanical and 
heating thermal loads. Lower design mechanical loads ensure greater safety against the occurrence of 
a structural ultimate limit state potentially caused by thermal loads. However, lower design mechan-
ical loads involve a greater impact of design thermal loads on the variation of the axial load along 
energy piles according to previously proposed arguments related to the state of restraint and reversi-
bility of the pile-soil system. 
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Figure 2.13 and Figure 2.14 show the response of the same energy piles with slenderness ratios 
20 and 50 previously considered, respectively, except the piles are now characterised by a slab at their 
head of varying stiffness relative to the soil. Values of 80 and 20 are considered. The 
combined action of mechanical and heating thermal loads does not involve structural ultimate limit 
states in the energy piles. 

In accordance with the aforementioned comments, the lower the design mechanical load, the greater 
the effect of subsequently applied thermal loads, e.g., an increase in the effect as the pile slenderness 
ratio and diameter increase. 

 

2.6.3.2 Energy pile cooling 

Figure 2.15 as well as Figure 2.16 and Figure 2.17 present similar results to those shown in Figure 
2.12, Figure 2.13 and Figure 2.14, respectively, but for load combinations involving design mechan-
ical loads and cooling thermal loads applied to the energy piles. The unique load combination con-
sidered thus far for mechanical loading and cooling thermal loading is accounted for. 

The combined action of mechanical and cooling thermal loads involves design variations in the axial 
load, , that can exceed the available design resisting load of the reinforced concrete cross-section, 

. This action is more pronounced for energy piles of varying applied mechanical loads and con-
stant pile length compared to energy piles of constant applied mechanical load and varying pile 
length. 

The lower the applied mechanical load, the larger the load range for which the soil response remains 
reversible (and stiffer compared to situations in which it becomes irreversible) for further thermal 
loading, and the more burdensome the effect of such loading on the variation of the axial load in the 
concrete cross-section. This phenomenon increases with the stiffness relative to the soil of a slab 
present at the head of the energy piles. 

The effect of mechanical and cooling thermal loads can involve normalised axial loads of up to 
2.3. 
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Figure 2.8: Normalised axial loads for energy piles that are free at their head and subjected to heating – constant applied 

mechanical load and varying pile length. 
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Figure 2.9: Normalised axial loads for energy piles restrained at their head and subjected to heating – constant applied 

mechanical load and varying pile length. 
 



Chapter 2: The role of thermal loads in the geotechnical and structural performance of energy piles 

72 

 
Figure 2.10: Normalised axial loads for energy piles that are free at their head and subjected to cooling – constant ap-

plied mechanical load and varying pile length. 
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Figure 2.11: Normalised axial loads for energy piles restrained at their head and subjected to cooling – constant applied 

mechanical load and varying pile length. 
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Figure 2.12: Normalised axial loads for energy piles that are free at their head and subjected to heating – varying ap-

plied mechanical load and constant pile length. 
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Figure 2.13: Normalised axial loads for energy piles of  = 20 that are restrained at their head and subjected to heat-

ing – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length. 
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Figure 2.14: Normalised axial loads for energy piles of  = 50 that are restrained at their head and subjected to heat-

ing – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length. 
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Figure 2.15: Normalised axial loads for energy piles that are free at their head and subjected to cooling – varying ap-

plied mechanical load and constant pile length. 
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Figure 2.16: Normalised axial loads for energy piles of  = 20 that are restrained at their head and subjected to cool-

ing – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length. 
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Figure 2.17: Normalised axial loads for energy piles of  = 50 that are restrained at their head and subjected to cool-

ing – varying applied mechanical load and constant pile length. 
 

2.5.4 Actual response of reinforced concrete members 

Based on the results presented in Sections 2.5.2 and 2.5.3, the required structural performance of 
reinforced concrete sections constituting energy piles subjected to mechanical and heating thermal 
loads may be considered satisfied and does not involve ultimate limit states. Analysis results not 
presented here for energy piles embedded in stiffer soils show that the impact of heating thermal loads 
may further increase depending on the analysed situation. However, the design approach proposed in 
this work, with respect to the compressive strength of the reinforced concrete section and the pile 
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bearing capacity, prevents the involvement of ultimate limit states from a structural perspective 
against the action of mechanical and heating thermal loads. In this case, buckling may also be avoided 
because of the presence of the surrounding soil. 

In contrast, based on the results presented in Sections 2.5.2 and 2.5.3, the required structural perfor-
mance of reinforced concrete sections constituting energy piles subjected to mechanical and cooling 
thermal loads may not be considered satisfied according to the verifications included, e.g., in the 
Eurocodes. Analyses not presented here show that this evidence may further increase for energy piles 
embedded in stiffer soils. 

The Eurocodes (EN 1992, 2004) currently highlight the following: “thermal effects should be con-
sidered for ultimate limit states only where they are significant (e.g., fatigue conditions, […] second 
order effects […]). In other cases, they need not be considered, provided that the ductility and rotation 
capacity of the elements are sufficient.” The reason for this is because, as far as a sufficient ductility 
capacity is ensured, imposed deformations, such as those caused by thermal loads, can be neglected 
because they are absorbed by the structure. 

The above implies that thermal loads applied to energy piles do not involve, e.g., fatigue conditions 
and second order effects. It also involves that the occurrence of unsatisfied verifications related to the 
effects of thermal loads at ultimate limit states, such as those encountered previously, could actually 
be neglected. 

To ensure adequate ductility capacity of reinforced concrete members, (i) the resisting axial force of 
the reinforced concrete cross-sections needs to be greater than or equal to the axial force needed to 
crack them in view of potential strain localisation effects, (ii) the reinforcement has to be character-
ised by a large deformation capacity and (iii) the ratio  has to respect a lower bound (where  
is the tensile strength of the reinforcement steel). 

In general, condition (i) implies that 

 

  (2.46) 
 

Equivalently, 

 

  (2.47) 

 

By simplifying equation (2.47), a minimum reinforcement ratio can be expressed as 

 

  (2.48) 
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where  and  are in this case appropriate values of the tensile strength of concrete and steel yield 
strength. A conservative value of  that can be considered for condition (i) is the mean value of axial 
tensile strength of concrete, . This value can be calculated according to the Eurocodes (for rele-
vant concrete classes used in energy pile applications lower than or equal to C50/60) as 
0.3 , where  is the characteristic compressive cylinder strength of concrete. Condition (ii) is 
related to the magnitude of the action effects. Condition (iii) is generally met because standards pre-
scribe minimum values of the ratio . 

The current predictions of the Eurocodes for the minimum reinforcement areas of, e.g., bored piles, 
do not always satisfy inequality (2.48). Therefore, the quoted predictions for calculating the minimum 
reinforcement should be avoided but the proposed design approach related to the fulfilment of duc-
tility may be employed for energy piles.  

Figure 2.18 shows the actual relationship between the design traction axial load, , and the normal-
ised axial displacement, , of a reinforced concrete member constituting an energy pile designed 
with reference to the proposed ductility-oriented approach. This relationship is compared with that of 
the same member characterised by the simultaneous occurrence of cracks (i.e., coinciding with the 
response of a single mean cross-section) as well as with the relationship of the reinforcement steel 
alone. Values of blocked normalised vertical displacement are plotted with reference to the worst-
case scenario of fully restrained deformation conditions for the energy pile subjected to only the de-
sign cooling thermal loads considered thus far of -7.5, -15 and -22.5 °C. The effective rein-
forcement ratio of 0.72 , the pile diameter of  1 m, the concrete class C30/37 and the 
B500B reinforcement steel are considered. 

Although cracking may occur in concrete, sufficient ductility capacity is ensured by the proposed 
design approach and structural ultimate limit states involving a collapse mechanism, i.e., the energy 
pile being divided into different portions, cannot occur because of the action of the cooling thermal 
load. The above is considered to be further valid in other (more realistic) design conditions in which 
both compressive mechanical and cooling thermal loads are applied to energy piles and the defor-
mation of these elements is not fully restrained. Concrete cracking should not be considered as an 
issue but as an ordinary property of concrete that needs to be controlled. 

From the foregoing considerations, it can be concluded not only that thermal loads (e.g., heating and 
cooling loads) may not be considered in the performance-based design process of energy piles at 
ultimate limit states, but also that the geotechnical and structural design process of such foundations 
at the considered limit states reduces to a conventional pile design process against the actions of only 
mechanical loads. Thermal loads, together with the associated effects, may indeed be considered in 
the performance-based design process of energy piles at serviceability limit states, thus involving a 
modified version of the conventional design of piles subjected to mechanical loads only. The effects 
of thermal loads, in conjunction with those of mechanical loads, may be considered at serviceability 
limit states from the following aspects: 

 

 Single and group vertical displacement (e.g., differential and average) limitation, considering 
group effects. 
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 Deflections and angular distortions control. 

 Compressive stress limitation. 

 Tensile stress limitation. 

 Crack control. 

 

 
Figure 2.18: Relationships between axial cross-sectional load and normalised axial displacement for energy piles made 

of reinforced concrete. 
 

2.6 Concluding remarks 
To provide a basis for a novel performance-based design framework of energy piles subjected to 
mechanical and thermal loads, e.g., in the context of the limit state design of the so-called Eurocodes, 
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this study investigated, via a theoretical analysis and practical design examples, the role of thermal 
loads in the geotechnical and structural performance of energy piles (Rotta Loria et al., 2017a). 

The following main conclusions can be drawn: 

 

 Thermal loads involve effects that can be neglected in the performance-based design of energy 
piles at ultimate limit states, both from a geotechnical and a structural perspective, and that 
can only be considered relevant at serviceability limit states. 

 The above conclusion holds when (i) a design compressive strength of the reinforced concrete 
section constituting the pile at least equal to the pile design bearing capacity and (ii) a mini-
mum longitudinal reinforcement for the pile concrete cross-sectional area that can ensure suf-
ficient ductility capacity are employed. 

 The proposed design approach reduces the design and verification of energy piles at ultimate 
limit states as a conventional process against the action of mechanical loads only. 

 The effects of thermal loads may indeed be considered in the performance-based design pro-
cess of energy piles at serviceability limit states, thus necessitating a modified version of the 
conventional design of piles subjected to mechanical loads only. 

 The effects of thermal loads, in conjunction with those of mechanical loads, may be consid-
ered at serviceability limit states from the following aspects: (i) single and group vertical dis-
placement (e.g., differential and average) limitation, considering group effects; (ii) deflection 
and angular distortion control; (iii) compressive stress limitation; (iv) tensile stress limitation; 
and (v) crack control. 

 When attempts are made to achieve a trouble-free performance using energy piles that are 
longer than needed, drawbacks occur related to the mechanical performance of such geostruc-
tures against the effects of thermal loads. This occurrence is in contrast with the conventional 
justified belief that longer piles provide greater safety against the effects of mechanical loads. 
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Thermally induced group effects 
among energy piles 

The behaviour of conventional pile groups (e.g., closely spaced) that are subjected to me-
chanical loads has been shown to be different than the behaviour of single isolated piles. The so-
called group effects are responsible for this behaviour and must be considered for an optimal design 
of pile foundations. In recent years, energy piles have shown potential to work as both structural 
supports and geothermal heat exchangers and thus are subjected to both mechanical and thermal 
loads. An increasing amount of research has investigated the previously unexplored impact of thermal 
loads on the thermo-mechanical behaviour of energy piles. However, no field data over typical time-
scales of practical geothermal applications have been available to analyse the development and im-
pact of thermally induced group effects between energy piles (e.g., closely spaced) on their thermo-
mechanical behaviour. To investigate this problem, two full-scale in situ tests of a group of energy 
piles and coupled three-dimensional thermo-mechanical finite element analyses were performed and 
are presented in this work. This study demonstrates that significant thermally induced group effects 
characterise closely spaced energy piles. Attention must be devoted to these effects throughout the 
design process (e.g., geotechnical, structural and energy) of energy piles because they play an im-
portant role in the serviceability performance of these foundations. 

 

3.1 Introduction 
Pile groups can be divided into two classes: widely and closely spaced. In widely spaced pile groups, 
the piles are located far enough from each other that their individual responses can be considered 
independent and comparable to the case of an isolated pile. In closely spaced pile groups, the piles 
are close enough to each other that their individual responses are influenced by the presence of and 
loadings on the neighbouring piles and differ from that of an isolated pile. In the latter case, the 
influences between the individual pile responses of the group represent interactions (e.g., mechani-
cal). These interactions occur between the piles, the connecting slab and the surrounding soil. They 
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have been shown to manifest through so-called group effects and to control the response of pile groups 
to loading. Extensive amounts of research (e.g., Poulos and Davis, 1980; Fleming et al., 2008) have 
been devoted to the analysis and classification of group effects among conventional piles because of 
their importance for suitable designs of such foundations. Prior to this study, the analysis and classi-
fication of group effects of energy piles was preliminary and thus was considered in this work. 

Over the last decade, an increasing amount of research has investigated the impact of thermal loads 
on the thermo-mechanical behaviour of energy piles considered as single isolated elements. Various 
experimental tests, including a series of full-scale in situ tests (cf., Table 3.1), centrifuge tests (cf., 
Table 3.2) and model-scale tests (cf., Table 3.3) have been performed, as well as numerical analyses 
(Laloui et al., 2006; Suryatriyastuti et al., 2012; Olgun et al., 2014; Mimouni and Laloui, 2014; Saggu 
and Chakraborty, 2015; Batini et al., 2015; Rotta Loria et al., 2015b; Gawecka et al., 2016). Several 
in situ tests (Mimouni and Laloui, 2015) and numerical analyses (Salciarini et al., 2015; Jeong et al., 
2014; Di Donna and Laloui, 2014; Suryatriyastuti et al., 2015; Di Donna et al., 2016; Salciarini et al., 
2017; Saggu and Chakraborty, 2016) have recently investigated this problem for energy pile groups. 
To date, however, knowledge of the development and impact of thermally induced group effects 
among closely spaced energy piles on their thermo-mechanical behaviour has been limited due to the 
lack of field data about the exploitation of energy piles that either partially or entirely operate as 
geothermal heat exchangers for time-scales that are typical of practical applications.  

To address this challenge, two full-scale in situ tests of a group of closely spaced energy piles that 
operate as geothermal heat exchangers were carried out over a time-scale that is typical of practical 
applications, and coupled three-dimensional (3-D) thermo-mechanical finite element analyses were 
performed (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017c). The analyses and results 
of this experimental and numerical investigation are presented in this study. 

This work first describes the experimental and numerical methods. The experimental and numerical 
results are then compared and discussed. Finally, concluding remarks that can be drawn from this 
study are presented. 

 

3.2 Experimental testing 
This section presents (i) the features of the experimental site, (ii) the main characteristics of the testing 
equipment and (iii) the details of the full-scale in situ tests. Detailed information about the testing 
equipment has been reported by Mimouni and Laloui (2015) and is presented in Appendix A. 

 

3.2.1 The pile foundation and site 

The pile foundation that was considered for the experimental test is located under the recently built 
Swiss Tech Convention Centre, Lausanne, Switzerland (cf., Figure 3.1 (a)). The foundation supports 
a 9×25 m2 water retention tank and comprises a group of four predominantly end-bearing energy piles 
(labelled EP1, EP2, EP3 and EP4 in Figure 3.1 (a)) and sixteen predominantly floating conventional 
piles (labelled P1-16 in Figure 3.1 (a)) below a heavily reinforced 0.9 m-thick slab. Mimouni and 
Laloui (2015) indicated a thickness of the slab of 0.5 m based on the smallest value of height of the 
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cross-section characterising the central zone of this element in plan view. The thickness considered 
in this work (which corresponds to that proposed by Di Donna et al. (2016) and is supposed to be 
constant over the breadth and length of the slab in the numerical model) is the dimension of the height 
of the cross-section of the slab at the joint zones with the piles. Because this latter value of height is 
considered to predominantly characterise the response of the piles over the breadth and length of the 
slab, it is accounted for in the following analyses. In plan view, the energy piles form a triangle within 
a 4.21 m square in which the central pile, EP1, is located 3 m from the others, EP2, 3 and 4. The 
energy piles are 28 m long and 0.9 m in diameter, and the conventional piles are 16 m long and 0.6 
m in diameter. All of the piles were bored, cast onsite and are made of reinforced concrete. Vertical 
loads of 0, 800, 2200 and 2100 kN are applied to energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4, respectively. Vertical 
loads of 300 kN are applied to each of the conventional piles. The values of vertical loads are char-
acteristic values that were calculated by the company involved in the geotechnical and structural de-
signs of the foundation. Throughout the design process, these loads were considered as imposed on 
the uppermost surface of the slab in correspondence with the area delimited by the cross-sectional 
surface of the underlying piles. This loading situation is considered in this work (as in that presented 
by Di Donna et al. (2016)). The energy piles were equipped with four 24-m-long high-density poly-
ethylene U-loops that are connected in series. The inlets and outlets of the absorber pipes were ther-
mally insulated to a depth of 4 m below the pile heads to limit the influence of the climatic conditions 
on the heat exchange process.  

All of the energy piles were instrumented with vibrating wire strain gauges and thermocouples along 
their lengths (model EM-5 from Roctest), optical fibres (SOFO system from Roctest) as well as with 
pressure cells (model TPC from Roctest) at their toes. Piezometers (model PWS with stainless steel 
filters from Roctest) and thermistors (model TH-T from Roctest) (labelled P+T1 and P+T2 in Figure 
3.1 (b)) were also installed in two boreholes in the soil. These instruments (cf., Figure 3.1 (b)) allow 
the thermo-hydro-mechanical response of the northwestern corner of the foundation to be monitored 
during the simulation of potentially different operations of the energy piles via the use of a dedicated 
heating module. 

The soil stratigraphy of the site (cf., Figure 3.1 (c)) was extrapolated based on information that was 
obtained during the construction of the foundation and data from Laloui et al. (2003; 2006) for another 
experimental site that is located 200 m away, at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne 
(EPFL). During the construction of the piles, the groundwater table was located at the top of the 
deposit, which is estimated to be in an overconsolidated condition. Layers of alluvial soil and sandy-
gravelly moraine were encountered at shallow depths. The upper soil profile of the alluvial soil was 
inferred to reach a depth from the uppermost surface of the successively built slab of  = 8.6 m. The 
lower sandy-gravelly moraine layer was located between depths of  = 8.6 and 16.6 m (Laloui et al., 
2003; Laloui et al., 2006). A thin layer of bottom moraine was present below the sandy-gravelly 
moraine layer between depths of  = 16.6 and 20.1 m and laid on a molasse layer. The energy piles 
were socketed 8.8 m into this bottom molasse layer from a depth of  = 20.1 m to a depth of  = 28.9 
m. 
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Figure 3.1: (a) Plan view of the EPFL Swiss Tech Convention Centre foundation; (b) vertical cross-sections depicting 

the monitoring instrumentation that was installed in the energy piles and soil; (c) schematic diagram of the soil stratigra-
phy. Views not to scale. 
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3.2.2 Features of the experimental tests 

Two experimental tests were performed. The first test, which was presented by Rotta Loria and Laloui 
(2017d), involved the application of a heating-passive cooling cycle to energy pile EP1 (hereafter, 
this test is referred to as Test 20EP1), which was the only energy pile in the group that operated as a 
geothermal heat exchanger (cf., Figure 3.1 (a)). The second test, which was presented by Rotta Loria 
and Laloui (2017c), involved the application of a heating-cooling cycle to all of the energy piles (i.e., 
EP1, 2, 3 and 4; hereafter, this test is referred to as Test 20EPall) (cf., Figure 3.1 (a)). 

A dedicated heating module (Mattsson et al., 2008) was used to apply the heating-passive cooling 
cycle to the operating energy pile(s). A unique module was used in Test 20EP1. Four modules were 
employed in Test 20EPall (parallel configuration). For both tests, the experiment consisted of three 
phases: 

 

1. In the first phase, the heat carrier fluid was circulated in the pipes of the operating energy 
pile(s) for 1 day with the heater turned off to determine the average ground temperature at the 
site and to homogenise the temperature field within the energy piles. 

2. In the second phase, a constant thermal power of 3 kW was applied to each operating energy 
pile to achieve the heating of such foundation elements. This thermal power was applied to 
EP1 for approximately 5 months (156 days) in Test 20EP1 and to EP1, 2, 3 and 4 for approx-
imately 2 months (60 days) in Test 20EPall. 

3. In the third and final phase, the passive cooling of the foundation was implemented by switch-
ing the heater off and allowing the heat carrier fluid to circulate in the pipes of the previously 
operating energy pile(s). This phase lasted approximately 10 months: 300 days in both Test 
20EP1 and Test 20EPall. 

 

Both tests were performed after the building was constructed. Hence, constant superstructure me-
chanical loads were applied to the foundation. Because of the aforementioned features, the experi-
ments are representative of one-season cooling or thermal energy storage applications for energy 
piles. Throughout the tests, a constant flow rate of 21 l/min was applied to the circulating fluid in the 
pipes of the operating energy pile(s). The inlet temperature and velocity of the fluid were continuously 
recorded, and the strain, temperature and stress variations in all of the energy piles were monitored 
over time. The variations in the pore water pressure and temperature in the two soil profiles (P+T1 
and P+T2) were also measured. 

 

3.3 Numerical modelling 
This section presents (i) the features of the finite element model that was constructed to simulate the 
experimental tests and obtain complementary information about the problem that may have been dif-
ficult if not impossible to collect otherwise, (ii) the assumptions and main characteristics of the math-
ematical formulation that was used for the numerical analyses, and (iii) the boundary conditions and 
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material properties that were used for the numerical simulations. Detailed information about the math-
ematical formulation employed in the finite element analyses has been proposed by Batini et al. 
(2015) and is presented in Appendix B. 

 

3.3.1 Finite element model 

A 3-D finite element model of the site was developed using the software COMSOL Multiphysics 
(COMSOL, 2014) (cf., Figure 3.2). The 80×70×60 m3 model is composed of 438,443 tetrahedral, 
prismatic, triangular, quadrilateral, linear and vertex elements. The model reproduces the entire foun-
dation supporting the water retention tank. It also accounts for the presence of the pipes in the energy 
piles through linear entities in which a heat carrier fluid is assumed to flow, which allows the problem 
of the heat exchange that occurs in the pipes-pile-soil system to be considered. This finite element 
model was used by Rotta Loria and Laloui (2017d) to run thermo-mechanical finite element predic-
tions of Test 20EP1 and was employed for the same purpose by Rotta Loria and Laloui (2017c) to 
predict Test 20EPall. 

 

3.3.2 Modelling choices 

The numerical analysis of the response of the reinforced concrete foundation in the soil under me-
chanical and thermal loads is based on the following assumptions: (i) the displacements and defor-
mations of all of the materials can be representatively described through a linear kinematic approach 
under quasi-static conditions (i.e., negligible inertial effects); (ii) the materials that constitute the pile 
foundation are considered to be isotropic with pores that are fully filled by air and are assumed to be 
purely conductive domains with equivalent thermo-physical properties that are given by the fluid and 
the solid phases; (iii) the materials that make up the soil layers are assumed to be isotropic, fully 
saturated by water and purely conductive domains with equivalent thermo-physical properties that 
are given by the fluid and the solid phases; (iv) the loads that are associated with this problem have a 
negligible impact on the variation of the hydraulic field in the soil; and (v) all the materials are con-
sidered to be representatively described by linear thermo-elastic behaviours. Under these conditions, 
a thermo-mechanical mathematical formulation is employed. 

Water may be potentially present in some of the pores characterising the buried concrete in the real 
case, especially in the regions of this material directly adjacent to the soil. This fact may lead to a 
greater thermal conductivity of the concrete compared to that assumed in the present numerical anal-
yses. While this phenomenon cannot be verified with reference to the tested foundation, the adherence 
between the results of the numerical analyses and the experimental test presented in Sections 3.4 and 
3.5 supports the hypothesis made. 
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Figure 3.2: (a) Geometry, initial and boundary conditions of the finite element model and (b) plan view of the founda-

tion listing the piles and other relevant features. Views not to scale. 
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3.3.3 Boundary and initial conditions 

Restrictions are applied to both the vertical and horizontal displacements on the base of the model 
(i.e., pinned boundary) and to the horizontal displacements on the sides (i.e., roller boundaries). 

The initial stress state due to gravity in the foundation and the soil is considered to be geostatic and 
assumes a coefficient of Earth pressure at rest of . This value of  approximately character-
ises the in situ stress state based on the values of the coefficients of Earth pressure at rest of the 
different soil layers that may be calculated according to the formula proposed by Schmidt (1966) 
through the values of angle of shear strength proposed by Di Donna et al. (2016) and assuming a 
constant value of overconsolidation ratio  = 4 with depth. The considered value of  is based 
on experimental evidence (Laloui et al., 1999) for the moraine layers surrounding the foundation 
tested by Laloui et al. (2003) that were also identified in this study. The same  was assumed to 
characterise the other soil layers surrounding the foundation tested in this study for hypothesis.  

No residual stresses from the installation of the piles are considered in these elements and in the 
adjacent region of soil. This hypothesis may not be completely representative of reality but can be 
applied successfully in almost all methods of pile groups deformation analysis by choosing appropri-
ate values of the soil moduli (Poulos and Davis, 1980). 

Perfect contact between the piles and the soil is considered, i.e., the pile-soil interfaces are not mod-
elled. The piles are modelled as perfectly jointed members (full moment connection) with the slab, 
such an element being characterised by a perfect contact with the surrounding soil. The pipes in the 
energy piles are considered to have a perfect contact with the surrounding reinforced concrete. 

The initial temperature of the finite element model is fixed to  13.3 °C in Test 20EP1 and to  
14.4 °C in Test 20EPall. These temperatures refer to the mean temperature recorded at the beginning 
of the tests, which corresponds to the portions of the energy piles where the pipes were not thermally 
insulated (i.e., between depths of  4.9 and 28.9 m). These temperature values are also fixed on all 
the six external boundaries of the finite element model. The temperatures differed between the two 
tests because of the natural seasonal fluctuation of the temperature field in the shallow subsurface in 
the Lausanne area (i.e., between  13 and 15 °C). 

The fluid that circulates inside the pipes is water. The inner diameter of the pipes is  = 26.2 mm 
(the outer diameter is 32 mm and the wall thickness is 2.9 mm). A thermal conductivity of  0 
W/(m °C) is imposed in the shallowest 4 meters of the inlet and outlet of the pipes to simulate the 
thermal insulation near the ground surface. 

Figure 3.3 presents the trends of the inlet temperature and velocity of the heat carrier fluid circulating 
in the pipes of the energy pile EP1 that were experimentally recorded throughout Test 20EP1. Figure 
3.4 shows the average trends of the same variables for energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 referring to Test 
20EPall. 

Average values of the fluid inlet temperature and velocity were considered in the simulation of Test 
20EPall to verify the potential of such a simplified approach in capturing the overall behaviour of 
energy pile groups. This choice, which is validated in the following based on the limited discrepancy 
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between the numerical and experimental results, was justified by the low average population standard 
deviation over time characterising the inflow temperatures and velocities of the fluid circulating in 
the pipes of energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 throughout Test 20EPall, i.e.,  0.73 °C and 0.02 m/s, 
respectively. The same rationale is considered hereafter in the analysis of the results by plotting av-
erage variables for Test 20EPall. This approach, together with the choice of using average input var-
iables, may be unsuitable for the analysis of large energy pile groups in which notable variations in 
temperature, stress, strain and displacement field may arise among piles. 

 

 
Figure 3.3: Experimentally and numerically imposed inflow temperatures and velocities of the fluid circulating in the 

pipes of the operating energy pile EP1 with time (Test 20EP1). 
 

3.3.4 Classification of the numerical simulations and material properties

Two types of numerical simulations were performed to simulate Test 20EP1: Class B1 and Class C1 
predictions (Lambe, 1973). A unique Class C1 prediction was carried out to simulate Test 20EPall, 
by employing the material parameters used for the Class C1 prediction of Test 20EP1. Table 3.4 
summarises the material properties considered for the numerical simulations (in brackets are the val-
ues of the material properties that were initially used for the Class B1 prediction). 
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A Class B1 prediction was carried out while the modelled in situ Test 20EP1 was performed and with 
the associated results available. This prediction employed the material properties proposed by Di 
Donna et al. (2016) for the characterisation of the site. 

 

 
Figure 3.4: Experimentally and numerically imposed average inflow temperatures and velocities of the fluid circulating 

in the pipes of the operating energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 with time (Test 20EPall). 
 

Different Class C1 predictions were carried out after the modelled in situ Test 20EP1 was performed 
and with the associated results available. The final Class C1 prediction employed the material prop-
erties proposed by Di Donna et al. (2016) with two main changes. These changes included the linear 
thermal expansion coefficient of the soil layers B, C and D as well as the thermal conductivity of the 
solid particles of all of the soil layers. The variation of the former parameter was based on the ranges 
of variability that typically characterise the thermal expansion coefficient of moraine and molasse 
deposits in the geographical area of Lausanne. This variation was necessary to reproduce the ther-
mally induced mechanical behaviour of the foundation at successive stages of the heating phase of 
EP1. Furthermore, this variation suggests an inhomogeneity of such material property for the consid-
ered layers based on the difference with the values presented by Laloui et al. (2006) for another ex-
perimental site at the EPFL campus that were considered by Di Donna et al. (2016). The variation of 
the latter parameter was based on the determination (without accounting for capacitive effects) of an 
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effective thermal conductivity for the soil deposit of  = 2.78 W/(m °C). This average value of 
effective thermal conductivity was determined experimentally with reference to the soil around the 
thermally active portion of the operating energy pile EP1 and is slightly lower than the value of  
= 3.1 W/(m °C) suggested by Mimouni and Laloui (2015) that was considered by Di Donna et al. 
(2016). Knowledge of , together with the porosity values of all of the soil layers, allowed calcu-
lating the thermal conductivity of solid particles of the various layers that were subsequently modified 
based on a comparison with the experimental results for best capturing the thermal behaviour of the 
foundation. 

 

3.4 Comparison between experimental and numerical results – Test 20EP1 
This section compares the experimental data that were collected during the development of the full-
scale in situ Test 20EP1 and the numerical results that were obtained through the final Class C1 
prediction. A discussion on the results obtained throughout the numerical prediction process (Class 
B1 and C1 predictions) is presented in Section 3.6. 

The experimental and numerical data include variations of the parameters from the beginning of the 
test over time. Therefore, they reflect the impact of the geothermal operation of the energy piles on 
the thermo-mechanical behaviour of the foundation. The stress states generated from body loads in 
the different media (i.e., in situ conditions) and from the application of the mechanical loads of the 
superstructure to the piles are not included in the stress and strain curves.  

A problem arose when comparing the readings of the strain gauges and thermocouples that were 
installed along the piles with the numerical results of Test 20EP1 because even though these instru-
ments were fixed along the reinforcing cages, their precise positions were not known. The approach 
that was used to overcome this issue was to find the location in the numerical model along a 0.76-m-
diameter circle (corresponding to the diameter of the reinforcing cages placed in the energy piles in 
the reality) that was centred on the pile axes where the temperature profiles matched best and then 
compare the strain profiles at the same location. A similar problem occurred when comparing the 
readings of the pressure cells because the recorded data referred to an area of a 0.23-m-diameter circle 
that was centred at the pile toes (corresponding to the region occupied by the pressure cells placed in 
the energy piles in the reality), whereas the numerical results referred to point graphs. In this case, 
the location in the region of interest where the temperature data matched best was identified, and the 
stress data were then compared. The choice of these “temperature-driven” approaches was based on 
the important role that changes of temperature play in the variation of the mechanical behaviour of 
energy piles. It was also needed due to the inhomogeneity of the temperature, strain, stress and dis-
placement fields that were observed within the cross-sections of the piles with depth. Average varia-
tions of these fields up to 20% were observed in this study along the tested piles over their cross-
sectional area. The inhomogeneity of these fields has also been highlighted by Caulk et al. (2016) and 
Abdelaziz and Ozudogru (2016a). 
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Table 3.4: Material properties used for the Class C1 and B1 (in brackets) numerical predictions.   

Soil layers 

 
Young’s 
modulus, 

 [MPa] 

Poisson’s 
ratio, 

 [-] 

Porosity, 
 [-] 

Density of solid 
particles, 

 [kg/m3] 

Specific heat 
of solid par-
ticles,   

[J/(kg°C)] 

Thermal 
conductivity 
of solid par-

ticles, 

 

[W/(m °C)] 

Linear thermal ex-
pansion coefficient, 

 

[1/°C] 

A 190 0.22 0.1 2769 880 1.49 (3.38) 3.3 10-6 

B 84 0.4 0.35 2735 890 3.68 (4.45) 3.3 10-6 (3.3 10-5) 

C 90 0.4 0.3 2740 890 3.46 (4.17) 3.3 10-6 (3.3 10-5) 

D 3000 0.3 0.1 2167 923 3.82 (3.38) 2.3 10-5 (3.3 10-7) 

Reinforced concrete piles and slab 

Piles 28000 0.25 0.1 2722 837 1.628 1 10-5 

Slab 35000 0.25 0.1 2722 837 1.628 1 10-5 

High-density polyethylene pipes 

      

Thermal 
conductivity 
of the pipe, 

 

[W/(m °C)] 

 

Pipes - - - - - 0.42 - 

 

3.4.1 Temperature variations along the energy piles  

Figure 3.5 presents the temperature variations that were determined experimentally through the read-
ings of the thermocouples and numerically through the finite element model along the lengths of the 
operating energy pile EP1 and of the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4. 

The geothermal operation of energy pile EP1 involved average temperature changes along its unin-
sulated portion of  5, 10, 15 and 20 °C after  2, 8, 35, and 156 days, respectively. These 
changes were observed in both the experimental and numerical results (cf., Figure 3.5 (a)).  

After  2 and 8 days (i.e., during the early stages of the heating phase of energy pile EP1), the 
corresponding portions of the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 were characterised by no 
changes in temperature. However, temperature changes were observed over time because heat dif-
fused through the soil from EP1 and indirectly heated them. After  35 and 156 days (i.e., during 
the successive stages of the heating phase of EP1), heat diffusion resulted in average experimental 
temperature variations of  1.6, 0.7 and 1.1 °C and  5.3, 3.6 and 4.5 °C, respectively. The 
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numerical results showed slightly higher average temperature changes than the experimental results 
(cf., Figure 3.5 (b-d)). This discrepancy was attributed to differences between the actual and modelled 
heat diffusion processes in the foundation, which were inferred to be caused by (i) potential inhomo-
geneity (spatial and of material properties) of the soil layers of the site that were not accounted for in 
the numerical model and (ii) different positions of the pipes inside EP1 than those that were consid-
ered in the simulation. 

 

 
Figure 3.5: Comparison between the experimental and numerical temperature variations observed along (a) the operat-
ing energy pile EP1 and (b-d) the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3, and 4, after  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing. 

 

In addition to the observed temperature changes with time that corresponded to the uninsulated por-
tion of energy pile EP1, temperature variations also occurred in the shallowest 4 m of EP1, 2, 3 and 
4 even though the pipes of EP1 were thermally insulated at these depths. This behaviour was observed 
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in both the experimental and numerical results and was attributed to the impact of the heat exchange 
operation of energy pile EP1 on the thermal field characterising the shallower portion of the founda-
tion. The experimental results indicated changes in temperature also approximately at the surface of 
the foundation. In particular, at the depth of  0.9 m (where three temperature sensors were placed 
at different locations within the cross-section of the energy piles), temperature changes were observed 
and were not characterised by the same magnitude even within the same energy piles. This phenom-
enon remarked a combined effect played by the variation of the surface thermal conditions during the 
experimental test and by the inhomogeneity of the temperature field within the cross-section of the 
piles. 

The numerical results showed slightly smaller temperature variations in the shallowest 4 m of all of 
the piles than the experimental results. They also indicated that no changes in temperature occurred 
at the surface of the foundation. These results were consistent with the fixed temperature boundary 
condition that was imposed on the top surface of the numerical model. As illustrated by the results 
presented below, although not thoroughly representative of the real case, this boundary condition did 
not compromise the accuracy of the numerical analysis in representing the thermally induced me-
chanical behaviour of the foundation. Furthermore, this boundary condition did allow the overall 
thermal behaviour of the foundation to be captured in view of the close comparison between the 
trends of the outflow fluid temperature from the pipes of EP1 determined experimentally and numer-
ically (cf., Figure 3.6). 

 

 
Figure 3.6: Comparison between the experimental and numerical trends of fluid temperature flowing from the pipes of 

the operating energy pile EP1. 
 



Chapter 3: Thermally induced group effects among energy piles 

110 

3.4.2 Temperature trends at the energy pile toes 

Figure 3.7 presents the temperature variations that were determined experimentally through the read-
ings of the pressure cells and numerically through the finite element model at the energy pile toes. 

The results show progressive changes in temperature at the toes of energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4. The 
geothermal operation of energy pile EP1 induced a progressively increase in temperature at its toe up 
to the experimentally observed value of  13.4 °C after  156 days. Temperature variations 
were not observed in the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 within  10 days of testing. 
However, after approximately  10 days, the temperatures at these elements increased with time 
due to the diffusion of heat through the soil from EP1. An average temperature variation of  3.5 
°C was observed in the experiment at the toe of these elements after  156 days. The temperature 
rises numerically determined at the toes of EP2, 3 and 4 at the early and successive stages of the 
heating phase of EP1 were slightly faster and slower than those observed experimentally, respec-
tively. A residual temperature variation was numerically determined at the toe of the operating energy 
pile EP1 toward the end of the test differently than the negligible temperature variation that was 
observed experimentally. Both the experimental and numerical results agreed well in indicating a 
residual average temperature variation at the toes of the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 
toward the end of the test. The differences between the numerical and experimental results were ad-
dressed to (i) differences between the materials description and the geometry of the pipes in EP1 in 
the numerical model and those characterising the real case, and (ii) different sensitivities to a temper-
ature variation of the nodes of the finite element model (that were used to determine the temperature 
variations at the pile toes) and of the pressure cells. The impact of all of these aspects was more 
notable at the late stages of the test (e.g., passive cooling phase of EP1) because capacity effects 
governed the heat exchange process characterising the foundation. The considered differences may 
be associated to localised variations between the modelled and actual mechanical behaviours of the 
foundation addressed in the following. 

 

3.4.3 Temperature variations in the soil 

Figure 3.8 shows the temperature variations in the soil that were determined experimentally through 
the readings of the thermistors and numerically through the finite element model. The variations in 
temperature along the lengths of profiles P+T1 (cf., Figure 3.8 (a)) and P+T2 (cf., Figure 3.8 (b)) 
show the stages of the test during which the operating energy pile EP1 was subjected to average 
temperature variations of  5, 10, 15 and 20 °C (i.e., at  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing, 
respectively). The trends of temperature variations (cf., Figure 3.8 (c)) refer to selected points along 
the profiles. 

The heating of energy pile EP1 had a notable impact on the temperature field of the surrounding soil. 
The experimental results show that after  156 days, the profile at a radial distance of 1 m from the 
axis of the EP1 (i.e., P+T1) was subjected to an average temperature variation of  12 °C (cf., 
Figure 3.8 (a)). At the same time, a lower average temperature variation of  5 °C was observed 
along the profile at a radial distance of 2.2 m (i.e., P+T2; cf., Figure 3.8 (b)). Comparable temperature 
variations were observed along the lengths of the profiles with time in the numerical results (cf., 
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Figure 3.8 (c)), although larger changes than those that were measured experimentally were generally 
observed in the top portion of the foundation. This difference was again attributed to differences 
between the modelled and actual heat exchange processes characterising this portion of the founda-
tion. 

 

 
Figure 3.7: Comparison between the experimental and numerical temperature variations observed at the energy pile toes 

with time. 
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Figure 3.8: Comparison between the experimental and numerical temperature variations along profiles (a) P+T1 and (b) 

P+T2 in the soil at the time steps at which the operating energy pile EP1 was subjected to average temperature varia-
tions of  5, 10, 15 and 20 °C (  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing, respectively). (c) Trends of temperature vari-

ations at selected points along the profiles. 
 

Inhomogeneity of the sandy-gravelly moraine was suggested by the different variations in tempera-
ture that were observed at the top and bottom of this layer (trends for points at  = 9 m and  = 16.3 
m in P+T1; cf., Figure 3.8 (c)). Because the finite element model did not account for material inho-
mogeneity, this aspect of the problem was not represented by the numerical analysis. The residual 
temperature variation previously remarked for the toes of the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 
4 toward the end of the test was similarly observed along the length of P+T1 and P+T2 during the 
same period of the test in both the experimental and numerical results. All of these temperature vari-
ations reflected the impact of the residual temperature variation that characterised the heat carrier 
fluid circulating inside the pipes of EP1 with reference to the initial condition (cf., Figure 3.5) on the 
thermal field of the foundation. These temperature variations caused in zones of the pile group resid-
ual strain and stress variations addressed experimentally and numerically in the following. 

The comparisons between the temperature variations observed experimentally and numerically along 
the lengths of soil profiles P+T1 and P+T2 indicated greater differences than those observed along 
the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4. This is a consequence of the temperature driven approach 
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that was used to select the potential positions of the thermocouples installed along the piles for com-
paring the experimental and numerical results. Different actual positions of the thermocouples in the 
piles, which may more closely reflect the greater differences in the temperature variations character-
ising the soil in correspondence with the known locations of the thermistors, cannot be discounted. 

 

3.4.4 Vertical strain variations along the energy piles 

Figure 3.9 shows the variations in vertical strain that were determined experimentally through the 
readings of the thermocouples and the vibrating wire strain gauges along energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 
4, and numerically through the finite element model.  

The heating due to the geothermal operation of energy pile EP1 during the first phase of the test 
resulted in an expansion of the portion of EP1 in which the pipes were not thermally insulated and a 
contraction of the thermally insulated portion because of the entrapment with the slab (cf., Figure 3.9 
(a)). The contraction of the shallower portion of EP1 would not have occurred if the pipes were not 
thermally insulated in that region and the thermal field was more uniform along the pile length. Max-
imum expansive (negative) vertical strains of  -22, -56, -109 and -
the uninsulated portion of energy pile EP1 during the experiment when it was subjected to tempera-
ture variations of  5, 10, 15 and 20 °C, respectively (i.e., after  2, 8, 35, and 156 days, 
respectively). Maximum contractive (positive) vertical strains variations of  31, 56, 68 and 79 

expansive 
vertical strains were observed with time in the bottom portion of this pile. Similar results were ob-
tained by the numerical analysis. 

The heating of the operating energy pile EP1 also induced an expansion of the surrounding non-
operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 (cf., Figure 3.9 (b-d)). After  2 and 8 days (i.e., during the 
early stages of the heating phase of EP1), the expansions of EP2, 3 and 4 were caused by (i) the 
expansion of pile EP1 as a result of its direct heating and (ii) the associated upward deformation of 
the slab. This deformation was thus purely mechanical (as described above, the temperature variations 
were zero or very small along the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 during these stages of the 
test). The evolution of deformation along the piles (decreasing from top to bottom) indicates that the 
deformation was comparable to that caused by an upward force applied at their heads. After  35 
and 156 days (i.e., during the successive stages of the heating phase of EP1), the expansions of piles 
EP2, 3 and 4 were caused by (i) the expansion of EP1 as a result of its direct heating, (ii) the associated 
upward deformation of the slab, (iii) the expansions of these elements as a result of their indirect 
heating and (iv) the expansion of the soil as a result of its heating. In contrast to the deformation of 
the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 during the early stages of the geothermal operation of 
energy pile EP1, this deformation was characterised by both mechanical and thermal contributions. 
Marked expansions of up to  -  were observed during these stages in the lower portions 
of EP2, 3 and 4 in both the experimental and numerical results. These expansions were significantly 
greater than those that developed in the top portions of these elements (i.e., between  -10 and -

greater than the strain under free thermal expansion conditions,  (cf., 
Figure 3.10 for energy pile EP2 after  156 days, in which  is the linear thermal expansion 
coefficient of the energy piles). 
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Figure 3.9: Comparison between the experimental and numerical variations in vertical strain observed along (a) the op-
erating energy pile EP1 and (b-d) the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3, and 4, after  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of test-

ing. 
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Figure 3.10: Comparison between the experimentally observed variations in vertical strain in the non-operating energy 

pile EP2 after  156 days of testing and calculated with reference to free thermal expansion conditions. 
 

The marked expansive vertical strains that were observed in the bottom portions of all of the piles 
during the successive stages of the heating phase of EP1 occurred because as heat diffused through 
the system, the mechanical response of the foundation was governed by the thermally induced defor-
mation of the molasse layer. These strain variations were caused not only by the interplay between 
the thermally induced deformations (direct and indirect) of the piles and the slab but also and primar-
ily by the thermally induced deformation of the soil mass (e.g., molasse layer) surrounding the piles. 
The value of the thermal expansion coefficient of the molasse layer, which was found to be greater 
than that of the piles based on the results of the numerical analysis, was the key factor of this phe-
nomenon. Heating the very stiff molasse layer over time caused a marked expansion of this layer. 
This field was superimposed on the expansion field of the bottom portions of the piles. Remarkably 
high expansive vertical strains therefore developed in these settings. 

 

3.4.5 Vertical stress variations along the energy piles 

Figure 3.11 shows the experimental and numerical variations in vertical stress along energy piles 
EP1, 2, 3 and 4. The experimental vertical stress variations were calculated based on the experimen-
tally observed vertical strain variations using a one-dimensional scheme, i.e., 

 (where  is the thermally induced vertical 
stress,  is the Young’s modulus of the pile,  is the blocked thermally induced strain and  
is the observed thermally induced strain). It is worth mentioning that the strains that are associated 
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with free thermal expansion conditions were null for the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 
during the early stages of the geothermal operation of energy pile EP1 because no variations in tem-
perature were observed in these elements. The numerical vertical stress variations were determined 
through the finite element model. 

The heating that was associated with the geothermal operation of EP1 during the first phase of the 
test resulted in an increasing compressive (positive) vertical stress along its length (cf., Figure 3.11 
(a)). The maximum compressive vertical stress variation of = 5500 kPa was observed after  
156 days. This phenomenon occurred because the expansive strain potential that is associated with 
the temperature variation in the pile was restrained by the presence of the soil and slab and caused an 
increase of the compressive stress in this element. The order of magnitude of the observed vertical 
stress variation was comparable to other experimental data from the literature (e.g., Murphy et al., 
2015) that involved significant energy exploitations through the use of energy piles. Lower compres-
sive vertical stress variations were observed in the bottom portion of EP1. Consistent results were 
obtained by the numerical analysis. 

The heating of the operating energy pile EP1 also induced vertical stress variations in the surrounding 
non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 (cf., Figure 3.11 (b-d)). After  2 and 8 days (i.e., during 
the early stages of the heating phase of EP1), energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 were subjected to tensile 
stress variations of up to the maximum experimental negative value of approximately  = -250 kPa 
at their heads. Decreases in the tensile stress variations from the top to the bottom of these elements 
were observed during this stage of the test in both the experimental and numerical results. These 
vertical stress variations were associated with the corresponding deformation field that was described 
previously. After  35 and 156 days (i.e., during the successive stages of the heating phase of energy 
pile EP1), maximum compressive vertical stress variations of up to  = 1370 kPa and tensile ver-
tical stress variations of up to  = -1419 kPa were measured in EP2, 3 and 4. 

The previously observed tensile vertical stress variations along the lengths of these elements de-
creased to compressive values in their top portions but increased toward higher tensile values in their 
bottom portions. Similar results were obtained by the numerical analysis. 

The effect of the more pronounced thermally induced deformation of the molasse layer than the de-
formation in the bottom portions of the piles was again evident during the successive stages of the 
heating phase of energy pile EP1. The deformation of this layer pulled both the operating energy pile 
EP1 and the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4 and caused the reductions of the compressive 
thermally induced stress fields that were measured along the bottom portions of all of the piles. Be-
cause EP1 was directly heated and the compressive thermally induced stress variation in this element 
was more pronounced than the tensile stress variation that was exerted by the molasse, a compressive 
stress field governed this pile. Because EP2, 3 and 4 were indirectly heated and the compressive 
thermally induced stress variations in these elements were smaller than the tensile stress variations 
that were exerted by the molasse, a tensile stress field governed the bottom portions of these piles. 
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Figure 3.11: Comparison between the experimental and numerical vertical stress variations observed along (a) the oper-
ating energy pile EP1 and (b-d) the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3, and 4, after  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing. 
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Together with the aforementioned phenomena, the presence of the slab played a crucial role in the 
variation of the stress fields in all the piles. The reason is because the deformation of the slab, which 
was caused by the thermally induced deformation of EP1 and the soil, resulted in an imposed defor-
mation on EP2, 3 and 4 that caused stress variations in these elements. This phenomenon occurred as 
a consequence of (i) the continuity and compatibility of the displacements characterising the piles, 
the soil and the slab as perfectly jointed solids, and (ii) the role of the slab as a constant stiffness 
boundary condition for the pile-soil system (which differently to a constant load boundary condition 
involves a load variation – and thus a stress variation – for a displacement variation in deformation-
related problems). The bending rigidity per unit area of the slab is 

 10080 kN/m where  and  are the Young’s modulus and Poisson’s ratio 
of the slab, respectively, and ,  and  are the breadth, length and thickness of the slab, 
respectively. 

  

3.4.6 Vertical stress variations at the toe of the operating energy pile 

Figure 3.12 shows the vertical stress variations that were determined experimentally through the read-
ings of the pressure cell at the toe of the operating energy pile EP1 and numerically through the finite 
element model. 

A remarkable increase of the compressive stress was observed at the toe of EP1 within the first month 
of geothermal operation in both the experimental and numerical results. The vertical stress increased 
along with the observed increase of temperature due to the restrained thermal expansion of the pile. 
Less pronounced increases of the vertical stress were observed experimentally and numerically at the 
toe of the operating energy pile EP1 over time during its heating phase to the asymptotic value of 
approximately 1000 kPa. This phenomenon was attributed to (i) the progressively approaching 
steady state thermal conditions in the system that involved a smaller development (and restraint) of 
thermally induced deformation of the pile and (ii) the pulling (i.e., relieving) thermally induced action 
that was exerted by the molasse around the bottom portion of the pile. At the end of the test, the toe 
of the operating energy pile EP1 was unloaded by the increase of the compressive stress that was 
described above. This phenomenon was observed in both the experimental and numerical results. 

 

3.4.7 Variations of radial strain in the operating energy pile 

Figure 3.13 shows the variations in radial strain that were determined experimentally through the 
readings of an optical fibre that was mounted along the reinforcing cage of the operating energy pile 
EP1 at a depth of  = 9 m and numerically through the finite element model. The trend of radial strain 
under free thermal expansion conditions that was calculated based on the point value of temperature 
variation recorded by a thermocouple at  = 8.9 m is also plotted for reference. The numerical results 
refer to an average of the strain variations of 10 points that were selected in the numerical model 
along the circumference representing the reinforcing cage placed in EP1 in the real case. 
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Figure 3.12: Comparison between the experimental and numerical vertical stress variations observed at the toe of the 

operating energy pile EP1 with time. 
 

 
Figure 3.13: Comparison between the experimental and numerical radial strain variations observed at a depth of  = 9 m 

in the operating energy pile EP1 with time. 
 

A progressive increase in the variation of the expansive strain was observed with time during the 
heating phase of energy pile EP1 because of the positive temperature variation observed in the con-
sidered element. A maximum variation in the expansive radial strain of  -
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after  156 days in both the experimental and numerical results. The variation of the expansive 
strain that was observed experimentally and numerically throughout the heating phase of energy pile 
EP1 was smaller than that calculated under free thermal expansion conditions. This condition did not 
hold toward the end of the passive cooling phase of EP1. Such a phenomenon can be addressed to the 
different average temperature variation characterising the cross-section of EP1 at a depth of  = 9 m 
compared to the punctual value of temperature variation recorded at  = 8.9 m by the thermocouple. 

 

3.5 Comparison between experimental and numerical results – Test 20EPall 
This section compares the experimental data that were collected during the development of the full-
scale in situ Test 20EPall and the numerical results that were obtained through the Class C1 predic-
tion. The same locations that were used to interpret the numerical results referring to Test 20EP1 were 
used for Test 20EPall. 

As before, the experimental and numerical data include variations of the parameters from the begin-
ning of the test over time. Therefore, they reflect the impact of the geothermal operation of the energy 
piles on the thermo-mechanical behaviour of the foundation. The stress states generated from body 
loads in the different media (i.e., in situ conditions) and from the application of the mechanical loads 
of the superstructure to the piles are not included in the stress and strain curves. 

 

3.5.1 Impact of number of operating energy piles on vertical deformation 

Figure 3.14 presents the variations in vertical strain determined experimentally and numerically along 
the length of energy pile EP1 when this pile was the only pile in the group operating as a geothermal 
heat exchanger (in Test 20EP1) and along (on average) the lengths of energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 
when all of these piles operated as geothermal heat exchangers (in Test 20EPall). The strain varia-
tions, , correspond to the average temperature variations along the uninsulated portion of EP1 of 

 5, 10, 15 and 20 °C after  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing, respectively, during the heating 
phase of Test 20EP1. The strain variations, , correspond to the mean value of the average temper-
ature variations along the uninsulated portions of EP1, 2, 3 and 4 of  5, 10, 15 and 20 °C 
after  2, 9, 28 and 60 days of testing, respectively, during the heating phase of Test 20EPall. 

When the number of operating energy piles in the group increased, the thermally induced vertical 
strain variation increased with depth for the same average temperature variation applied to the piles 
because of group effects. In the operation of multiple energy piles, this average temperature was 
achieved at a faster rate because of thermal interactions between the energy piles at successive stages 
of the test. The abovementioned finding was highlighted by both the experimental and numerical 
results. Notable differences can be identified between the experimental and numerical results pertain-
ing to Test 20EPall during the initial stages of the geothermal operation of the energy piles (cf., Figure 
3.14 (a) and (b)). These differences were related to the interplay between the “average” modelling of 
the group and the discrepancies between the variation of the temperature field from the initial condi-
tions on site (non-uniform, based on recorded temperature data in the piles and in the soil) and in the 
numerical model (uniform and constant). This phenomenon became less pronounced at successive 
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stages of the geothermal operation of the energy piles and yielded thermally induced vertical strain 
values closer to those measured experimentally. 

 

 
Figure 3.14: Comparison between the experimentally and numerically observed vertical strain variations. The strain 
variations, , correspond to the average temperature variations along the uninsulated portion of EP1 of  5, 

10, 15 and 20 °C (panels (a), (b), (c) and (d), respectively) after  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing, respectively, dur-
ing the heating phase of Test 20EP1. The strain variations, , correspond to the mean value of the average tempera-
ture variations along the uninsulated portions of EP1, 2, 3 and 4 of  5, 10, 15 and 20 °C (panels (a), (b), (c) 
and (d), respectively) after  2, 9, 28 and 60 days of testing, respectively, during the heating phase of Test 20EPall. 

 

The presence of thermally induced group effects governs the higher development of vertical strain 
when more energy piles operate as geothermal heat exchangers in a closely spaced pile group than 
when only one energy pile serves this purpose. This phenomenon corroborates the motivation for and 
the results of recently developed analytical methods for capturing this aspect of the behaviour of 
energy pile groups (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a; Rotta Loria and 
Laloui, 2017b; Rotta Loria et al., 2017c). 
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In Test 20EP1, the non-operating energy piles EP2, 3, and 4 were characterised by greater thermally 
induced vertical strain than may be associated with free expansion conditions. These findings were 
based on the linear thermal expansion coefficient of the piles, , and the applied temperature vari-
ation,  (i.e., ). 

The same phenomenon was observed in Test 20EPall during successive stages of the geothermal 
operation of energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 (cf., Figure 3.14 (c) and (d)). The crucial difference was that 
the operating energy piles were characterised by greater average thermally induced vertical strain 
than that under free expansion. According to previous arguments, this phenomenon could be at-
tributed to the significant impact of the thermally induced deformation of the molasse on the defor-
mation of the energy piles due to the greater linear thermal expansion coefficient of the former relative 
to the latter (cf., Figure 3.15 after  60 days). 

 

 
Figure 3.15: Impact of the energy piles and soil thermal expansion potential on the vertical deformation of the piles dur-

ing successive stages of the geothermal operation based on experimental results (Test 20EPall). 
 

3.5.2 Impact of number of operating energy piles on vertical stress 

Figure 3.16 presents the variations in vertical stress determined experimentally and numerically along 
the length of energy pile EP1 when this pile was the only one operating as a geothermal heat ex-
changer (in Test 20EP1) and along (on average) the lengths of energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 when all 
of these piles operated as geothermal heat exchangers (in Test 20EPall). The same time intervals 
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accounted for thus far are considered for the vertical stress, , along the operating energy pile EP1 
in Test 20EP1 and the average vertical stress, , along the operating energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 
in Test 20EPall. 

 

 
Figure 3.16: Comparison of the experimentally and numerically observed vertical stress variations. The stress varia-

tions, , correspond to the average temperature variations along the uninsulated portion of EP1 of  5, 10, 15 
and 20 °C (panels (a), (b), (c) and (d), respectively) after  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing, respectively, during the 

heating phase of Test 20EP1. The stress variations, , correspond to the mean value of the average temperature varia-
tions along the uninsulated portions of EP1, 2, 3 and 4 of  5, 10, 15 and 20 °C (panels (a), (b), (c) and (d), re-

spectively) after  2, 9, 28 and 60 days of testing, respectively, during the heating phase of Test 20EPall. 
 

When the number of operating energy piles in the group was increased, the thermally induced vertical 
stress variation decreased with depth for the same temperature variation applied to the piles. This 
result was highlighted by both the experimental and numerical results, which had discrepancies com-
parable to those reported above for the vertical strain. This result also corroborates the motivation for 
and outcomes of recently developed numerical studies investigating the thermo-mechanical behav-
iour of energy pile groups (Salciarini et al., 2015; Jeong et al., 2014; Di Donna and Laloui, 2014; 
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Suryatriyastuti et al., 2015; Di Donna et al., 2016; Saggu and Chakraborty, 2016; Salciarini et al., 
2017). 

A notable phenomenon occurred at successive stages of the geothermal operation of the energy piles 
in Test 20EPall (cf., Figure 3.16 (c) and (d)). According to previous arguments about Test 20EP1, the 
presence of a soil layer with a greater linear thermal expansion coefficient than the piles (e.g., the 
molasse layer) resulted in a less pronounced increase in the vertical stress in energy pile EP1 as the 
temperature increased in successive stages of geothermal operation. This phenomenon was caused by 
the thermally induced expansion of the soil, which resulted in a pulling action of the piles that reduced 
their vertical stress. Because only one operating energy pile was present in Test 20EP1, the variations 
in vertical stress remained compressive at successive stages of the geothermal operation, consistent 
with the soil layer characterised by a greater thermal expansion coefficient. That is, the compressive 
stress variation induced in energy pile EP1 by its restrained expansion was more pronounced than the 
tensile stress variation exerted by the surrounding soil layer (expanding more than the piles) under 
the applied heating thermal load. However, because more energy piles were operating as geothermal 
heat exchangers in Test 20EPall and because a more significant and widespread temperature variation 
was experienced by the soil, the variations in the vertical stress affected tensile stresses in the parts 
of the piles located in the soil layer with a thermal expansion coefficient greater than that of the piles. 
That is, the compressive stress variation induced in energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 by their restrained 
expansion was less pronounced than the tensile stress variation exerted by the surrounding soil layer 
under the heating load. Therefore, tensile stress can arise in energy piles when they are heated. This 
phenomenon experimentally confirms for the first time the evidence presented by Bourne-Webb et 
al. (2016a). More generally, for more prolonged operation of various energy piles, when the soil has 
a greater thermal expansion coefficient than the pile, stress variations that are the opposite of the 
variations expected based on the type of applied thermal load (i.e., heating or cooling load) can de-
velop in the piles. 

Group effects and interactions imply increased deformation of the piles. That is, when the same av-
erage temperature variation is applied to the energy piles, the proportion of the observed thermally 
induced vertical strain, , increases with the number of (e.g., thermally) loaded piles. Consequently, 
under the same temperature variation, lower magnitudes of thermally induced blocked strain, 

, and observed vertical stress,  develop in various operating energy piles than 
in a single operating energy pile. This phenomenon becomes more pronounced as the number of 
energy piles operating as geothermal heat exchangers increases, as highlighted in Figure 3.17 using 
the experimental results for Test 20EP1 and Test 20EPall. In this figure, the average vertical stress 

 (in the operating energy pile EP1) is plotted against the average temperature variation  for 
Test 20EP1, and the average vertical stress  (in operating energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4) is plotted 
against the average temperature variation  for Test 20EPall. The vertical stress is normalised 
by the thermally induced vertical stress for an energy pile under completely blocked conditions 

. Under the same temperature variation, a group of four operating energy piles 
shows a 36% average decrease in the thermally induced vertical stress relative to one operating energy 
pile. 
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Figure 3.17: Impact of the number of operating energy piles on the group vertical stress variation according to the ex-

perimental results. 
 

3.6 Discussion 

3.6.1 Comparison between the Class B1 and C1 prediction results – Test 20EP1 

Figure 3.18 shows the comparison between the variations in vertical strain that were determined 
through the Class B1 and final Class C1 numerical predictions along the lengths of energy piles EP1 
and 2. The experimental results are plotted for reference. The role of the different values of thermal 
expansion coefficient used for characterising the layers B, C and D in the Class B1 and C1 predictions 
on the thermally induced mechanical behaviour of the foundation is shown. 

At the early stages of the heating phase of energy pile EP1, a small difference between the variations 
in vertical strain that were determined through the numerical analyses was observed and the results 
agreed well with the experimental observations. At these stages, a limited volume of soil was sub-
jected to a temperature variation. Thus, despite the different values of thermal expansion coefficient 
used in the Class B1 and C1 predictions, the thermally induced deformation of the soil was limited 
and a small impact of the deformation of this material on that of both the operating and non-operating 
energy piles was observed. 



Chapter 3: Thermally induced group effects among energy piles 

126 

 

 
Figure 3.18: Comparison between the variations in vertical strain observed through the Class B1 and C1 numerical pre-

dictions and the experimental test along (a) the operating energy pile EP1 and (b) the non-operating energy pile EP2, 
after  2, 8, 35 and 156 days of testing. 

 

At the successive stages of the heating phase of energy pile EP1, an increasing difference between 
the variations in vertical strain that were estimated through the numerical analyses was noted. The 
results of the Class B1 prediction indicated an opposite evolution in vertical strain along the lengths 
of the energy piles compared to the experimental observations and, at a later stage, of the Class C1 
prediction results. In general, greater variations in vertical strain were observed in the layers charac-
terised by the greater thermal expansion coefficients. Greater strain variations were determined in the 
shallower portions of the energy piles by the Class B1 prediction compared to the smaller variations 
determined experimentally and by the Class C1 prediction. Smaller strain variations were determined 
in the deeper portions of the energy piles by the Class B1 prediction compared to the greater variations 
determined experimentally and by the Class C1 prediction. Marked differences between the variations 
in vertical stress along the lengths of all of the energy piles resulted as a consequence of this occur-
rence. The reason for the observed difference between the Class B1 prediction results and the exper-
imental and Class C1 prediction results is because at the successive stages of the heating phase of 
energy pile EP1, a noteworthy volume of soil was subjected to a temperature variation. This phenom-
enon involved a thermally induced deformation of the soil with a marked impact on the variation of 
the deformation of both the operating and non-operating energy piles. Thus, the use in the Class B1 
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prediction of unsuitable values of thermal expansion coefficient for characterising layers B, C and D 
resulted in the differences described above. This fact highlights the essential role of a thorough esti-
mation of the thermal expansion coefficient of the materials involved in energy pile-related problems 
for obtaining representative results of reality through any type of prediction performed (e.g., Class A 
predictions). 

 

3.6.2 Key aspects governing the behaviour of energy pile groups 

The results that were described in the previous sections demonstrate that the behaviour of groups of 
closely spaced energy piles that operate partially or entirely as geothermal heat exchangers over time-
scales that are typical of practical applications is characterised by significant thermally induced group 
effects. These group effects are evidenced through thermal and thermally induced mechanical inter-
actions between the operating and non-operating energy piles, the soil and the slab. 

Thermal interactions appear during successive stages of geothermal operations. For the same geo-
metrical features of the pile group (e.g., the length of the piles and the centre-to-centre spacing be-
tween the piles) and a given thermal load applied to the operating energy piles, the magnitude and 
development of these interactions are governed by (i) the energy design solutions characterising the 
operating energy piles (e.g., the pipe configuration, the mass flow rate of the fluid circulating in the 
pipes and the fluid mixture composition), and (ii) the thermal and hydraulic properties of the founda-
tion. These interactions were not observed by Mimouni and Laloui (2015) because of the short dura-
tion of their tests but are considered to be important for the analysis and design (e.g., geotechnical, 
structural and energy) of these foundations. 

Thermally induced mechanical interactions are always present throughout the geothermal operations. 
For the same geometrical features of the pile group (e.g., the length of the piles and the centre-to-
centre spacing between the piles) and a given thermal load applied to the operating energy piles, the 
magnitude and development of these interactions are governed by (i) the relative amount of thermally 
induced deformation of soil to pile per unit temperature variation, (ii) the relative stiffness of slab to 
soil and (iii) the relative stiffness of pile to soil.  These characteristics of energy pile groups can be 
classified through three dimensionless ratios, i.e. (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d): 

 

 The soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio  

 

 (3.1) 

 

where  is the linear thermal expansion coefficient of the soil. The soil-pile thermal ex-
pansion coefficient ratio allows envisaging the roles of the thermally induced deformations of 
the soil and the piles in the deformation of the energy pile group at successive stages of geo-
thermal operations. Values of  1 correspond to a deformation of the energy pile group 
governed by the thermally induced deformation of the soil surrounding the piles, whereas 



Chapter 3: Thermally induced group effects among energy piles 

128 

values of  1 to a deformation of the energy pile group governed by the thermally induced 
deformation of the piles. Practical ranges of  are between 0.1 and 4. According to the find-
ings provided by Bourne-Webb et al. (2016a) for single isolated energy piles, the spatial extent 
of the field that involves temperature variations in the soil around the energy piles governs 
the effect of  on the thermally induced deformation of the energy pile group. The greater the 
volume of soil subjected to a temperature variation is, the more pronounced the relative de-
formation between the energy piles and the soil is. 

 The slab-soil stiffness ratio 

 

 (3.2) 

 

where  and  are the Young’s modulus and the Poisson’s ratio of the soil, respectively. 
The definition of this ratio is based on the work of Brown (1975) for the analysis of strip 
footings. It was formulated and exploited by Clancy and Randolph (1996) for the analysis of 
slabs connecting conventional piles and is extended herein to the analysis of slabs connecting 
energy piles. The slab-soil stiffness ratio allows estimating the impact of the presence of the 
slab on the load and displacement redistributions in the energy pile group. Values of  
0.001 correspond to a flexible slab whereas values of  0.1 correspond to an almost rigid 
slab (Brown, 1975). Practical ranges of  are between 0.001 and 10 (Clancy and Randolph, 
1996). 

 The pile-soil stiffness ratio  

 

 (3.3) 

 

where  is the shear modulus of the soil. The definition of this ratio is based on the work 
of Randolph and Wroth (1978) for the analysis of conventional piles subjected to solely me-
chanical loads and is extended herein to the analysis of energy pile groups subjected to both 
mechanical and thermal loads. It considers the shear modulus of the soil (which is preferred 
to the Young’s modulus) because in pile-related problems the soil deforms primarily in shear 
and because the shear modulus is usually assumed to be unaffected by whether the loading is 
drained or undrained. The pile-soil stiffness ratio characterises the load-displacement rela-
tionship between each of the single piles in the group and the surrounding soil. Values of  
10 correspond to a compressible pile whereas values of  10000 to an almost rigid pile 
(Poulos and Davis, 1980). Practical ranges of  are between 100 and 10000 (Randolph and 
Clancy, 1993). 
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Significant attention must be paid to the thermally induced mechanical interactions because they are 
important in the analysis and design (i.e., geotechnical and structural) of energy pile groups. 

Thermally induced mechanical interactions can also be classified depending on two criteria, i.e., (i) 
the time of heat exchange characterising the energy foundation (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016a) and 
(ii) the objects of interaction (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017c). The former classification includes the 
latter. Both classifications may be applied to characterise thermal interactions with similar arguments. 

The classification of thermally induced mechanical interactions based on time includes two types of 
interactions: 

 

1. First-kind interactions: this type of interactions develops during early stages of geothermal 
operations of energy piles and is primarily caused by the direct heating and associated ther-
mally induced deformation of the operating energy piles. 

2. Second-kind interactions: this type of interactions develops during successive stages of geo-
thermal operations of energy piles and is caused by (i) the direct heating and related thermally 
induced deformation of the operating energy piles and (ii) the indirect heating and related 
thermally induced deformation of the soil surrounding the operating energy piles as well as 
of the non-operating energy piles. The magnitude and development of these interactions are 
governed by the interplay between the thermally induced responses of the operating and non-
operating energy piles and soil to temperature variations. The presence of the slab represents 
a key contribution for the development of all of the aforementioned interactions. 

 

The classification of thermally induced mechanical interactions based on the objects of interaction 
includes three types of interactions: 

 

1. Pile-soil-pile interaction: This type of interaction is governed by the relative influence be-
tween the deformation of the (i.e., operating) energy piles and the surrounding soil. This in-
fluence is primarily characterised by the deformation of the energy piles under the applied 
temperature variations during early stages of geothermal operations. However, it can be more 
strongly characterised by the deformation of the soil at successive stages of geothermal oper-
ations, especially where the thermal expansion coefficient of the soil may exceed that of the 
energy piles. 

2. Pile-slab-pile interaction: This type of interaction is governed by the relative influence be-
tween the deformation of the energy piles and the connecting slab. This influence increases 
as the slab stiffness increases. Moreover, this interaction is less affected by the relative thermal 
expansion potential of the piles and the slab than the interaction between the piles and the soil. 
Indeed, in practice, the concrete mix design used for the piles and the slab will be generally 
the same, and as a result, (at least theoretically) these members will have the same thermal 
expansion coefficient. 
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3. Slab-soil interaction: This type of interaction is governed by the relative influence between 
the deformation of the slab and the soil. Similar to the pile-slab-pile interaction, the slab-soil 
interaction predominantly depends on the relative stiffness of the bodies in contact rather than 
on their relative thermal expansion coefficients. In practice, although different thermal expan-
sion coefficients may characterise the soil and the slab connecting the energy piles, the shal-
lower depths where the slab is located will not be significantly affected by the geothermal 
operation of the piles due to the typical thermal insulation of the pipes. Nothing more unusual 
than the surface conditions may be expected to affect the interplay between the deformation 
of the slab and the underlying shallow soil. This phenomenon minimally contributes to the 
overall deformation of the system because, as in most applications, thermal insulation may be 
assumed between the slab floor and the upper environment. In any case, the influence of sur-
face conditions may be considered negligible when compared to the effect of the geothermal 
operation of the energy piles on the deformation of the slab and soil. 

 

3.6.3 Design considerations for energy pile groups 

Significant increases in compressive stress compared to the variation that is induced by the super-
structure’s mechanical loads were observed in the operating energy pile in Test 20EP1. These vertical 
stress variations (up to  = 5500 kPa) are greater than those that were numerically estimated to be 
induced by the applied superstructure mechanical loads in both the operating and non-operating en-
ergy piles (cf., Figure 3.19). Based on the characteristic compressive strength of the concrete that was 
used in this study - a higher-than-typical class of compressive strength of concrete was conservatively 
used for the energy piles based on the experiments foreseen - (e.g.,  = 45 MPa), the observed 
compressive vertical stress variations are not considered to be an issue for the structural integrity of 
the pile. Although the temperature variation that was induced in the operating energy pile in this study 
is significant and the features of the foundation are favourable for the development of large compres-
sive vertical stress variations (e.g., compared to a floating pile foundation), worse conditions cannot 
be discounted (stiffer bearing soil layers and slab). Thus, the vertical stress variations that are induced 
by temperature variations in operating energy piles should be considered throughout the structural 
design of energy pile groups that partially and entirely operate as geothermal heat exchangers (with 
reference, e.g., to the serviceability limit state). 

Notable decreases in compressive stress compared to the variation that is induced by the superstruc-
ture’s mechanical loads were observed in the non-operating energy piles because of the thermally 
induced group effects in Test 20EP1. Notable negative stress variations were also observed at suc-
cessive stages of the geothermal operation of the operating energy piles in their bottom portions in 
Test 20EPall. The absolute values of these vertical stress variations (up to  = -1419 kPa) are 
comparable to those that were numerically estimated to be induced by the superstructure’s mechanical 
loads in these elements (cf., Figure 3.19). These results indicate that tensile stresses do not develop, 
and such stress variations are not considered to be an issue for the structural integrity of the piles in 
this study. However, cases that utilise greater numbers of operating energy piles than in this study are 
common and may be a concern especially with reference to non-operating energy piles characterised 
by low or null values of applied mechanical loads. Thus, the vertical stress variations in non-operating 
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energy piles as a result of the thermally induced deformation of operating energy piles should be 
considered throughout the structural design of groups of such foundations (with reference, e.g., to the 
serviceability limit state). 

 

 
Figure 3.19: Numerical vertical stress variations induced by the superstructure’s mechanical loads along energy piles 

EP1, 2, 3 and 4 (the stress distributions that are associated with the in situ conditions have been subtracted). 
 

Significant vertical displacement variations were observed in both the operating and non-operating 
energy piles in Test 20EP1. As shown in Figure 3.20, these variations in vertical displacement, which 
were determined from the numerical analysis, are greater than those that were induced by the super-
structure’s mechanical loads. The superstructure’s mechanical loads were initially found to induce 
pile settlements of up to  = 0.98 mm. At the end of the heating phase of energy pile EP1, the 
temperature variations in the foundation were found to induce pile heaves of up to  = -1.10 mm. 
The thermally induced displacements were thus up to double those that were induced by the super-
structure’s mechanical loads. Even more significant vertical displacement variations were observed 
with the increasing number of operating energy piles under the same temperature variation, by means 
of the numerical analysis. An evidence of this phenomenon, which was again caused by group effects, 
is given in Figure 3.21 using the numerical results for Test 20EP1 and Test 20EPall. In this figure, 
the average vertical displacement  (at the uppermost level of the slab, which corresponds to oper-
ating energy pile EP1) is plotted against the average temperature variation  for Test 20EP1, and 
the average vertical displacement  (at the uppermost level of the slab, which corresponds to oper-
ating energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4) is plotted against the average temperature variation  for 
Test 20EPall. The vertical displacement is normalised by the energy pile diameter. Under the same 
temperature variation, a group of four operating energy piles shows an average increase of 158% in 
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the thermally induced vertical displacement relative to one operating energy pile. That is, when the 
same average temperature variation is applied to energy piles, the thermally induced vertical displace-
ment increases with the number of (e.g., thermally) loaded piles. This phenomenon becomes more 
pronounced as the number of energy piles operating as geothermal heat exchangers increases. The 
observed displacement variations are not critical under current European design standards (EN 1997, 
2004) for serviceability conditions. They may, however, represent a concern for a greater number of 
operating energy piles. This consideration appears to be particularly relevant for piles characterised 
by a prevalent end-bearing character, surrounded by soft soil deposits and connected to remarkably 
flexible slabs. For this reason, the vertical displacements that are induced by temperature variations 
in operating and non-operating energy piles should be considered throughout the structural and ge-
otechnical designs of energy pile groups (with reference, e.g., to the serviceability limit state). 

Based on the above, two main phenomena are highlighted: 

 

i. When the number of operating energy piles increases, greater thermally induced vertical strain 
and lower thermally induced vertical stress develop in the piles under the same average tem-
perature variation along the piles. 

ii. For more prolonged operation of multiple energy piles, when the soil has a greater thermal 
expansion coefficient than that of the piles, stress variations that are the opposite of the vari-
ations expected based on the type of applied thermal load can develop in the piles. This phe-
nomenon can be mathematically expressed as follows. When the soil-pile thermal expansion 
coefficient ratio , in successive stages of geothermal operations, unlike in 
the usual framework (Laloui et al., 2003; Bourne-Webb et al., 2011) 

 

 (3.4) 

 

The reason for this response is that the thermally induced deformation of the energy pile is 
governed by the soil deformation. Therefore, for energy piles subjected to heating thermal 
loads, the thermally induced stress can be negative (i.e., tensile stress): 

 

 (3.5) 

 

The opposite is true for cooling thermal loads applied to energy piles. 
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Figure 3.20: Numerical vertical displacement variations induced by the superstructure’s mechanical loads and tempera-
ture variations along energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4 (the displacement distributions that are associated with the in situ con-

ditions have been subtracted). 
 

These phenomena have three main consequences for the geotechnical and structural design of energy 
piles: 

 

a. Because a greater thermally induced vertical strain arises for the same average temperature 
variation along the piles as the number of operating energy piles increases, deformation anal-
yses of single energy piles are not exhaustive and cannot represent the actual behaviour for 
energy piles operating in a group. Therefore, these analyses are potentially misleading in de-
sign. As a result, no energy pile analysis or design can be considered complete without ac-
counting for the (mechanically and thermally) induced group effects among energy piles. 

b. Because the thermally induced vertical stress decreases under the same average temperature 
variation along the piles as the number of operating energy piles increases, analyses of a single 
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energy pile are not exhaustive and cannot represent the actual behaviour for energy piles op-
erating in a group. However, these analyses are considered useful in the preliminary design 
stages. Provided that similar head restraint conditions are accounted for a given energy pile in 
a soil deposit, considering the vertical stress of an isolated energy pile will always be con-
servative with regards to the thermally induced vertical stress of operating energy piles in a 
group. 

c. Because during the more prolonged operation of various energy piles stress variations oppo-
site those that may be expected based on the type of applied thermal load can develop in 
energy piles where the soil has a thermal expansion coefficient higher than that of the piles, 
attention must be paid to the geotechnical characterisation of sites. The use of unsuitable val-
ues of thermal expansion coefficients to characterise the energy piles and surrounding soil 
may generate analytical results for design and research applications with marked pitfalls. 

 

 
Figure 3.21: Impact of the number of operating energy piles on the average vertical pile group displacement. The aver-
age vertical displacement  (at the uppermost level of the slab, which corresponds to operating energy pile EP1) is 
plotted against the average temperature variation  for Test 20EP1, and the average vertical displacement  (at 

the uppermost level of the slab, which corresponds to operating energy piles EP1, 2, 3 and 4) is plotted against the aver-
age temperature variation  for Test 20EPall. The vertical displacement is normalised by the energy pile diameter, 

. 
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3.6.4 Suitability and limitations of using thermo-elasticity for simulating energy pile groups 

Analyses that are based on linear elasticity theory have been shown to successfully reproduce the 
mechanical behaviour of an extensive number of conventional pile-groups subjected to mechanical 
loads of limited magnitude (e.g., Poulos and Davis, 1980; Fleming et al., 2008). Similarly, analyses 
that are based on linear thermo-elasticity theory appear to be suitable for reproducing the thermo-
mechanical behaviour of energy pile groups subjected to mechanical and thermal loads of limited 
magnitude. With the term “limited”, reference is made to magnitudes of mechanical and thermal loads 
which combined action involves effects that are far from inducing the geotechnical and/or structural 
failure (ultimate limit state) of the pile(s), and are characteristic of the serviceability limit state. In 
other words, reference is made to loads which induced effects are reversible (i.e., elastic). Under these 
conditions, this statement appears to be valid for both monotonic and cyclic thermal loads that are 
applied to the energy piles. 

The capability of linear thermo-elasticity theory to describe the behaviour of energy piles such as the 
end-bearing group that was analysed in this study is corroborated by the reversible response that was 
found experimentally to characterise the operating energy pile EP1 throughout, e.g., Test 20EP1. This 
is shown in Figure 3.22 (a), which depicts the experimental and numerical distribution of vertical 
strain along the operating energy pile EP1 for an average temperature variation of  5 °C that 
was observed along the uninsulated portion of this pile during the heating and passive cooling phases 
of the test. Figure 3.22 (b) presents the evolution of this temperature variation along the length of 
EP1. The differences between the strain curves (especially in the molasse layer) are attributed to the 
different thermal field that was observed experimentally and numerically to characterise the soil, the 
non-operating energy piles EP2, 3 and 4, and the operating energy pile EP1 when this latter pile was 
subjected to the same average temperature variation during the heating and passive cooling phases of 
the test. Residual temperature variations were observed during the late stages of the passive cooling 
of EP1 in a number of regions of the pile group. These temperature variations involved thermally 
induced expansions of the materials that caused a residual deformation of the energy pile group (and 
thus, of EP1) with reference to the initial condition. The differences between the experimental and 
numerical curves referred to the same phase of the test (especially in the molasse layer) are caused 
by differences in the temperature fields characterising the energy pile group in the real case and in 
the numerical model. 

The suitability of linear thermo-elasticity for the analysis of end-bearing energy piles such as the 
group that was analysed in this study is extended to other testing conditions and sites based on the 
experimental observations of Murphy et al. (2015), Mimouni and Laloui (2015), and Wang et al. 
(2014) as well as the numerical results of Di Donna et al. (2016). Linear thermo-elasticity appears to 
be suitable also for the analysis of groups of friction energy piles.  

When dealing with situations in which significant magnitudes of mechanical and thermal loads are 
applied to energy pile groups, careful judgement on the suitability of a linear thermo-elastic approach 
of analysis has to be considered. The inappropriate use of thermo-elasticity theory may involve 
marked pitfalls in the analysis and/or design of energy pile groups because of differences between 
the actual and modelled mechanical behaviours of the piles and surrounding soil. This comment ap-
pears to be particularly relevant for groups of friction energy piles. The reason is because for the same 
applied load, friction energy piles mobilise a greater proportion of shear stress at the pile-soil interface 
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compared to end-bearing energy piles. This distribution of shear stress may be associated to plastic 
strain at the pile-soil interface. Notable variations in the behaviour of friction energy piles may con-
sequently arise because of the marked sensitivity of these foundations to the response of the pile-soil 
interface (Rotta Loria et al., 2015b). These variations may increase for cyclic thermal loads applied 
to the piles with time (Yavari et al., 2014; Ng et al., 2014; Di Donna and Laloui, 2014; Suryatriyastuti 
et al., 2015; Saggu and Chakraborty, 2015; Vieira and Maranha, 2016; Ng et al., 2016a), such a con-
sideration suggesting the unsuitability of an elastic approach of analysis in those situations. Thermo-
elastic analyses can be considered unsuitable also for situations that involve phenomena inducing 
plastic strain in the soil surrounding the piles irrespective of the magnitude of the applied loads. Sit-
uations that involve energy piles socketed in normally consolidated clayey soils are a key example 
because the responses of these soils to heating have been shown to be inelastic (Campanella and 
Mitchell, 1968; Plum and Esrig, 1969; Demars and Charles, 1981; Baldi et al., 1988; Hueckel and 
Baldi, 1990; Burghignoli et al., 2000; Cekerevac and Laloui, 2004; Vega and McCartney, 2014; Di 
Donna and Laloui, 2015). 

 

 
Figure 3.22: Experimentally and numerically observed (a) vertical strain variations along the operating energy pile EP1 
for (b) approximately the same average temperature variation that was recorded with depth during the heating and pas-

sive cooling phases of the test. 
 

3.6.5 Suitability and limitations of using thermo-mechanical analyses for simulating energy 
pile groups 

The use of thermo-mechanical analyses to reproduce the thermo-mechanical behaviour of energy pile 
groups that are subjected to mechanical and thermal loads in saturated soil deposits without intrinsic 
groundwater flow appears to be suitable in most applications. 

This consideration is corroborated with reference to the analysed tests by the negligible variation of 
the hydraulic field experimentally determined through the readings of the piezometers and of the 
thermistors in the soil. This phenomenon can be noted referring to Figure 3.23 and Figure 3.24, which 
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show the maximum pore water pressures that were observed throughout Test 20EP1 along soil pro-
files P+T1 and P+T2, and the trends of pore water pressure variations at selected points along soil 
profiles P+T1 and P+T2, respectively. Negligible pore water pressure variations were also observed 
to characterise the considered site by Mimouni and Laloui (2015) and Di Donna et al. (2016) based 
on experimental and numerical results, respectively. Di Donna et al. (2016) further noted a negligible 
variation of the hydraulic field in soil layers of low intrinsic permeability and coefficient of com-
pressibility of the solid particles forming the skeleton that were subjected to even higher magnitudes 
and rates of temperature variations than those in this study. Yet, Di Donna et al. (2016) observed that 
the magnitude of the pore water pressure variations characterising P+T1 and P+T2 was comparable 
to that numerically estimated in the region of soil adjacent to the operating energy pile(s) (i.e., the 
pile-soil interface(s)). Based on this consideration and the results presented in Figure 3.23 and Figure 
3.24, it appears justified to suppose negligible pore water pressure variations at the pile-soil inter-
face(s) in the considered experiment; i.e., drained conditions are preserved upon heating. 

 

 
Figure 3.23: Maximum experimental pore water pressure variations along profiles P+T1 and P+T2 in the soil. 
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The use of thermo-hydro-mechanical analyses can be considered essential for situations that involve 
energy pile groups that are subjected to mechanical and thermal loads in saturated soil deposits with 
intrinsic groundwater flow or characterised by remarkably low intrinsic permeability and coefficient 
of compressibility (e.g., values of intrinsic permeability lower than 1 10-17 m2 and coefficient of com-
pressibility of the solid particles forming the skeleton lower than 2.5 10-10 1/Pa based on the results 
of numerical analyses). In the former case, differences between the actual and modelled thermal be-
haviour of the operating energy piles may arise irrespective of the magnitude of the applied loads 
because of the preponderant convective character of the heat exchange process. In the latter case, 
differences between the actual and modelled mechanical behaviour of both the operating and non-
operating energy piles may arise as a consequence of the application of high magnitudes of mechan-
ical and thermal loads because of the induced variation in the hydraulic field (effective stress con-
cept). 

 

 
Figure 3.24: Experimentally observed pore water pressure variations at selected points along profiles P+T1 and P+T2 

with time. 
 

3.7 Concluding remarks 
This study experimentally and numerically investigated the thermally induced group effects of closely 
spaced energy piles that operate as geothermal heat exchangers over a time-scale that is typical of 
practical applications. Some of the main conclusions that can be drawn from this work are (Rotta 
Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017c): 

 

 Thermal interactions between operating and non-operating energy piles occur during succes-
sive stages of geothermal operations. For the same geometrical features of the pile group (e.g., 
the length of the piles and the centre-to-centre spacing between the piles) and a given thermal 
load applied to the operating energy piles, these interactions are governed by (i) the energy 
design solutions characterising the operating energy piles (e.g., the pipe configuration, the 
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mass flow rate of the fluid circulating in the pipes and the fluid mixture composition) and (ii) 
the thermal and hydraulic properties of the foundation. 

 Thermally induced mechanical interactions are always present throughout geothermal opera-
tions. For the same geometrical features of the pile group (e.g., the length of the piles and the 
centre-to-centre spacing between the piles) and a given thermal load applied to the operating 
energy piles, these interactions are governed by (i) the relative amount of thermally induced 
deformation of soil to pile per unit temperature variation (i.e., the soil-pile thermal expansion 
coefficient ratio), (ii) the relative stiffness of slab to soil (i.e., the slab-soil stiffness ratio), and 
(iii) the relative stiffness of pile to soil (i.e., the pile-soil stiffness ratio). The thermal field 
characterising the foundation governs the magnitude and impact of aspect (i) on the develop-
ment of thermally induced mechanical interactions. 

 Thermal and thermally induced mechanical interactions are considered to be important for the 
analysis and design (e.g., geotechnical, structural and energy) of energy pile groups. 

 Significant stress, strain and displacement variations are induced in both the operating and 
non-operating energy piles by all of these interactions. These vertical stress, strain and dis-
placement variations are not critical for the serviceability performance of the piles tested in 
this study. However, attention must be devoted to these phenomena throughout the design 
process (e.g., geotechnical and structural) of energy pile groups at the serviceability limit state. 
Their magnitudes can be comparable and even higher than those of the superstructure me-
chanical loads. 

 Greater thermally induced vertical strain arises for the same average temperature variation 
along the piles as the number of operating energy piles increases. Therefore, analyses of the 
deformation of single energy piles are not exhaustive and cannot represent the actual behav-
iour of energy piles operating in a group. Thus, these analyses cannot be used for the complete 
design of energy piles. 

 Lower thermally induced vertical stress arises for the same average temperature variation 
along the piles as the number of operating energy piles increases. Therefore, analyses of single 
energy piles are considered useful, especially in preliminary design stages. Indeed, provided 
that similar head restraint conditions are considered for a given energy pile in a soil deposit, 
these analyses will always give a conservative estimate of the thermally induced vertical stress 
along operating energy piles in a group. 

 Stress variations opposite those that may be expected based on the type of applied thermal 
load can develop in piles where the soil has a greater thermal expansion coefficient than the 
piles during more prolonged operation of various energy piles. Hence, attention must be paid 
to the geotechnical characterisation of sites. Using unsuitable thermal expansion coefficients 
to characterise energy foundations may lead to marked pitfalls in analysis and design. 

 Linear thermo-elasticity theory appears to be an expedient and sufficiently accurate tool to 
describe the geotechnical and structural behaviour of a wide number of energy pile groups for 
both research and engineering purposes. 
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 Thermo-mechanical numerical analyses appear to be suitable tools for modelling the geotech-
nical, structural and energy behaviour of most energy pile groups surrounded by saturated soil 
deposits without intrinsic groundwater flow. Consideration of the pipes-pile-soil system ap-
pears to be important to modelling the energy behaviour of energy pile groups because it 
allows the thermo-mechanical response of the energy piles with a phase shift to be reproduced 
for a variety of boundary conditions. 
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The interaction factor method 
for energy pile groups based on 
design charts 

Prior to this study, no simplified yet rational methods were available for estimating the ver-
tical displacements of energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads. Observing such a challenge, the 
goal of this study has been threefold: (i) to extend the interaction factor concept from the framework 
of conventional pile groups to that of energy pile groups considering both predominantly floating and 
end-bearing piles, (ii) to present charts for the analysis of the displacement interaction between two 
identical energy piles over a broad range of design conditions, and (iii) to propose, apply and validate 
the interaction factor method for the displacement analysis of energy pile groups. 

 

4.1 Introduction 
Over the last century, a substantial amount of research has been devoted to the analysis and design of 
conventional pile foundations because of their extensive application in the support of many structures 
and infrastructures. Classically, pile foundations have been applied to exploit adequate bearing ca-
pacities from soils of favourable strength and deformability characteristics, as well as to limit the use 
of surface area in densely built zones. In recent years, pile foundations have been increasingly used 
in an innovative form of energy piles to couple the aforementioned advantages associated with the 
structural support role of conventional deep foundations with the advantages associated with the role 
of the geothermal heat exchanger for satisfying the energy needs of building environments (Laloui 
and Di Donna, 2013). When addressing energy piles, a new challenge arises for civil engineers: the 
consideration of the mechanisms and phenomena induced by the application of thermal loads, in con-
junction with those associated with the conventionally applied superstructure mechanical loads, on 
the mechanical behaviour of such foundations. 



Chapter 4: The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based on design charts 

142 

In the framework of the analysis and design of pile groups in which the piles are located sufficiently 
close to each other that their individual responses differ from that of an isolated pile because of the 
so-called “group effects” (i.e., closely spaced pile groups), two main aspects need to be considered 
(with reference to, e.g., the serviceability performance): (i) the vertical displacement – differential 
and average – of the piles in the group and (ii) the load redistribution among the piles in the group. 
The former aspect represents the subject matter of this work. 

To address the vertical displacement estimation of conventional pile groups subjected to mechanical 
loads, various numerical and analytical methods have been proposed. These methods include the fi-
nite element method (e.g., Ottaviani, 1975; Pressley and Poulos, 1986), the boundary element method 
(e.g., Butterfield and Banerjee, 1971; Banerjee and Davies, 1978), the finite difference method (e.g., 
Poulos, 1994), the interaction factor method (e.g., Poulos, 1968; Randolph and Wroth, 1979b; Mylo-
nakis and Gazetas, 1998; O'Neill et al., 1977; Chow, 1986), the equivalent pier and raft methods (e.g., 
Poulos and Davis, 1980; Poulos, 1993; Randolph, 1994), and the settlement ratio method (e.g., Pou-
los, 1989). The finite element method, while providing the most rigorous and exhaustive representa-
tion of the pile group-related problem, is generally computationally expensive and considered mainly 
a research tool rather than a design tool. Conversely, the versatility of simplified (approximate) meth-
ods, such as the interaction factor approach that allows capturing the (e.g., vertical) displacements of 
any general pile group by the analysis of the displacement interaction between two identical piles and 
by the use of the elastic principle of superposition of effects, makes them attractive as design tools 
because they allow for the use of expedient parametric studies under various design conditions. 

In contrast to the various approaches that have been used to estimate the vertical displacements of 
conventional pile groups subjected to mechanical loads, to date, only the finite element method (e.g., 
Di Donna et al., 2016; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d) has been applied for the same purpose for 
energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads and no detailed studies have been available on the 
analysis of the displacement behaviour of such foundations. This is because no simplified yet rational 
methods were available prior to this study for the vertical displacement estimation of energy pile 
groups subjected to thermal loads. 

To address these challenges, the goal of this research has been threefold (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 
2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a): (i) to extend the interaction factor concept from the frame-
work of conventional pile groups to that of energy pile groups, (ii) to present charts for the analysis 
of the displacement interaction between two identical energy piles under a broad range of design 
conditions, and (iii) to propose and apply the interaction factor method for the analysis of the vertical 
displacement of energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads. 

In addressing aspect (i), the key contributions concerning the displacement interaction between two 
identical predominantly floating and end-bearing energy piles (i.e., the simplest system representing 
a pile group) subjected to a temperature variation are described. In contrast to the description of the 
displacement interaction originally proposed by Poulos (1968) and Poulos and Mattes (1974) for con-
ventional piles subjected to mechanical loads, which was based on boundary element analyses, the 
description of the displacement interaction for energy piles subjected to thermal loads presented in 
this study is based on thermo-mechanical finite element analyses. 

In addressing aspect (ii), the effects of many variables, including the pile spacing, the pile slenderness 
ratio, the pile-soil stiffness ratio, the Poisson’s ratio of the soil, the depth of a finite layer, the non-
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uniform soil modulus, the soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio and the base-to-shaft soil 
Young’s modulus ratio, are investigated. According to the approach described by Poulos (1977), alt-
hough it is not possible to present theoretical solutions that cover all possible cases, those presented 
in this study are considered to be sufficient to enable an approximation of the vertical displacement 
of energy pile groups to be made for most cases likely to be encountered in practice. 

In addressing aspect (iii), the interaction factor concept defined for a group of two energy piles is first 
applied to the displacement analysis of symmetrical energy pile groups by exploiting the elastic prin-
ciple of superposition of effects. This concept is next validated based on a comparison with results of 
three-dimensional (3-D) thermo-mechanical finite element analyses. Then, a simplified (approxi-
mate) method for the displacement analysis of general energy pile groups with any configuration of 
piles in the group is formulated, although the solutions proposed in this work refer to square groups 
of energy piles containing up to twenty-five piles. Finally, the interaction factor method is validated 
based on the comparison with results of 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses on general 
energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads surrounded by soils with different thermal expansion 
coefficients.  

 

4.2 The interaction factor concept 

4.2.1 The problem: a group of two energy piles  

The simplest system representing an energy pile group can be considered as consisting of two energy 
piles in a deep soil deposit. The energy piles may be considered predominantly floating and embedded 
in a uniform soil layer. They may also be considered predominantly end-bearing, to be surrounded 
by a shallow uniform soil layer and to rest on a deep uniform soil stratum. 

In the considered problem, the energy piles are (i) subjected to a thermal load, (ii) free of superstruc-
ture mechanical loads, and (iii) free to move vertically at their head.  

The thermal load (i.e., aspect (i)) applied to the energy piles is a result of the geothermal operation of 
these elements. Cooling and/or thermal energy storage operations of energy piles can be associated 
to positive temperature variations applied to these elements. Heating operations of energy piles can 
be associated to negative temperature variations applied to these elements. Reference to a situation in 
which no superstructure mechanical load is applied to the energy piles (i.e., aspect (ii)) allows focus-
ing on the impact of the thermal load on the response of these elements. The consideration of piles 
free to move at their head (i.e., aspect (iii)) has been generally accounted for in the analysis of con-
ventional pile groups subjected to mechanical loads for estimates of the vertical displacement on the 
safety side. This approach appears to also be valuable for displacement analysis of energy pile groups 
and is considered in the following. 

 

4.2.2 Idealisation 

The previously described system is idealised considering the following assumptions. The energy piles 
are two identical isotropic, homogeneous and uniform cylindrical solids. The soil is assumed to be a 
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semi-infinite, isotropic, homogeneous and uniform mass where predominantly floating energy piles 
are considered. The soil is a semi-infinite mass characterised by a layer surrounding the shaft of the 
energy piles and a layer located below the toe of the energy piles where predominantly end-bearing 
energy piles are considered. The same uniform temperature variation is applied along the length of 
each of the energy piles. No mechanical load is applied to the energy piles. No head restraint is present 
(i.e., perfectly flexible slab). The energy piles are characterised by a linear thermo-elastic behaviour, 
whereas the soil is characterised by a linear elastic behaviour (i.e., the soil is an infinite heat reservoir 
that remains at a fixed constant temperature). No slip or yielding occurs between each of the energy 
piles and the adjacent soil (perfect contact between the pile and soil is assumed), and thus, reference 
is made to loading situations in which elastic (i.e., reversible) conditions prevail. Although not valid 
in situations where mechanical and thermal loads of significant magnitudes are applied to energy 
piles (especially if predominantly floating) (Rotta Loria et al., 2015b), these conditions have been 
demonstrated to characterise normal working situations based on the results of full-scale experimental 
tests (Murphy et al., 2015; Mimouni and Laloui, 2015; Wang et al., 2014) and numerical analyses (Di 
Donna et al., 2016; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d). 

The application of the temperature variation to the energy piles involves a thermally induced defor-
mation of these elements. An expansion of the energy piles is observed for cooling and/or thermal 
energy storage operations of these elements (positive temperature variations applied to the energy 
piles) whereas a contraction of the energy piles is observed for heating operations of these elements 
(negative temperature variations applied). In the former case, the upper portion of each energy pile 
displaces upwards, whereas the lower portion displaces downwards around a setting characterised by 
zero thermally induced displacements (defined as the null point referring to one-dimensional condi-
tions (Laloui et al., 2003)). In the latter case, the upper portion of each energy pile displaces down-
wards, whereas the lower portion displaces upwards1. The considered elastic assumption involves 
that the null point does not move depending on whether positive or negative temperature variations 
are applied to the energy piles. Hence, the displacement variation along the length of these elements 
for a unitary temperature variation associated to their heating or cooling is the same in absolute value. 
The displacement field generated in each of the energy piles is transmitted in the adjacent soil. Inter-
action of the displacement fields generated by the thermally induced deformation of the energy piles 
thus occurs. 

Assuming that the resulting deformation field of a group of two energy piles subjected to a tempera-
ture difference can be representatively decomposed through the elastic principle of superposition of 
effects, two (e.g., symmetrical) individual systems can be considered to describe the analysed prob-
lem. Figure 4.1 provides an example of this decomposition for a situation in which a positive temper-
ature variation is applied to predominantly floating and end-bearing energy piles. This decomposition 
approach has been proved to be suitable for describing the displacement interaction between conven-
tional piles subjected to mechanical loads (Poulos and Davis, 1980; Fleming et al., 2008).  

                                                                        

1 The phenomena characterising energy pile-related problems involve a remarkably different be-
haviour of the piles compared to that characterising most conventional pile-related problems in which 
a superstructure mechanical load (e.g., downward) is applied at the head of the piles inducing their 
overall settlement. 
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The elementary unit (cf., Figure 4.2) composing the problem described above involves a source pile 
 subjected to a temperature variation  (i.e., thermally loaded) and a receiver pile  located at a 

certain spacing (i.e., centre-to-centre distance between the piles)  in the soil layer. As previously 
specified, the energy piles have the same length  and shaft diameter . 

 

 

 
Figure 4.1: The modelling approach. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.2: The elementary unit. 
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4.2.3 Finite element analysis 

4.2.3.1 Numerical models 

Finite element modelling with the software COMSOL Multiphysics (COMSOL, 2014) is used in this 
study as an analysis and validation tool. 3-D and axisymmetric finite element simulations are used as 
the analysis tool (i) to propose a description of the displacement field characterising the elementary 
unit described above and a single isolated energy pile, respectively; (ii) to present the interaction 
factor concept for energy pile groups; and (iii) to introduce design charts for the analysis of the dis-
placement interaction between two identical energy piles. 3-D finite element simulations are used as 
a validation tool to compare the results obtained in the displacement analysis of symmetrical and 
general energy pile groups through the simplified method presented in this study with a more rigorous 
approach. 

In the analyses, unless otherwise specified, the idealised soil mass is approximated to a model of 
depth of  = 25 . This mass is considered to be composed of a unique uniform soil layer where 
predominantly floating energy piles are considered, whereas it is assumed to be composed of two 
different soil layers with a depth of  =  from the ground surface to the pile toe and of depth of  
=  below the pile toe where predominantly end-bearing energy piles are considered. This model 
has a width of  = 500  in the axisymmetric simulations, whereas a width of  = 1000  + 

 and a breadth of  = 1000  +  are used in the 3-D simulations, where  is the 
number of energy piles along a row or a column of the group in plan view in the considered direction. 
Extremely fine tetrahedral meshes are used to describe the energy pile and soil domains. 

 

4.2.3.2 Mathematical formulation 

Two types of thermo-mechanical finite element analyses are performed: stationary and time-depend-
ent analyses (cf., equations (B1-3) in Appendix B). The stationary analyses refer to idealised prob-
lems, such as those presented in Section 4.2.2, in which the energy pile and soil domains exhibit linear 
thermo-elastic and elastic behaviours, respectively (i.e., the soil is an infinite heat reservoir that re-
mains at a fixed constant temperature). The time-dependent analyses refer to problems closer to real-
ity in which both the energy pile and soil domains follow linear thermo-elastic behaviours (i.e., the 
soil is a mass that can be subjected to temperature variations and thermally induced volumetric vari-
ations). 

 

4.2.3.3 Boundary and initial conditions 

Restrictions are applied to both the vertical and horizontal displacements on the bases of the models 
(i.e., pinned boundary) and to the horizontal displacements on the sides (i.e., roller boundaries). 

No residual stresses from the installation of the piles are considered in these elements and in the 
adjacent region of soil. This hypothesis may not be completely representative of reality but can be 
applied successfully in methods of pile group deformation analysis by choosing appropriate values 
of the soil moduli (Poulos and Davis, 1980). 
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In the steady-state analyses, the initial temperature of all the nodes of the energy pile(s) is set to  = 
15 °C. Throughout these simulations, a temperature variation of  = 10 °C is applied to these nodes. 
The soil domain is treated as an infinite heat reservoir. 

In the time-dependent analyses, the initial temperature of all the nodes of the energy pile(s) and soil 
domains is set to  = 15 °C. Throughout these simulations, a temperature variation of  = 10 °C is 
applied to all the nodes of the energy pile(s) for a time of 6 months. The temperature of the 
external vertical and horizontal (bottom) boundaries of the model is fixed to  = 15 °C. The horizontal 
(top) boundary described by the soil surface is treated as adiabatic. 

The impact of the elastic assumption on the location of the null point highlighted in Section 4.2.2 
involves that, in all of the modelled pile(s)-soil systems, a temperature variation of  = -10 °C 
induces a symmetrical (equal in absolute value) response of the pile(s) and soil to that observed for a 
temperature variation of  = 10 °C. 

 

4.2.3.4 Material properties and parameters 

The material properties considered in the analyses are reported in Table 4.1. The properties of the 
energy pile(s) are typical of reinforced concrete. The soil properties have been successfully employed 
by Rotta Loria et al. (2015a) to model the behaviour of energy piles in dry Nevada sand with reference 
to physical observations (Goode and McCartney, 2015). Table 4.2 reports parameters that are consid-
ered of interest for the analysis of energy pile groups. Table 4.3 lists groups of dimensionless param-
eters that are considered useful for the same purpose, their typical ranges of variation and the values 
that are used for the purposes of this study. Table 4.4 presents the values of linear thermal expansion 
coefficient of the soil used to address the response of energy pile groups resting on stiff soil strata 
using 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses. In this study, reference to a pile diameter  = 
1 m is made. 

 

Table 4.1: Material properties used for the numerical analysis.   

Reinforced concrete 
pile parameters 

Value (thermo-elas-
tic description) Soil parameters Value (elastic descrip-

tion) 
Value (thermo-elastic de-

scription) 

: [MPa] 30000 : [MPa] 30 (*) 

: [-] 0.25 : [-] 0.30 (*) 

: [kg/m3] 2450 : [kg/m3] 1537 

: [1/°C] 1 10-5 : [1/°C] - 1 10-5 (*) 

: [W/(m °C)] 1.47 : [W/(m °C)] - 0.25 

: [J/(kg°C)] 854 : [J/(kg°C)] - 961 

(*) Parameter varied throughout the simulations (cf., Table 4.3) 

 

 

 



Chapter 4: The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based on design charts 

148 

 

 

 
Table 4.2: Parameters of interest for the analysis of energy pile groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(**)When labelled with the subscripts  or , the soil parameters refer to the soil portion located in correspondence of 
the shaft or base of energy piles. 

 

 

Table 4.3: Dimensionless groups of parameters of interest for analysis of energy pile groups, typical values and values 
used in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pile Notation Soil Notation 

Length  Depth of layer  

Diameter  Shear modulus (**) 

Spacing  Poisson’s ratio (**) 

Young’s modulus  
Linear thermal expan-

sion coefficient (**) 

Linear thermal expansion 
coefficient    

Dimensionless group Notation Practical rage Considered values 

Pile spacing ratio  3 – 10 1.05, 1.25, 1.5, 2, 2.5, 
3, 5, 10, 20 

Pile breadth ratio  0.33 – 0.1 
0.95, 0.8, 0.67, 0.5, 
0.4, 0.33, 0.2, 0.1, 

0.05 

Pile slenderness ratio  10 – 50 10, 25, 50 

Pile-soil stiffness ratio 
(piles surrounded by uni-
form soil deposit or rest-

ing on infinitely rigid 
base) 

 100 – 10000 10, 100, 500, 1000, 
2000, 10000 

Pile-soil stiffness ratio 
(piles resting on finitely 

rigid base) 
 100 – 10000 100, 500, 1000, 2000 

Poisson’s ratio of soil  0.1 – 0.5 0.1, 0.15, 0.2, 0.3, 
0.4, 0.5 

Soil-pile thermal expan-
sion coefficient ratio  0.25 – 4 0, 0.5, 1, 2 

Depth of layer  - 1, 1.05, 1.1, 1.25, 2.5, 
 

Base-to-shaft soil 
Young’s modulus ratio  1 – 10000 1, 2, 5, 10, 100, 1000, 

10000 
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Table 4.4: Values of linear thermal expansion coefficient used for addressing non-uniform soil deposits. 
 

Condition Sub-condition Parametric value 

 - 
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;  
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;  

;  

 ;  

 

4.2.4 The interaction factor 

The displacement field and the interaction factor characterising energy piles are analysed in the fol-
lowing. The case of predominantly floating energy piles in a deep, uniform and compressible soil 
layer is considered with reference to the case of geometrically identical predominantly end-bearing 
energy piles in a deep soil deposit consisting of a (shallower) uniform and compressible soil layer 
and a (deeper) uniform and infinitely rigid soil stratum. The stiffness of the soil layer characterising 
the case of the predominantly floating energy piles is considered to be the same as that of the soil 
layer surrounding the shaft of the predominantly end-bearing energy piles.  

The elementary units characterising both cases, together with the corresponding situations in which 
a single isolated pile is subjected to the same temperature variation that is applied to the source pile 
in the elementary units, are analysed to this aim. The solutions were obtained using stationary finite 
element analyses (cf., Section 4.2.3). 

Figure 4.3 presents the evolution of the normalised vertical head displacement of the piles of the 
elementary units with a normalised centre-to-centre distance between the piles. The normalised ver-
tical head displacement of the single isolated piles and the evolution of the normalised vertical dis-
placement of the adjacent soil at the ground surface as a function of horizontal distance are also plot-
ted. The vertical displacement is normalised with respect to the head displacement of the single pile 
under free thermal expansion conditions, . 

The essence of the displacement interaction between a source pile subjected to a temperature variation 
and a neighbouring receiver pile is shown.  
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4.2.4.1 Displacement of the source pile 

As highlighted in Section 4.2.2, the application of the thermal load to the source pile induces a ther-
mally induced deformation of this element that involves a modification of the displacement field 
along its length. This displacement is lower for smaller centre-to-centre distances to the receiver pile, 
whereas this displacement increases and tends to the displacement of a single isolated pile subjected 
to the same temperature variation for centre-to-centre distances that approach infinity (cf., Figure 4.3 
(a)). This result is caused by the effect of the stiffness of the receiver pile on the deformation of the 
source pile. 

The effect of the stiffness of the receiver pile on the deformation of the source pile is less pronounced 
for predominantly floating piles surrounded by uniform soil deposits compared to predominantly end-
bearing piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata. The pile vertical head displacement is lower for 
predominantly floating piles surrounded by uniform soil deposits compared to that for predominantly 
end-bearing piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata subjected to the same temperature variation. 
This phenomenon occurs because of the partial and complete upward pile deformation under the ap-
plication of the temperature variation characterising the former and latter case, respectively, as a con-
sequence of the different null point positioning (above the pile toe in the former and at the toe in the 
latter). 

 

4.2.4.2 Displacement of the receiver pile 

The thermally induced deformation of the source pile is transmitted to the surrounding soil and influ-
ences the displacement field of the receiver pile (cf., Figure 4.3 (b)). This displacement is equal to 
that of the source pile for zero spacing between the two (i.e., one pile superimposed on the other, 
corresponding to the case of a single isolated pile subjected to a temperature variation), whereas this 
displacement decreases and tends to zero for centre-to-centre distances that approach infinity. Yet, 
this displacement is always smaller than the displacement characterising the soil at the ground surface 
around a single isolated pile subjected to the same temperature variation applied to the source pile in 
the elementary unit. This result is caused by the higher stiffness of the receiver pile compared to the 
stiffness of the soil. 

The impact of the difference in stiffness between the receiver pile and the soil on the displacement of 
the receiver pile becomes more pronounced with increasing pile spacing for predominantly end-bear-
ing piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata compared to predominantly floating piles surrounded 
by uniform soil deposits. 

 

4.2.4.3 The displacement interaction factor 

The displacement interaction between piles implies that, when subjected to loading in a group, they 
present greater displacements compared to the case in which they are isolated and characterised by 
the same loading. 
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Figure 4.3: Vertical head displacement characterising a source and receiver pile in the elementary units, as well as cor-

responding single isolated piles subjected to the same temperature variation applied to the source piles. 
 

The additional displacement of a pile due to the loading (e.g., thermal) of an adjacent pile is expressed 
in this study in terms of an interaction factor , where  

 

additional displacement due to adjacent pile
displacement of s ile

=  (4.1) 

 

In defining the interaction factor,  is the vertical head displacement of a receiver pile in a pair, 
whereas  is the vertical head displacement of a single isolated pile subjected to the same load ap-
plied to the source pile in the elementary unit. This definition of the interaction factor relates the 
effect of loading a source pile on a receiver pile in a pair with the response of the source pile in an 
isolated case. 
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Figure 4.4 presents the typical evolution of the interaction factor with a normalised centre-to-centre 
distance between two predominantly floating piles in the case of thermal and mechanical loading. 
The interaction decreases with increasing centre-to-centre distance between the piles. Mechanical 
loading causes a more pronounced displacement interaction between the piles compared to thermal 
loading. 

Figure 4.5 presents the typical evolution of the interaction factor with a normalised centre-to-centre 
distance between the piles in the elementary units previously considered. The interaction factor for 
predominantly end-bearing energy piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata is greater than that for 
predominantly floating energy piles embedded in uniform soil deposits (on average 43% higher). This 
phenomenon is generally observed for any pile spacing and pile slenderness ratio. 

The above indicates that the interaction factor for energy piles resting on finitely rigid soil strata 
generally lies between the interaction factor for energy piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata and 
the interaction factor for energy piles surrounded by deep uniform soil deposits. Drawing from the 
investigations of Poulos and Mattes (1974), the corrected interaction factor for energy piles resting 
on finitely rigid soil strata may consequently be expressed as 

 

corrected floating end-bearing floating  (4.2) 
 

where floating  is the interaction factor for predominantly floating energy piles,  is a correction 
factor indicating the effect of the bearing stratum and end-bearing  is the interaction factor for 
predominantly end-bearing energy piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata. 

The term  is a function of (i) the base-to-shaft soil Young’s modulus ratio, , (for which 
 is the Young’s modulus of the soil stratum below the pile toe and  is the Young’s mod-

ulus of the soil layer around the pile shaft), (ii) the pile slenderness ratio, , (iii) the normalised 
pile spacing, , and (iv) the ratio of base-to-shaft soil Poisson’s ratio,  (for which 

 is the Poisson’s ratio of the soil stratum below the pile toe and  is the Poisson’s ratio of 
the soil layer around the pile shaft). The characteristics governing the variation of  are aspects (i) 
and (ii). Aspect (iii) causes a notable variation of  for the impractical centre-to-centre distances 
between energy piles of approximately 3 , whereas a negligible variation of  for the most 
practical distances of 3  and certainly of 5 . Aspect (iv) has a negligible influence on the 
variation of . Based on the above, aspects (i) and (ii) are considered in the following analyses 
whereas aspect (iv) is neglected. Aspect (iii) is accounted for by referring to the commonly utilised 
centre-to-centre distance between energy piles of  = 5 . 

The limiting values for  are  0 for predominantly floating piles socketed in a deep uniform soil 
deposit, i.e.,  1, and  1 for predominantly end-bearing energy piles resting on an 
infinitely rigid soil stratum, i.e., . 
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Figure 4.4: Displacement interaction between two piles in a deep soil layer. 

 

 
Figure 4.5: Interaction factor for predominantly floating and end-bearing energy piles resting on infinitely rigid soil 

strata and socketed in uniform soil deposits, respectively, under the application of a thermal load. 
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4.3 Design charts 
The evolution of the interaction factor for varying design features characterising a group of two en-
ergy piles, including the pile spacing, the pile slenderness ratio, the pile-soil stiffness ratio, the Pois-
son’s ratio of the soil, the depth of a finite layer, non-uniform soil moduli, the soil-pile thermal ex-
pansion coefficient ratio and the base-to-shaft soil Young’s modulus ratio, is presented in the follow-
ing. Unless otherwise specified, the solutions have been obtained through stationary finite element 
analyses (cf., Section 4.2.3) and are valid for both positive and negative temperature variations ap-
plied to the energy piles. 

 

4.3.1 Effect of pile spacing, pile slenderness ratio and pile-soil stiffness ratio - piles embedded 
in uniform soil mass 

Figure 4.6, Figure 4.7 and Figure 4.8 present the evolution of the interaction factor for a group of two 
predominantly floating energy piles embedded in a uniform mass as a function of the normalised 
centre-to-centre distance between the piles for various slenderness ratios  and pile-soil stiffness 
ratios . The decreasing interaction with increasing centre-to-centre distance is shown 
according to the aforementioned comments. The interaction increases as  increases and  de-
creases, i.e., as the piles become slender or less stiff. The latter result indicates an opposite role of the 
stiffness compared to that found by Poulos (1968) for conventional piles subjected to mechanical 
loads, i.e., increasing interaction as  increases and thus as the piles become stiffer. 

 

 
Figure 4.6: Interaction factors for predominantly floating energy piles of  = 10. 
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Figure 4.7: Interaction factors for predominantly floating energy piles of  = 25. 

 

 

 
Figure 4.8: Interaction factors for predominantly floating energy piles of  = 50. 
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4.3.2 Effect of pile spacing, pile slenderness ratio and pile-soil stiffness ratio - piles resting on 
infinitely rigid soil strata 

Figure 4.9, Figure 4.10 and Figure 4.11 present the evolution of the interaction factor for a group of 
two predominantly end-bearing energy piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata as a function of the 
normalised centre-to-centre distance between the piles for various slenderness ratios  and pile-
soil stiffness ratios . The interaction decreases with increasing centre-to-centre dis-
tance. The interaction increases as  increases and  decreases, i.e., as the piles become slender or 
less stiff. The latter result indicates (i) the same role of the stiffness compared to that found for pre-
dominantly floating energy piles subjected to thermal loads; (ii) the same role of the stiffness com-
pared to that found by Poulos and Mattes (1974) for predominantly end-bearing conventional piles 
subjected to mechanical loads; and (iii) the opposite role of the stiffness compared to that found by 
Poulos (1968) for predominantly floating conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads, i.e., in-
creasing interaction as  increases and thus as the piles become stiffer. 

 

4.3.3 Effect of pile slenderness ratio, pile-soil stiffness ratio and base-to-shaft modulus ratio - 
piles resting on finitely rigid soil strata 

Figure 4.12 and Figure 4.13 present the evolution of the correction factor for a group of two predom-
inantly end-bearing energy piles resting on finitely rigid soil strata as a function of the base-to-shaft 
soil Young’s modulus ratio  for various slenderness ratios  and pile-soil stiffness 
ratios  (  is the shear modulus of the soil layer around the pile shaft). The cor-
rection factor generally increases with increasing  and . This result indicates the oppo-
site role of  compared to that found by Poulos and Mattes (1974) for predominantly end-bearing 
conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads, i.e., increasing  as  decreases and thus as the 
piles become less stiff. The smaller the value of  or the greater the value of , the smaller the 
value of  for which  tends to 1, i.e., the corrected interaction factor tends to the inter-
action factor for predominantly end-bearing energy piles resting on infinitely rigid soil strata. Alt-
hough the values of  shown are exact only for a normalised pile spacing of  = 5, they apply to 
other centre-to-centre distances between the piles sufficiently accurately for practical purposes. Note 
that for values of  greater than 1000 the value of  remains approximately unchanged, 
i.e., the effect of the rigidity of the bearing soil layer involves a pile response comparable to that for 
the case of an infinitely rigid base. 

 

4.3.4 Effect of Poisson’s ratio of soil 

Figure 4.14 presents the effect of the Poisson’s ratio of the soil , where a correction factor  is 
plotted for  = 25 and  = 1000. The interaction factor for any value of  is given by 

 

 (4.3) 
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where  is the interaction factor for  = 0.3. The interaction increases as the value of  
decreases. This effect becomes more notable as the centre-to-centre distance between the piles in-
creases. 

 

4.3.5 Effect of finite layer depth 

Figure 4.15 presents the effect of the finite layer depth , where a correction factor  is plotted 
for  = 25 and  = 1000. The interaction factor for any value of  is given by 

 

 (4.4) 

 

where  is the interaction factor for the deep soil layer ( ). The interaction increases 
as the value of  decreases. This effect becomes more notable as  increases and  decreases. 
Although presented for specific values of  and , the values of the factor  presented in Figure 
4.15 can be approximately applied for other values of  and . The results demonstrate an opposite 
role of the depth of the soil layer compared to that found by Poulos (1968) for conventional piles 
subjected to mechanical loads, i.e., decreasing interaction as  decreases. 

 

 
Figure 4.9: Interaction factors for predominantly end-bearing energy piles of  = 10. 
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Figure 4.10: Interaction factors for predominantly end-bearing energy piles of  = 25. 

 

 
Figure 4.11: Interaction factors for predominantly end-bearing energy piles of  = 50. 
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Figure 4.12: Correction factor  to account for the effect of a finitely rigid bearing stratum for  = 25. 

 

 
Figure 4.13: Correction factor  to account for the effect of a finitely rigid bearing stratum for  = 50. 
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Figure 4.14: Correction factor  for effect of Poisson’s ratio of soil. 

 

 
Figure 4.15: Correction factor  for effect of finite layer depth. 
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4.3.6 Effect of non-uniform soil modulus 

The solutions presented above for the interaction factor all assume a uniform soil modulus along the 
pile shaft. In some cases, a closer approximation to reality is to consider the soil modulus as increasing 
linearly with depth (Gibson’s soil) (Poulos, 1968).  

Figure 4.16 shows the effect of a non-uniform soil modulus along the pile shaft on the interaction 
factor. A comparison between the interaction factor evolutions with normalised centre-to-centre dis-
tance between the piles for a constant and a linearly increasing soil modulus with depth (the latter 
being equal, on average, to the constant distribution along the pile length) is presented. The evolution 
law for the soil modulus is as follows 

 

0.5  (4.5)

 

The value of  for the piles in the non-homogeneous soil is up to 2% smaller than for the homogene-
ous soil at any considered centre-to-centre distance. Thus, the use of interaction factors for the case 
of piles in a homogeneous soil gives conservative estimates of the interaction for cases in which the 
modulus increases with depth. The effect of non-uniform soil moduli on the displacement interaction 
between piles subjected to thermal loads is less marked compared to that characterising piles sub-
jected to mechanical loads, for which the difference with the uniform case was from 20 to 25% (Pou-
los, 1968). 

 

 
Figure 4.16: Effect of non-uniform soil modulus on interaction factor. 
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4.3.7 Effect of soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio 

The solutions presented above for the interaction factor all assume an isothermal soil (infinite heat 
reservoir) that is characterised by an elastic behaviour. The effect of the ratio between the thermal 
expansion coefficient of soil and that of the pile (e.g., linear), namely, , on the interac-
tion factor is investigated herein. The solutions have been obtained through time-dependent finite 
element analyses (cf., Section 4.2.3). In these analyses, the thermal expansion coefficient of the re-
ceiver pile is set to zero to highlight only the effect of thermally induced volumetric variations in the 
soil on the interaction previously defined with reference to the elastic soil. 

Figure 4.17 presents the effect of the soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio on the interaction 
factor. The interaction increases with increasing thermal expansion coefficient of the soil. Values of 

 = 0.5 and 1 have a similar impact on the interaction factor compared to  = 0.15, i.e., they induce 
a relative average increase of 12% compared to the increase of 15% from the reference value of . 
Values of the thermal expansion coefficient of soil greater than that of the pile (e.g.,  
= 2) have a considerably stronger effect on the interaction, i.e., up to an average increase compared 
to the reference value of  of 200%. The time (and thus the spatial extent) of heat diffusion in the 
soil crucially characterises the effect of the soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio on the inter-
action because it involves varying amounts of mobilised thermal expansion coefficient of soil. 

 

 

 
Figure 4.17: Effect of soil thermal expansion coefficient on interaction factor. 
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4.4 Application and validation of the interaction factor concept 

4.4.1 Analysis of symmetrical energy pile groups 

In considering the displacement interaction between conventional piles subjected to mechanical load-
ing, Poulos (1968) remarked that the analysis of the interaction between two piles can be extended to 
any number of piles, provided that the arrangement of the piles in the group is such that they all 
behave identically. Such pile groups are defined as symmetrical pile groups. In a symmetrical pile 
group, all the piles are equally spaced around the circumference of a circle, and each pile displaces 
equally while carrying the same amount of load. 

The approach described above, which is based on the elastic principle of superposition of effects, is 
also adopted here for applying the interaction factor concept to the analysis of symmetrical energy 
pile groups. Groups of 2, 3 and 4 predominantly floating energy piles subjected to the same temper-
ature variation in an elastic soil are considered. 

 

4.4.2 Application of the interaction factor concept 

In analysing the displacement characterising energy pile groups, knowledge of a parameter defined 
in this work as the displacement ratio  appears convenient. The definition of the displacement ratio 
has been extended from that of the settlement ratio  proposed by Poulos (1968) for conventional 
piles subjected to mechanical loads. The displacement ratio is 

 

average displacement of group
displacement of single pile subjected to same average load

 (4.6) 

 

Reference is made to the pile head vertical displacement. It is worth noting that the general definition 
of “displacement of single pile subjected to same average load” allows  to be determined in two 
ways. 

The first way is to determine the displacement ratio with reference to the displacement of a single 
isolated energy pile subjected to a temperature variation, that is, , by determining analytically the 
increase in displacement of the group in which all the piles are subjected to the same temperature 
variation through superposition with the use of the interaction factor . In this case, the displacement 
ratio is 

 

 for a 2-pile group, 

 for a 3-pile group, and 

 for a 4-pile group, 
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where  is the interaction factor between two piles at any normalised centre-to-centre distance and 
 is the interaction factor between two piles in the 4-pile group along the diagonal of the square, 

whose side has a normalised length of . 

The second way is to determine the displacement ratio based on the results of a more rigorous ap-
proach, such as the finite element method, by calculating (through two different analyses) the dis-
placement of a single source pile in the group subjected to a temperature variation, that is, , and 
the average displacement of the group in which all the piles are subjected to the same temperature 
variation, that is,  (for symmetrical pile groups, corresponding to the displacement of any single 
pile in the group). In this case, for any normalised centre-to-centre distance between the energy piles, 
the displacement ratio is 

 

 for a 2-pile group, 

 for a 3-pile group, and 

 for a 4-pile group, 

 

where ,  and  are the displacements of the piles composing the 2-, 3- and 4-pile groups when 
all the piles are subjected to the same temperature variation, whereas ,  and  are the displace-
ments of the single source pile subjected to the same average temperature variation in the 2-, 3- and 
4-pile groups. It is worth noting that  because of the more pronounced interactions in 
pile groups with higher numbers of piles. It is also worth noting that  because of the 
greater effect of the stiffness of the receiver piles on the deformation of the source pile in pile groups 
with higher numbers of piles. 

 

4.4.3 Validation of the interaction factor concept 

Figure 4.18 presents the evolution of the displacement ratio as a function of the normalised centre-
to-centre distance between the piles constituting the 2-, 3- and 4-energy-pile groups subjected to the 
same temperature variation. The figure shows the case for piles with a slenderness ratio of  = 25, 
pile-soil stiffness ratio of  = 1000 and Poisson’s ratio of soil (considered as an infinite 
heat reservoir at a fixed constant temperature) of  = 0.3. The displacement ratio has been calcu-
lated according to the two approaches proposed in Section 4.4.2, i.e., analytical application of the 
interaction factor concept and finite element analysis. 
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Figure 4.18: Displacement ratio for symmetrical energy pile groups. 

 

The displacement ratio increases with increasing number of piles and decreases with increasing cen-
tre-to-centre distance between the piles because of the less pronounced interaction. Each of the sym-
metrical pile groups is characterised by a higher average displacement compared to that of a single 
pile subjected to the same average temperature variation. For example, the displacement ratio of the 
3-pile group for  = 5 is  = 1.13, i.e., the average vertical head displacement of the group is 13% 
higher than the vertical head displacement of a single pile subjected to the same average temperature 
variation. For a limited number of piles in the group (e.g., up to 4 piles), the influence of the interac-
tions between the piles (group effects) on the displacement behaviour of the group may be considered 
small and negligible for practical purposes. This consideration appears to be valid for groups of pre-
dominantly piles. It is not necessarily valid for groups of predominantly end-bearing piles because 
interactions have been proved to be on average 43% higher than those characteristics of the previous 
situations for a wide range of pile spacing. 

The evolutions of the displacement ratio defined through the analytical and finite element approaches 
are well comparable in all cases, despite the accuracy of the analytical method decreasing with in-
creasing number of piles in the group. The decrease in accuracy of the analytical method with in-
creasing number of piles is caused by the variation in the stress field characterising the lengths of 
these elements compared to that of the 2-pile group. This variation in the stress field involves a dif-
ferent displacement field and associated location of the null point along the length of the piles in 
groups of more than 2 piles. Such an effect is not considered by the application of the interaction 
factor concept through the elastic principle of superposition of effects because reference is made to 
the displacement interaction between two piles. 
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A result of the different distribution of stress along the length of a single isolated energy pile com-
pared to that characterising each of the energy piles in the 2-pile group as well as in the 3- and 4-pile 
groups for to the same positive temperature variation applied to these elements is presented in Figure 
4.19. Figure 4.19 (a) presents the evolution of the normalised base resistance2 with the normalised 
centre-to-centre distance between the energy piles in the group compared to the case of a single iso-
lated energy pile. The interaction causes a decrease in the stress transmitted to the base of each energy 
pile in the group compared with the case of a single isolated energy pile, with such a mechanism 
becoming increasingly marked as the number of piles in the group increases. The aforementioned 
mechanism is opposite to that characterising conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads, in 
which interaction causes an increase in the stress transmitted to the base of each pile in the group 
compared with the case of a single isolated pile (Poulos, 1968). Figure 4.19 (b) depicts the distribution 
of the normalised shaft friction3 along the normalised depth compared to the case of a single isolated 
energy pile for  = 3. As the number of piles in the group increases, a redistribution of shear stress 
occurs at the shaft to ensure equilibrium as a consequence of the different amounts of stress transmit-
ted to the base. The distribution of shear stress becomes sharper along the major part of the length of 
the pile compared to that characterising a single isolated energy pile, and a more pronounced increase 
in shear stress occurs at the pile ends. 

The applicability of the elastic principle of superposition of effects in approximately describing the 
displacement interaction in groups of 3 and 4 energy piles suggests that the head displacement of any 
symmetrical energy pile group may be estimated through analytical calculations by applying the in-
teraction factor concept without having to resort to more rigorous albeit time-consuming approaches. 
Further, it appears reasonable to extend the use of the elastic principle of superposition of effects and 
the application of the interaction factor to the analysis of the displacement behaviour of general en-
ergy pile groups. 

 

                                                                        

2 The ultimate base resistance of the single isolated energy pile is calculated based on a “rigid 
approach” as  (where  is the total vertical stress at the base of the pile) to account for a 
limited contribution in base capacity provided by the considered soil. The considered value of base 
capacity is much smaller than the values that may be estimated through usual analytical formulae 
based on bearing capacity factors for deep foundations. This limited contribution in base capacity has 
been found to characterise piles of similar length than that considered in this study based on available 
data. The tested pile may thus be considered as an almost fully floating pile. 

3 The shear stress mobilised at the pile shaft is normalised by the average shaft resistance of the 
single isolated energy pile that is calculated as  (where  is the pile-soil in-
terface angle of shear strength and  is the soil cohesion). 
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Figure 4.19: (a) Effect of interaction on mobilised base resistance, . (b) Effect of interaction on distribution of 

mobilised shaft friction, . 
 

4.5 The interaction factor method 

4.5.1 Analysis of general energy pile groups 

Supposing that the elastic principle of superposition of effects holds for the analysis of a general 
group of total number of piles , the vertical head displacement of any pile  in the group can be 
estimated as (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b) 

 

 (4.7) 

 

where  is the unitary vertical head displacement of a single isolated pile,  is the applied tem-
perature variation to pile , and  is the interaction factor for two piles corresponding to the centre-
to-centre distance between pile  and pile . The displacement analysis of any general pile group in 
which some or all piles are subjected to a temperature variation may therefore be performed based on 
the knowledge of the unitary head displacement of a single isolated pile  and on the relationship 
between the interaction factor  and the centre-to-centre distance between the piles  for a group 
of two piles. This represents the essence of the interaction factor method. 

The procedure used to apply the interaction factor method for the displacement analysis of general 
energy pile groups consists of three key steps (cf., Figure 4.20): 
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1. The analysis of a single isolated pile subjected to a temperature variation to define . This 
analysis can be carried out by referring to the charts presented from Figure 4.21 to Figure 
4.26, in which absolute values of  for the design situations considered thus far are depicted. 
Otherwise, it may be performed with any numerical method available for such purpose.  

2. The definition of  for a pair of two piles at any given centre-to-centre distance. This step can 
be accomplished by referring to the design charts proposed in this work. 

3. The analytical analysis of the displacement behaviour of the pile group. This analysis can be 
developed by applying equation (4.7). 

 

 
Figure 4.20: Key steps for the application of the interaction factor method. 

 

The proposed approach for the displacement analysis of energy pile groups, as well as all present 
approaches based on the interaction factor concept for the estimation of the displacements of conven-
tional pile groups subjected to mechanical loads (Poulos, 1968; Randolph and Wroth, 1979b; Mylo-
nakis and Gazetas, 1998; O'Neill et al., 1977; Chow, 1986), is indeed a simplified method because it 
involves approximations to obtain an answer even for the idealised situation. Because it is based on 
the analysis of the displacement interaction between two piles in a pair, in considering general pile 
groups, the method suffers from the drawbacks of not accounting for the following: (i) the redistribu-
tion of forces among the piles, which involves a variation in the displacement field compared to that 
characterising a group of two piles (cf., Section 4.4.3); (ii) the presence of piles between the pile at 
which the displacement is calculated and the pile whose influence is considered, which involves a 
reinforcing effect of the soil that tends to vary the influence of a pile on another pile compared to that 
characterising a group of two piles (Poulos, 1968); and (iii) the effect of the stiffness of the receiver 
piles on the deformation of the source pile(s) in the group, which involves an approximation of the 
unitary displacement of these elements, especially for greater numbers of piles and shorter centre-to-
centre distances between the piles. 

Some inaccuracy may result from the approximations made in the formulation of the proposed 
method. According to Poulos (1968), these approximations appear however to be justified because 
their consideration would result in an increase in complexity of the solution not commensurate with 
any increase in accuracy that might be obtained. The proposed approach thus represents a simplified 
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yet rational method for the displacement analysis of energy pile groups. Further justification of the 
method of analysis is provided later based on a comparison between estimates of the vertical head 
displacement of general energy pile groups obtained through the considered approach and the more 
rigorous finite element method. 

A notable feature of the proposed method is that it allows performing the displacement analysis of 
general energy pile groups also in situations in which some of the piles may be subjected to significant 
temperature variations that may induce non-linear phenomena (e.g., plastic strains) in the narrow 
region of soil adjacent to or in the vicinity of such elements, i.e., the pile-soil interface. The reason is 
because displacement interactions among piles are essentially elastic (Chow, 1986). Reference to 
situations in which the soil surrounding the piles may be approximated to behave according to an 
elastic-perfectly plastic constitutive law allows considering that only the elastic component of defor-
mation is transmitted from source piles (e.g., subjected to significant loads) to receiver piles (e.g., 
potentially subjected to less pronounced loads). Yet, in situations in which the soil region adjacent to 
receiver piles is in a (perfectly) plastic state no deformation is transmitted from source piles to re-
ceiver piles. The reason for these phenomena is that when the shear strength of the pile-soil interface 
is fully mobilised, full slippage between the soil and the pile can be considered to occur. This fact 
includes the formation of a displacement discontinuity at the pile-soil interface. Therefore, while the 
displacement resulting from an elastic component of deformation that may be associated to a plastic 
state at the pile-soil interface of a source pile is transmitted in the surrounding bulk of the soil, the 
displacement induced by an elastic component of deformation from a source pile is no more trans-
mitted to the receiver pile if its interface is in a plastic state. The elastic character of displacement 
interactions involves that a non-linear response of piles subjected to significant loads can be co-pre-
sent to a linear response of piles subjected to less remarkable loads in the same group (Caputo and 
Viggiani, 1984). In these situations, the estimation of the displacement of the piles in the group may 
be performed by calculating through a suitable analysis the displacement of these elements with ref-
erence to a single isolated case and by applying the interaction factors only up to the limit correspond-
ing to the elastic component of this displacement as well as only to the piles whose interface is not in 
a plastic state. 

 



Chapter 4: The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based on design charts 

170 

 
Figure 4.21: Vertical head displacement per unit temperature variation for different  – predominantly floating en-

ergy pile embedded in uniform mass. 
 

 

 
Figure 4.22: Vertical head displacement per unit temperature variation for different  – predominantly end-bearing 

pile resting on finitely rigid soil strata (  2). 
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Figure 4.23: Vertical head displacement per unit temperature variation for different  – predominantly end-bearing 

pile resting on finitely rigid soil strata (  5). 
 

 

  
Figure 4.24: Vertical head displacement per unit temperature variation for different  – predominantly end-bearing 

pile resting on finitely rigid soil strata (  10). 
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Figure 4.25: Vertical head displacement per unit temperature variation for different  – predominantly end-bearing 

pile resting on finitely rigid soil strata (  100). 
 

 

 
Figure 4.26: Vertical head displacement per unit temperature variation for different  – predominantly end-bearing 

pile resting on soil strata that can be considered to be infinitely rigid (  1000). 
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4.5.2 Application of the interaction factor method 

Solutions for the displacement behaviour of general predominantly floating energy pile groups ob-
tained through the analytical application of the proposed interaction factor method are presented in 
the following. Reference is made to a situation in which all the piles are subjected to the same tem-
perature variation and are surrounded by an elastic soil. In obtaining these solutions, variables that 
crucially characterise the behaviour of pile groups are considered, including the number of piles in 
the group, the centre-to-centre distance between the piles in the group, the slenderness ratio of the 
piles in the group, the Poisson’s ratio of the soil and the relative depth of the soil layer. Attention is 
devoted to square groups of 4, 9, 16 and 25 energy piles, which are referred to in the following as 
2 2, 3 3, 4 4 and 5 5 pile groups, respectively. 

 

4.5.2.1 Maximum average vertical head displacement 

Figure 4.27 presents the evolution of the displacement ratio with the normalised centre-to-centre dis-
tance between the piles. Groups of 3 3, 4 4 and 5 5 energy piles of slenderness ratio of  = 25 
and pile-soil stiffness ratio of  = 1000 are considered. The displacement ratio increases 
with increasing number of piles in the group, with such a mechanism becoming less pronounced for 
increased centre-to-centre distances between the piles in the group because of the weaker interactions. 
The displacement ratio for the same group of energy piles in a soil mass with a greater Poisson’s ratio 
decreases because of the weaker interactions among the piles. These results are in accordance with 
the analyses presented above. 

 

 
Figure 4.27: Effect of Poisson’s ratio of soil on the displacement ratio. 
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4.5.2.2 Maximum vertical head displacement 

Figure 4.28 presents the evolution of the normalised vertical head displacement for the centre, side 
and corner energy piles in a 3 3 group of piles with normalised centre-to-centre distance between 
the piles. Energy piles characterised by a  = 1000 and a soil of  = 0.3 are considered. For a 
general square group of energy piles in which all the piles are subjected to the same temperature 
variation, the maximum vertical head displacement occurs at the centre pile(s), whereas the minimum 
displacement occurs at the corner piles. The vertical head displacement of the side piles is intermedi-
ate. This result is also found in groups of conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads because 
of the more pronounced interaction among the piles in the centre zone of the group. The vertical 
displacement of piles, whose arrangement in two corresponding groups is the same, increases with 
increasing slenderness ratio of the piles. This phenomenon is in accordance with the analyses pre-
sented above. 

 

4.5.2.3 Maximum differential vertical head displacement 

Figure 4.29 shows the evolution of the maximum differential displacement normalised by the maxi-
mum displacement as a function of the normalised centre-to-centre distance between the piles. Groups 
of 3 3, 4 4 and 5 5 energy piles of  = 25 and  = 1000 are considered. The normalised maxi-
mum differential displacement increases as the number of piles in the group increases, although in-
creasingly less markedly for greater numbers of piles in the group. The normalised differential dis-
placement increases with decreasing depth of the soil layer. This result is in accordance to the results 
presented thus far. 

 

 
Figure 4.28: Effect of position on the vertical displacement of the piles. 
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Figure 4.29: Effect of finite layer depth on the differential displacement of the piles. 

 

4.5.2.4 Illustrative example 

This section presents an introduction to the types of predictions possible through the application of 
the proposed interaction factor method. The square group of four predominantly floating energy piles 
represented in Figure 4.30 with the material properties specified in Table 4.1 is considered. The en-
ergy piles are all (i) subjected to the same temperature variation of  = 10 °C, (ii) free of superstruc-
ture mechanical load and (iii) without any head restraint. 

The objective of the analysis is to estimate the maximum average vertical head displacement of the 
group that may reasonably occur in a corresponding real case. While the analysis of this problem may 
be considered of limited practical importance because of the weak displacement interactions expected 
among the piles, its purpose is to highlight the features of the proposed method in an effective way. 
In the analytical estimation of the displacement, reference is made to an idealised group of energy 
piles surrounded by an elastic soil that behaves as an infinite heat reservoir at a fixed constant tem-
perature. A comparison between the obtained displacement value and those derived from more rigor-
ous 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses is also made. Stationary analyses are performed 
to consider the problem wherein the soil behaves as an infinite heat reservoir at a fixed constant 
temperature and is characterised by a zero linear thermal expansion coefficient. Time-dependent anal-
yses are performed to consider the problem wherein the soil can be subjected to thermally induced 
volumetric variations according to linear thermal expansion coefficients of  = 0.5, 1 and 2 10-5 
1/°C. 
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Figure 4.30: Configuration of the practical example. 

 

Following the procedure described in Section 4.5.1, the average displacement of the pile group can 
be determined as follows: 

 

1. An axisymmetric stationary finite element analysis of a single pile subjected to the considered 
temperature variation in an elastic soil gives 

 

 = - 0.122 mm/°C

 

i.e., a vertical head displacement of the energy pile of  = - 1.22 mm. 

 

2. The charts presented in this work enable the definition of the interaction factors for the two 
characteristic centre-to-centre distances between the piles 

 

 = 0.063 

 = 0.045 

 

3. By applying the elastic principle of superposition of effects, the average vertical head dis-
placement of the group is determined analytically as 
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 - 1.43 mm 

 

Table 4.5 presents a comparison between the average vertical head displacement of the group esti-
mated through the interaction factor method and that determined through the more rigorous finite 
element method. The percentage error obtained when applying the proposed simplified method and 
the finite element approach is also presented. For the analysed pile group, the consideration of a 
displacement of unity, obtained through an axisymmetric finite element analysis in which the soil is 
characterised by an elastic behaviour (as in the idealisation of the pile group when applying the inter-
action factor concept), enables an estimate of the average vertical head displacement of the group that 
can be considered on the side of safety for most practical cases in which the soil thermal expansion 
coefficient is lower or equal than that of the piles. This does not appear to be the case for soil-pile 
thermal expansion coefficient ratios of greater that unity. This result is highlighted for example in the 
case of  = 2, for which an underestimation of the displacement of 11.40% made by 
the analytical prediction occurs. 

 

Table 4.5: Comparison of predicted results for a 2 2 group of energy piles.   

 Reference prediction 
analysis 

Interaction factor method – 
Analytical (use of 

) 

Interaction factor method – 
Analytical (use of 

) 

 Estimated average head 
displacement [mm] -1.43 -1.56 

Type of alterna-
tive analysis 

Calculated average head 
displacement [mm] Prediction error (*) [%] Prediction error (*) [%] 

3-D FE – Elastic 
isothermal soil –  

 = 0 
-1.37 4.38 12.29 

3-D FE – Thermo-
elastic soil – 

 = 0.5 
-1.43 0.43 8.67 

3-D FE – Thermo-
elastic soil – 

 = 1 
-1.48 -3.51 5.05 

3-D FE – Thermo-
elastic soil – 

 = 2 
-1.60 -11.40 -2.18 

(*) Positive sign indicates a prediction on the side of safety. 

 

An approach that appears suitable for overcoming this issue is the consideration of a unitary displace-
ment obtained through an axisymmetric finite element analysis (or any other available approach suit-
able for such purpose) in which the soil, as the energy pile, is characterised by a thermo-elastic be-
haviour (in contrast to the idealisation of the pile group when applying the interaction factor concept). 
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In such a case, the resulting analysis of the pile-soil interaction for the single isolated pile better 
approaches reality. The use of this displacement value in applying the interaction factor concept al-
lows one to obtain an estimate of the average vertical head displacement of the group that can be 
considered on the side of safety for most practical cases, including those in which the soil thermal 
expansion coefficient is higher than that of the piles. This result is corroborated by the data proposed 
in the last column of Table 4.5 and the results presented later. 

 

4.6 Validation of the interaction factor method 
Figure 4.31 presents a comparison between the results obtained through the application of the pro-
posed interaction factor method and more rigorous 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses 
devoted to investigating the displacement behaviour of square groups of 4, 9, 16 and 25 predomi-
nantly floating energy piles subjected to the same positive temperature variation considered thus far. 
The evolution of the normalised average vertical head displacement with practical values of the nor-
malised centre-to-centre distance between the piles is presented. The finite element analyses consider 
the aforementioned pile groups in soil deposits with different thermal expansion coefficients. They 
are considered to represent with accuracy real situations where the temperature sensitivity of the soil 
involves thermally induced volume variations of this medium that influence the actual displacement 
field of the energy pile groups. 

The estimates of average vertical head displacement of the considered pile groups are always greater 
than the vertical head displacement characterising a single isolated pile subjected to the same tem-
perature variation. In particular, variations of the average displacement of the pile groups comparable 
and even greater than those that characterise a single isolated pile can occur for increasing number of 
piles, such an effect becoming more pronounced for situations in which the soil-pile thermal expan-
sion coefficient ratio exceeds unity. This phenomenon is in accordance with the considerations pre-
sented above. 

According to the approximations of the proposed method, the inaccuracy between the displacement 
values estimated through the interaction factor method and the finite element method is greater at 
closer spacing between the energy piles, with such an effect becoming more pronounced as the num-
ber of piles in the group increases. A more accurate description of the problem is observed for centre-
to-centre distances between the piles greater than or equal to  = 5, for which the application of 
the considered method is suggested. It is worth noting that normalised spacing comprised between 

 = 3 and 5 (in correspondence of which the more pronounced lack of accuracy of the proposed 
method is observed) are rarely considered for practical applications of geothermal heat exchangers 
such as energy piles. This design choice often allows limiting thermal interactions between the energy 
piles and ensuring their optimal energy performance. The lack of accuracy of the proposed method 
for centre-to-centre distances between the piles smaller than  = 5 appears thus to be acceptable 
for most of the practical analyses of energy piles. Although the suggested application of the method 
for normalised spacing between the piles greater than or equal to  = 5 is associated to a weaker 
increase in displacement of the energy piles compared to smaller spacing because of the weaker in-
teraction effects among these elements, this application is considered important in the analysis and 
design of energy pile groups. The estimates of the increase in displacement that correspond to the 



Chapter 4: The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based on design charts 

179 

application of the proposed method in the considered situations appear paramount for a thorough 
analysis of the displacement behaviour of energy pile groups. This statement seems to be particularly 
valid for energy pile groups comprising a notable number of piles and of further importance when 
such groups may rest on stiff soil strata or may be embedded in soil layers involving a soil-pile ther-
mal expansion coefficient ratio greater than unity. 

 

 
Figure 4.31: Comparison between the results obtained through the proposed analytical approach and those obtained 

through more rigorous 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses. 
 

The use of the two approaches referring to a unitary displacement of a single isolated energy pile in 
an elastic or thermo-elastic soil mass for estimating the displacement behaviour of the group, is con-
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sidered to be validated based on the obtained results. The estimates of the average vertical head dis-
placement appear to be on the side of safety in most of the considered cases. Where an underestima-
tion is noted, the difference is small compared to the values obtained through the more rigorous finite 
element solutions. In particular, the estimates of the average vertical head displacement are consid-
ered sufficiently accurate for practical purposes. 

Figure 4.32 presents a comparison between the results obtained by applying the interaction factor 
method and more rigorous 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses devoted to investigating 
the displacement behaviour of square groups of 9 predominantly end-bearing energy piles (3 3 pile 
groups) subjected to the same positive temperature variation considered thus far. The normalised 
centre-to-centre distance between the piles of  6 and the pile slenderness ratio of  25 are 
considered. The evolution of the normalised average vertical head displacement with the base-to-
shaft soil Young’s modulus ratio is presented for the different values of the pile-soil stiffness ratio of 

 100 and 1000 and the soil Poisson’s ratio of . 

 

 
Figure 4.32: Comparison between the results obtained using the proposed analytical approach and those obtained using 

more rigorous 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses. 
 

Again, the average vertical head displacement of the considered pile groups is always greater than 
the vertical head displacement characterising a single isolated pile subjected to the same temperature 
variation. This phenomenon occurs because of the group effects and interactions among the piles. A 
greater increase of the average vertical head displacement of the group is observed for a greater pile-



Chapter 4: The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based on design charts 

181 

soil stiffness ratio and any given base-to-shaft modulus ratio. This evidence can be attributed to the 
increase of the thermally induced pile displacement with increasing pile-soil stiffness ratio, irrespec-
tive of the presence of interactions among the piles. 

The impact of  and  on the vertical displacement confirms the evidence highlighted in 
this work, for which the interaction among pile groups subjected to thermal loads increases with 
decreasing pile-soil stiffness ratio as well as with the presence (and increasing rigidity) of a bearing 
soil stratum below the pile toe. 

The impact of  and  on the vertical displacement confirms the evidence presented by 
Rotta Loria and Laloui (2017d) (cf., Chapter 3), for which the thermally induced deformation of 
energy pile groups is markedly characterised by that of the surrounding soil in situations where the 
linear thermal expansion coefficient of the soil is higher than that of the piles. Increasing values of 
average vertical head displacement are generally observed for situations where 

, the highest value of displacement characterising the situation where . 
The reason for this is that, in these situations, the thermally induced volume variations of the soil 
associated with the temperature sensitivity of this medium are so noteworthy that they crucially con-
tribute to the overall displacement field of the energy piles. The considered situations markedly differ 
from usual situations where , for which the thermally induced deformation of 
energy pile groups predominantly depends on that of the energy piles rather than on the thermally 
induced deformation of the soil. The reason for this is that, in these situations, the thermally induced 
volume variations of the soil that are associated with the temperature sensitivity of this medium are 
so small that they negligibly contribute to the overall displacement field of the energy pile groups. 
The usual occurrence of situations where  and the associated negligible impact 
of the thermally induced soil deformation on the pile group deformation corroborate the formulation 
of interaction factors using an isothermal soil as reference. Such a formulation also allows determin-
ing design charts that are independent of the time that characterises the heat exchange process occur-
ring in the energy pile groups, being thus valid for a large number of design situations irrespective of 
the considered stage of geothermal operation of the energy piles. The impact of  and  on 
the variation of the average vertical head displacement decreases with increasing values of . 

The estimates of the average vertical head displacement appear to be conservative and sufficiently 
accurate for practical purposes in most considered cases. In some of the cases in which an underesti-
mation is noted, the difference is small compared to the values obtained using the more rigorous finite 
element simulations. However, there are cases in which the estimates of the average vertical head 
displacement may be considered inadequate due to the non-conservative predictions of the finite ele-
ment solutions. This occurrence, which arises for the higher values of the thermal expansion coeffi-
cient of the soil layers socketing the energy pile groups and is more pronounced for the lower pile-
soil stiffness ratios, is a consequence of the hypothesis of the interaction factor method to neglect the 
sensitivity to temperature variations for the soil surrounding the piles, but which is conversely ac-
counted for in the finite element analyses. The use of the two approaches referring to a unitary dis-
placement of a single isolated energy pile in an elastic or thermo-elastic soil mass for estimating the 
displacement behaviour of the group, is again considered to be validated based on the obtained results 
where . 
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The above validates the use of the proposed design charts using the interaction factor method for 
estimating the average vertical head displacement of predominantly end-bearing energy pile groups 
resting on different stiff soil strata characterised by varying thermal expansion coefficients. 

From the foregoing considerations, it may generally be concluded that the theoretical approach de-
scribed in this work is capable of predicting the magnitude of vertical head displacements within the 
group with reasonable accuracy for most practical values of spacing between the energy piles. 

According to the remarks made by Poulos (1968) when describing the usefulness of the interaction 
factor method in addressing conventional pile groups, it must be borne in mind that the presented 
theory does not consider various aspects that may influence the behaviour of pile groups such as the 
order of the driving of the piles, the residual stresses at the pile shaft, the layering of the soil and 
potential construction imperfections. This theory also does not consider cyclic aspects related to the 
exploitation of the energy piles as geothermal heat exchangers and the pile-slab-soil interaction. At 
present, the consideration of the energy piles with no head restraint appears however to include any 
such action in the displacement analysis of these foundations through an approach on the side of 
safety that may be exploited for the preliminary design of such foundations. 

 

4.7 Concluding remarks 
The method of analysis presented in this work allows the displacement behaviour of any general 
configuration of pile groups subjected to thermal loads to be estimated by considering only the effects 
of interactions between two piles and superimposing the individual effects of adjacent piles in the 
group. This method can be coupled to currently available classical interaction factor approaches based 
on design charts to estimate the displacement behaviour of pile groups subjected to mechanical loads 
(e.g., Poulos, 1968; Poulos and Mattes, 1974) for performing a complete analysis of the impact that 
both thermal and mechanical loads have on the behaviour of such foundations. This appears a notable 
advance in the analysis and design of energy pile groups, for which no simplified yet rational methods 
for investigating the group displacement behaviour were available prior to this research (Rotta Loria 
and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a). 

Design charts have been proposed for the analysis of the displacement interaction between semi-
floating energy piles in a broad range of conditions. These charts address the displacement interaction 
between energy piles subjected to positive and negative temperature variations that may be associated 
to cooling and/or thermal energy storage operations and heating operations of these elements, respec-
tively. The impact of many variables on this interaction, including the pile spacing, the pile slender-
ness ratio, the pile-soil stiffness ratio, the Poisson’s ratio of soil, the depth of a finite layer, the base-
to-shaft soil Young’s modulus ratio, non-uniform soil moduli and the soil-pile thermal expansion 
coefficient ratio, has been investigated. The influence of the number of piles in the group, the spacing 
between the piles in the group, the slenderness ratio of the piles in the group, the Poisson’s ratio of 
the soil and the relative depth of the soil layer on the behaviour of symmetrical and general energy 
pile groups has also been analysed. 

Some of the main conclusions that can be drawn from this work are as follows (Rotta Loria and 
Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a): 
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 The displacement interaction factor is greater for predominantly end-bearing piles resting on 
infinitely rigid soil strata compared to that for predominantly floating piles surrounded by 
uniform soil deposits and subjected to a temperature variation. 

 The interaction factor for energy piles resting on finitely rigid, i.e., compressible, soil strata 
generally lies between the interaction factor for energy piles resting on infinitely rigid soil 
strata (i.e., predominantly end-bearing energy piles) and the interaction factor for energy piles 
surrounded by deep uniform soil deposits (e.g., predominantly floating energy piles). 

 For a group of two piles subjected to a temperature variation, the displacement interaction 
between the piles at a given centre-to-centre distance increases for (i) higher slenderness ratios 
of the piles , (ii) lower pile-soil stiffness ratios , (iii) lower values of the 
Poisson’s ratio of the soil , (iv) lower layer depths , (v) higher base-to-shaft ratios of 
the Young’s modulus of the soil, , (vi) higher uniformity of the soil modulus 

, and (vii) higher soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio . Interaction 
decreases with increasing centre-to-centre distance between the piles. Interaction is strongly 
characterised by the slenderness ratio of the piles. 

 The effects of the aforementioned variables on the displacement interaction between two piles 
have a proportional influence on the displacement behaviour of any general pile group. Larger 
displacements are generally caused by stronger interactions among the piles in the group. 

 For any given spacing between the piles, the displacement behaviour of a general pile group 
is markedly influenced by the number of piles. The displacement ratio , which has been 
proposed in this work as a parameter suitable for representing the increase in displacement in 
a pile group in which all the piles are subjected to the same temperature variation compared 
to the displacement of a single pile subjected to the same average temperature variation, in-
creases with increasing number of piles. For a limited number of piles in the group (e.g., up 
to 4 piles), the influence of the interactions between the piles (group effects) on the displace-
ment behaviour of the group may be considered small and negligible for practical purposes. 
This consideration appears to be valid for groups of floating and semi-floating piles. It is not 
necessarily valid for groups of end-bearing piles because interactions have been proved to be 
on average 43% higher than those characteristics of the previous situations for a wide range 
of pile spacing. The influence of the interactions between the piles on the displacement be-
haviour of the group is generally considered to be significant as the number of piles increases, 
especially for situations in which the soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio exceeds 
unity. Comparable and even greater variations of the average displacement of any pile group 
subjected to a given average temperature variation than the displacement of a single isolated 
pile of the same geometry and material properties of the piles of the group, and subjected to 
the same temperature variation, can occur. 

 For a general group of energy piles in which all the piles are subjected to the same temperature 
variation, the maximum vertical displacement occurs at the centre pile(s), whereas the mini-
mum displacement occurs at the corner piles. The vertical displacement of the side piles is 
intermediate. This phenomenon occurs because of the more pronounced interaction among 
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the piles in the centre zone of the group. Such a result is a consequence of the greater number 
of surrounding piles (and stronger associated interaction) characterising a given pile in the 
centre zone of the group compared to an external pile. 

 The normalised maximum differential displacement increases as the number of piles in the 
group increases, although increasing less markedly for greater numbers of piles in the group. 

 The proposed interaction factor method for the displacement analysis of general energy pile 
groups consists of three key steps: 

o The analysis of a single isolated pile subjected to a temperature variation to define its 
displacement per unit temperature variation, that is, . This analysis can be carried 
out by referring to a chart proposed in this work that depicts absolute values of  for 
the considered design situations. Otherwise, it may be performed with any analytical 
or numerical method currently available for such purpose. 

o The definition of the interaction factor  for a pair of two piles at any given centre-to-
centre distance. This step can be accomplished by referring to the design charts pro-
posed in this work. 

o The analytical analysis of the displacement behaviour of the pile group. This analysis 
can be performed by employing the elastic principle of superposition of effects with 
reference to the displacement interaction for a group of two piles and by applying the 
equation proposed in this work. 

 Attention has to be paid in the geotechnical characterisation of sites to the presence and rigid-
ity of bearing soil strata because these characteristics have a marked effect on the vertical 
displacement of pile groups subjected to thermal loads. The group effects among piles sub-
jected to thermal loads may be markedly underestimated if reference may be made to predom-
inantly floating rather than end-bearing pile groups. 

 Comparisons with results of 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses allow concluding 
that the theoretical method described in this work is capable of predicting the magnitude of 
vertical head displacements within energy pile groups with comparable accuracy to that ob-
tained by applying more rigorous approaches such as the finite element method. This state-
ment appears to be valid for most of the problems encountered in practice, although experi-
mental evidence is needed for its further validation. 
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The interaction factor method 
for energy pile groups based on       
analytical models 

Over the last fifty years, the interaction factor method has been widely used to address the 
vertical displacement and the increased deformation of conventional pile groups subjected to me-
chanical loads when group effects and interactions occur among the piles. Design charts and analyti-
cal models have been proposed to serve the considered analysis method. In recent years, the interac-
tion factor method has been extended to address energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads.  De-
sign charts have been proposed. However, prior to this study, no analytical models capable of analys-
ing the vertical displacement and the increased deformation of energy piles subjected to thermal loads 
in a more comprehensive and flexible way than through design charts have been available. To address 
this challenge, this study presents two analytical performance models for analysing the vertical dis-
placement of energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads, based on the analysis of a single isolated 
energy pile. Comparisons with three-dimensional finite element analyses outline that the models can 
accurately capture the displacement of energy piles without the expense of a full rigorous analysis. 
This evidence makes the present performance models useful tools for the analysis and design of en-
ergy piles under serviceability conditions. 

 

5.1 Introduction 
Over the last fifty years, the interaction factor method proposed by Poulos (1968) has been widely 
used for the analysis of the vertical displacement and increased deformation of pile groups caused by 
mechanical loads when group effects and interactions are present. This method assumes that the ver-
tical displacement of any pile group, e.g., under serviceability conditions, may be estimated through 
elastic theory and superposition of effects by knowing (i) the displacement interaction relationship – 
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quantified by an interaction factor – among two piles of the group considered in an isolated pair, (ii) 
the vertical displacement of one reference pile in the group that is the source of interaction for the 
receiver pile in the pair and (iii) the loads applied to the piles. The expediency and capability of this 
method to model the problem previously described, which, although being an approximation of real-
ity, is often considered for design purposes, have played a major role for its diffusion. 

Originally, design charts for floating and end-bearing conventional piles have been proposed by 
Poulos (1968) and Poulos and Mattes (1974), respectively, to serve the aforementioned method in 
estimating the interaction factor. Afterward, analytical models have been proposed for floating and 
end-bearing conventional piles by Randolph and Wroth (1979b) and Randolph and Wroth (1979a), 
respectively. An alternative formulation of these models by Chow (1986) and an improvement related 
to the definition of the interaction factor by Mylonakis and Gazetas (1998) have been later presented. 
The analytical models have been developed due to their capability of estimating the interaction factor 
in a broader range of conditions and performing more comprehensively and flexibly than the charts 
in the analysis of pile groups. In these models, differently from the original method proposed by 
Poulos (1968), the interaction factor has been defined with reference to the vertical displacement of 
a source pile assumed to be isolated. The main reason for this choice has been the possibility to 
estimate the vertical displacement caused by mechanical loads through closed form solutions. 

In recent years, the interaction factor method has been extended and proven to be a suitable means 
for estimating the vertical displacement of energy piles subjected to thermal loads (Rotta Loria and 
Laloui, 2016b). 

Design charts have been proposed for floating and end-bearing energy piles by Rotta Loria and Laloui 
(2016b) and Rotta Loria and Laloui (2017a), respectively (cf., Chapter 4). The design charts and 
interaction factor method for energy piles have been developed with reference to the vertical dis-
placement of an isolated energy pile. The main reason for this choice has been that the vertical dis-
placement of piles subjected to thermal loads cannot be determined through closed form solutions, 
i.e., running a numerical analysis is required. Therefore, considering the source pile as isolated allows 
for the use of a simpler analysis (e.g., axisymmetric) than that required for a pile in a pair (e.g., three-
dimensional), and preserves the expediency of a simplified procedure such as the interaction factor 
method that would vanish otherwise. 

Despite the aforementioned developments, prior to this study no analytical models capable of esti-
mating the vertical displacement of energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads and accounting for 
group effects and interactions have been available. 

Observing such a challenge, the present study (Rotta Loria et al., 2017b) addresses the development 
of two analytical performance models, i.e., a layer model and a continuous model, capable of the 
following: (i) estimating the vertical displacement with depth of a thermally loaded source pile and 
receiver pile in a pair starting from the analysis of a single isolated pile; (ii) defining the interaction 
factor with depth between these piles regardless of the design situation; and (iii) analysing the vertical 
displacement with depth of any energy pile groups using the interaction factor method. 
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5.2 Problem definition and solution approach  

5.2.1 The problem 

In the problem addressed by the interaction factor method (see for further details, e.g., Randolph and 
Wroth, 1979b; Mylonakis and Gazetas, 1998; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b), the piles are identical 
cylindrical solids characterised by a length, , and a diameter, . When considered in a pair, the piles 
are located at a centre-to-centre distance (i.e., spacing), , apart from each other. 

When accounting for the effects caused by thermal loads, the source pile is assumed to be subjected 
to a (positive or negative) temperature variation, . The influence of vertical mechanical loads may 
be considered as well by assuming that the source pile is subjected to a vertical mechanical load 
applied at its head, . The piles are assumed to be free to move vertically at their head. 

The loading of the source pile results in a deformation of this element that modifies the displacement 
field along its length, influences the surrounding soil and changes the displacement field of the re-
ceiver pile. Thermal loads involve a proportion of the pile (and surroundings) that moves upwards 
while another one moves downwards around the so-called null point of the vertical displacement 
(Laloui et al., 2003). Mechanical loads involve a movement of the pile (and surroundings) in the same 
direction of the applied load along the entire pile length.  

In principle, a complete description of the problem described above would require three-dimensional 
(3-D) time-dependent numerical analyses because of its three-dimensional and time-dependent char-
acter. For example, the vertical displacement field is generally not homogeneous in the three-dimen-
sional space because of the stiffness and presence of the piles. Bending moments occur in the piles 
and in the soil due to the compatibility and continuity of the displacement field. The heat exchange 
involves temperature variations with time that cause thermally induced deformations of the soil and 
potentially of the receiver pile. 

In practice, an approximate yet realistic analytical description of the considered problem can be per-
formed based on a number of simplifying hypotheses and considerations presented below. 

 

5.2.2 Idealisation, hypotheses and considerations 

In the following, the idealisation of the problem described above and a number of hypotheses and 
considerations that have been widely used in developments of the interaction factor method for piles 
subjected to mechanical loads (Poulos and Davis, 1980; Fleming et al., 2008) are extended to piles 
subjected to thermal loads based on previous studies (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and 
Laloui, 2017a) (cf., Chapter 4).  

The piles are identical, isotropic, homogeneous and uniform cylindrical solids. The soil is a semi-
infinite isotropic mass assumed to be composed of a unique homogeneous layer or different horizontal 
layers. The aforementioned assumptions represent typical approximations of reality employed in en-
gineering theory. When applied with judgement, however, they can adequately represent real prob-
lems (Poulos and Davis, 1980). 
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A uniform temperature variation is applied to the source pile. A vertical mechanical load may be 
applied at the pile head as well. The temperature variations observed within energy piles are not 
uniform (Abdelaziz and Ozudogru, 2016a; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d) but can be considered 
uniform by choosing representative values of the temperature field within the cross-section and along 
the length of the pile (Abdelaziz and Ozudogru, 2016b; Loveridge and Powrie, 2016). The consider-
ation of a constant mechanical load applied at the pile head follows the widely used assumption of a 
negligible contribution of the uppermost slabs or other shallow foundations in the bearing capacity 
of piles for preliminary analyses and designs on the safety side (Poulos and Davis, 1980; Bowles, 
1988; Fleming et al., 2008). 

No head restraint is present (i.e., infinitely flexible slab). This assumption conservatively analyses 
the vertical displacement of piles according to the widely used assumption of a negligible contribution 
of the uppermost slabs or other shallow foundations in the deformation of piles, at least for prelimi-
nary analyses and designs (Poulos and Davis, 1980; Bowles, 1988; Fleming et al., 2008). 

No slip or yielding occurs between the piles and the adjacent soil (i.e., perfect contact between the 
pile and soil is assumed). Although not valid in situations where mechanical and thermal loads of 
significant magnitudes may be applied to energy piles (especially if predominantly floating) (Rotta 
Loria et al., 2015b), these conditions have been shown through full-scale experimental tests and nu-
merical analyses (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d) to characterise serviceability conditions targeted by 
the interaction factor method. 

The piles are characterised by a linear thermo-elastic behaviour. The soil is characterised by a linear 
elastic behaviour. Loading situations in which reversible conditions prevail are thus assumed, accord-
ing to the previous hypothesis of no slip or yielding between the piles and the adjacent soil. The 
present hypothesis involves that the effect of thermal and mechanical loads can be superimposed at 
any time, based on the principle of superposition of effects, via separate analyses addressing thermal 
and mechanical loads. 

Considering the soil to be characterised by an elastic behaviour involves assuming it is an infinite 
heat reservoir that remains at a constant fixed temperature. Hence, no influence caused by any tem-
perature sensitivity of the soil or thermal interaction between the source pile and the receiver pile is 
considered. Although approximate, this approach has been proven to be valuable (Rotta Loria and 
Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a) because (i) it develops solutions of the interaction 
factor that are independent of the actual heat exchange occurring in the pile group and (ii) it takes 
advantage of the negligible role of the thermally induced soil deformation on the interaction between 
piles characterising all usual situations where the thermal expansion coefficient of the soil is (signif-
icantly) lower than or (at least theoretically) equal to that of the piles (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; 
Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b). Only in situations where the thermal expansion coefficient of the soil 
is higher than that of the piles does the thermally induced soil deformation have a marked effect on 
the pile interaction, especially at successive stages of geothermal operations of the piles (Rotta Loria 
and Laloui, 2017d). In these situations, a simplified yet valuable approach for capturing the group 
displacement via the design charts has been proven to result from interaction factors still referring to 
pile pairs in isothermal soil (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a). As it is 
shown later in this work, the referenced approach is not needed for capturing the group displacement 
via the analytical performance models presented. The reason for this is because these models give the 
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lower and upper boundaries of the displacement that may be expected for energy pile groups embed-
ded in soils characterised by all of thermal expansion coefficient values likely to be found in practice. 

The displacement field characterising the thermally loaded source pile in the pair is assumed to be 
equal to that in the single isolated case. This assumption disregards the effect of the stiffness of the 
receiver pile on the deformation of the source pile, which appears to be justified in view of the im-
practical spacing between the piles for which this effect is observed and is significant (Rotta Loria 
and Laloui, 2016b). 

The displacement field characterising the receiver pile is considered to be lower than that of the soil 
around the source pile. This assumption accounts for the greater stiffness of piles than that of the 
surrounding soil. 

The displacement field in the soil around a single isolated pile is assumed to be homogeneous, 
whereas that around a pair of piles is considered to be non-homogeneous. This approach captures the 
actual deformation behaviour of the source and receiver piles in a pair with accuracy. 

The displacement field within the piles is assumed to be homogeneous. This hypothesis is justified in 
view of the notable stiffness that usually characterises energy piles compared to that of the soil. 

The effect of bending moments on the displacement field of the piles and the soil is neglected. This 
consideration is justified in view of the small impact of bending moments on the vertical displacement 
of the piles in the considered problem. 

 

5.2.3 The solution approach  

The main consequence arising from the considerations specified above is that the analysis of the 
vertical displacement of a loaded source pile and a receiver pile in a pair may be performed based on 
the analysis of a single isolated pile subjected to the same load through the interaction factor method. 
In this framework, two alternative analytical performance models devoted to the considered purpose, 
with reference to the influence of thermal loads (e.g., with depth), are presented. To date, this analysis 
may have been performed only by referring to the head of piles through design charts (Rotta Loria 
and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a) (cf., Chapter 4). This (semi-analytical) analysis 
may be similarly applied to pile groups subjected to vertical mechanical loads. It consists of five key 
steps (cf., Figure 5.1): 

 

1. The analysis of a single isolated source pile subjected to a temperature variation to define the 
vertical displacement, , and the shear stress, , along the pile shaft. This analysis 
can be performed with any of the numerical methods currently available for this purpose, 
although preferably with the finite element method. 

2. The determination of the vertical displacement field of the soil, , at any given radial 
distance, , from the axis of the previously analysed single isolated pile subjected to a tem-
perature variation, and along the vertical coordinate, . This step can be performed using the 
performance models presented in this work and determines the approximate pile-soil interac-
tion factor as 
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(5.1) 

 

3. The analysis of the vertical displacement, , of a receiver pile located at a spacing 
 (where 0.5  is the pile radius) from the source pile that was previously considered 

to be isolated. This step can also be performed with the performance models presented in this 
work. 

4. The determination of the corrected pile-soil-pile interaction factor as (Randolph and Wroth, 
1979b; Mylonakis and Gazetas, 1998; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b) 

 

  (5.2) 

 

 
Figure 5.1: The solution approach for analysing the vertical displacement of general energy pile groups. 
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5. The analysis of the vertical displacement of any pile, , composing a general group with a 
total number of piles, , in which some or all of the piles may be subjected to a temperature 
variation as (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b) 

 

  (5.3) 

 

where  is the vertical displacement along the length of a single isolated pile per unit 
temperature variation,  is the applied temperature variation to pile , and  is the inter-
action factor for two piles in a pair corresponding to the spacing between pile  and pile . 

 

Throughout the following development of the performance models that constitute the core of steps 2 
and 3,  and  are assumed to be known. 

 

5.3 Layer model 

5.3.1 Soil vertical displacement and approximate pile-soil interaction factor 

The present model assumes that the soil around the shaft of piles subjected to loads that induce vertical 
deformation may be idealised as consisting of concentric cylindrical elements, with shear stresses 
distributed on the surface of each element (cf., Figure 5.2 (a)). For vertical equilibrium, the magnitude 
of the shear stress on each cylindrical element must decrease inversely with the vertical surface area 
of the element (Cooke et al., 1981). 

The equilibrium equation along  written for an element with regards to a reference cylindrical coor-
dinate system ( , ) in which the effects of volume forces due to body loads are neglected is 

 

 (5.4) 

 

where  is the shear stress increment and  is the vertical stress increment. The appli-
cation of thermal loads in the framework of energy piles assumes that . This phe-
nomenon, which has been verified through finite element analyses, characterises regions of soil in the 
vicinity of the pile shaft. It was also observed for the application of mechanical loads in the framework 
of conventional piles (Frank, 1975; Baguelin and Frank, 1979). From this consideration, it follows 
that equation (5.4) may be simplified as shown by Frank (1975) and integrated to yield the general 
solution for the shear stress in the soil as 

 

 (5.5) 
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The shear stress may be considered to be constant with depth in conventional applications of piles 
subjected to mechanical loads. The reason for this is because the vertical deformation of piles sub-
jected to mechanical loads can be considered in a plane state of strain, i.e., independent of the depth. 
The application of a mechanical load at the head of piles involves an approximately constant distri-
bution of the vertical displacement with depth. This consideration is particularly applicable to the 
analysis of rigid piles with a predominantly friction character but is also acceptable for most piles.

The shear stress varies significantly with depth in innovative applications of piles subjected to thermal 
loads, i.e., energy piles. The reason for this is because the vertical deformation of piles subjected to 
thermal loads is crucially dependent on the depth and thus not associated with a plane state of strain. 
The application of a thermal load along the length of piles involves at best a linear distribution of the 
vertical displacement with depth and at worst a notably non-linear distribution of the vertical dis-
placement (becoming more pronounced with increasing pile compressibility and slenderness). This 
consideration is applicable to the analysis of both rigid and deformable piles whether they have a 
predominantly frictional or end-bearing character.

 

 
Figure 5.2: The layer model concept: (a) the mode of deformation of a layer of cylindrical elements characterising any 

pile-soil system and (b) the effect of this mode of deformation. 
 

The shear strain associated with the aforementioned shear stress can be computed according to the 
elastic theory as 
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 (5.6) 

 

where  is the radial displacement and  is the shear modulus of the soil. In the present problem, 
both  and  depend only on  and , respectively, and not on the angular coordinate, . This aspect 
arises because there is an invariance of the displacement field around the latter axis. Moreover, be-
cause no twist characterises the pile, there is no orthoradial component, , in the displacement field. 

The application of thermal loads in the framework of energy piles assumes that . 
This phenomenon, which has been verified through finite element analyses, characterises regions of 
soil in the vicinity of the pile shaft. Together with the assumption of a negligible variation of , 
it physically represents a negligible interaction between different soil layers with depth (cf., Figure 
5.2 (b)). 

From the above consideration and the combination of equations (5.5) and (5.6), the first-order partial 
differential equation is found 

 

 (5.7) 

 

Integration of equation (5.7) yields the general solution for the vertical displacement of the soil as 
(Randolph and Wroth, 1978) 

 

 (5.8) 

 

The general solution for  expressed in equation (5.8) can be normalised with respect to  
to give the approximate pile-soil interaction factor as 

 

 (5.9) 

 

The parameter  expresses the effect of loading a single isolated source pile on the surrounding 
soil in terms of a displacement variation. 

Randolph and Wroth (1978) solved equation (5.7) for determining the displacement of the pile at its 
shaft, , by introducing a “magical radius”, , at which the shear stresses (and thus the vertical 
displacements) in the soil become vanishingly small. Randolph and Wroth (1979b) also obtained a 
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general expression for the vertical displacement of the soil expressed in equation (5.8) that is effec-
tively independent of  and heavily dependent on . In the framework of conventional piles sub-
jected to mechanical loads, the magical distance  has been found (Randolph and Wroth, 1978) to 
be (i) almost constant with depth as a consequence of the aforementioned plane state of strain and (ii) 
greater than the length of the pile, i.e.,  for predominantly friction piles. In the 
framework of energy piles subjected to thermal loads, this magical distance has been found to be (i) 
not constant with depth and (ii) generally smaller than the length of the pile, e.g., 

 at the ends of predominantly friction piles. Based on these considerations, the application of 
relationships such as those proposed by Randolph and Wroth (Randolph and Wroth, 1979b; Randolph 
and Wroth, 1978) for describing conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads appears to be un-
suitable for describing piles subjected to thermal loads. The above relationships would be valid only 
for certain regions of piles subjected to thermal loads because of the variable character of  with 
depth. A proof of the notable variability of  for piles subjected to thermal loads is given in Section 
5.5. The lower magnitude of  for piles subjected to thermal loads compared to that for piles sub-
jected to mechanical loads may be considered to be representative of the interaction effects on pile 
group behaviour. 

The dependence on the depth of the layer model expressed in equations (5.7) and (5.8), together with 
the assumption of no interaction between the elements and associated layers in the surrounding soil, 
make this model easily applicable to analysing the vertical displacement of stratified (non-uniform) 
soil deposits. Application examples to these design situations are given in Section 5.5.6. 

 

5.3.2 Receiver pile vertical displacement and corrected pile-soil-pile interaction factor 

The presence of a receiver pile usually decreases the displacement of the soil (Mylonakis and Gazetas, 
1998). This effect becomes larger with increasing relative stiffness of the receiver pile compared to 
that of the soil. 

To account in a simple yet realistic way for the interplay between a receiver pile and the soil, the 
receiver pile is modelled as a beam supported with springs of a given stiffness characteristic of the 
surrounding soil medium, . A possible formulation for  reads (Mylonakis, 2001) 

 

 (5.10) 

 

where  is the Young’s modulus of the pile and  is the Young’s modulus of the soil. 

Considering the vertical equilibrium of an element of a receiver pile whose axis is located at a spacing 
 from that of a corresponding element of the thermally loaded source pile gives the following equa-

tion (cf., Figure 5.3) 
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(5.11) 

 

where  is the infinitesimal height of the element,  is its cross-sectional area, 
,  and  is an infinitesimal increment of the vertical external surface of the 

considered element. A rigorous solution of equation (5.11) would require integration of 
 over  because of its non-homogeneity along the perimeter of the cross-section and the 

height of the element. An approximate yet realistic approach for solving this equation relies on con-
sidering a value of displacement , where . Three main advantages arise 
from this choice: (i) the greater average shear stress that is mobilised over the vertical external surface 
of the elements of a receiver pile compared to the shear stress mobilised in the soil at a distance  
from a single isolated pile is implicitly accounted for through a conservative approach; (ii) the non-
homogeneity of the displacement that is mobilised over the vertical external surface of the elements 
of a receiver pile is implicitly considered; and (iii) integrating the displacement  
over  can be avoided with a simpler and expedient resolution of equation (5.11). Based on these 
considerations, equation (5.11) becomes 

 

 (5.12) 

 

 
Figure 5.3: Vertical equilibrium of an element of a receiver pile. 

 

Using the constitutive equations, equation (5.12) can be rewritten in the form of the second-order 
differential equation governing the equilibrium of each element of the receiver pile (Mylonakis and 
Gazetas, 1998) 
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 (5.13) 

 

where  is a load-transfer coefficient given by 

 

 (5.14) 

 

In principle, the presence of the relative displacement ( ) in equation (5.13) is not 
in accordance with the no slip hypothesis presented in Section 5.2.2. However, in practice, it can be 
associated with the non-homogeneous distribution of the shear stress around a receiver pile in a pair 
and more generally around any piles in a group. 

Equation (5.13) needs two boundary conditions to be solved. The first boundary condition is chosen 
based on the consideration that because the pile is free to displace vertically at its head no vertical 
stress will be present in this setting. This condition can be mathematically expressed through the 
constitutive equations as (Mylonakis and Gazetas, 1998) 

 

 (5.15) 

 

The second boundary condition is chosen from the assumption that where the shear stress is equal to 
zero along the soil profile adjacent to a receiver pile, the displacement of this pile is the same as that 
of the soil (i.e.,  = 0). Because the present layer model accounts for no interaction 
between the different layers of elements, it may be considered that the location where zero thermally 
induced shear stress occurs coincides with the location where zero thermally induced vertical dis-
placement occurs. This phenomenon arises because, for compatibility, upward, downward and zero 
vertical displacements will be caused if and only if upward, downward and zero shear stresses are 
applied at the corresponding element in the adjacent soil. Knowledge of the location where the ver-
tical displacement of the soil is  is thus of interest to define the second bound-
ary condition. This location can be determined from the analysis of a single isolated pile according to 
equation (5.8). The discussed boundary condition can be mathematically expressed as 

 

 (5.16) 

 

Equation (5.13), together with the boundary conditions expressed in equations (5.15) and (5.16), can 
calculate the values of . These values finally determine the values of the corrected pile-soil-
pile interaction factor, . 
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5.4 Continuous model 

5.4.1 Soil vertical displacement and approximate pile-soil interaction factor 

The present model assumes that the continuous distribution of the shear stresses at the pile shaft can 
be approximated as a distribution of point loads acting at the centre of the elements composing these 
piles as if they were linear entities generated by nodes (cf., Figure 5.4 (a)). At some distance, the 
effects of such stresses and point loads are indistinguishable (Chow, 1986). 

The assumption highlighted above involves the equations of Mindlin (1936) for a vertical point load 
acting in a semi-infinite, homogeneous and isotropic elastic half-space being exploited to determine 
through the elastic principle of superposition of effects the vertical displacement caused by a distri-
bution of point loads acting on a single isolated (thermally loaded) source pile at any location in the 
surrounding soil. 

The vertical displacement of the soil can be defined as (Mindlin, 1936) 

 

 

(5.17) 

 

where  is the vertical displacement of any soil node, , caused by a point load, , 
applied to the node, , of a source pile (for which  is the length of the element and  is the shear 
stress acting along it);  are the elements of the source pile from which the effects of the point loads 
are calculated;  (for which  is the horizontal distance between node  at 
which the load is applied and node  at which the influence is considered,  is the depth of node , 
and  is the depth of node ); and . 

Point loads acting on the nodes of a pile that is effectively considered to be a line avoids the need for 
integrating (analytically and numerically) the equations of Mindlin (1936) along and around the cir-
cumference of the elements constituting the pile. This fact, which has been verified through finite 
element analyses, results in a notable expediency and comparable accuracy of the analysis. 

The equations of Mindlin (1936) involve that the present continuous model allows the vertical dis-
placement of stratified (non-homogeneous) soil deposits to be estimated only approximately. How-
ever, an effective and accurate procedure has been shown in this context to consider a mean value of 
the shear modulus of the soil layer where the displacement is calculated at any soil node, , and the 
shear modulus of the soil layer where the point load is applied at any pile node,  (Poulos and Davis, 
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1980). Application examples to the considered design situations that employ the aforementioned ap-
proach are given in Section 5.5.6. 

Equation (5.17) highlights that the present continuous model considers the effects of the shear stress 
acting on any element of a source pile on all of the elements of the surrounding soil in a “continuous” 
way, regardless of the layer (cf., Figure 5.4 (b)). 

The general solution for the vertical displacement of the soil expressed in equation (5.17) can be 
normalised with respect to the vertical displacement at the pile shaft to give the approximate pile-soil 
interaction factor, as suggested by equation (5.1). 

 

 
Figure 5.4: The continuous model concept: (a) the reference situation for Mindlin’s problem (Mindlin, 1936) and (b) the 

transposition of this problem to that of a single isolated pile subjected to thermal loading. 
 

5.4.2 Receiver pile vertical displacement and corrected pile-soil-pile interaction factor 

In contrast to the approach that was previously considered to define the second boundary condition 
for solving equation (5.13) (cf., Section 5.3.2), a different approach is employed in the present context 
to properly address the hypotheses and considerations characterising the continuous model. 

Unlike the layer model, the continuous model accounts for interaction between the different layers of 
elements. According to this hypothesis and to continuum mechanics theory, it may be considered that 
the location where zero thermally induced shear stress occurs does not coincide with the location 
where zero thermally induced vertical displacement occurs. Knowledge of the location where the 
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vertical displacement of the soil is  is thus of interest to define the second 
boundary condition. To overcome the issue that the specific value of  and the associated 
location where  is not known a priori, the equations of Mindlin (1936) can be exploited to 
determine through the elastic principle of superposition of effects the shear stress caused by a distri-
bution of point loads acting on a single isolated source pile at any location in the surrounding soil. 
This approach, which accounts for the continuous character of the present performance model, allows 
for the direct determination of the location in the soil where  and thus where 

 from the analysis of a single isolated pile. The shear stress in the soil can be defined as 
(Mindlin, 1936) 

 

 

(5.18) 

 

where  is the shear stress acting on any soil node, , caused by a point load, , applied to the node, 
, of a source pile. The discussed boundary condition can be mathematically expressed as 

 

 (5.19) 

 

Equation (5.13), together with equations (5.15) and (5.19), can calculate the values of . As 
before, these values can determine the values of . 

The shear stress distribution that is found through equation (5.18) is an approximation of the actual 
shear stress distribution along the shaft of a receiver pile in a pair. The actual shear stress distribution 
caused by loading a source pile on a receiver pile in a pair may be determined rigorously as shown 
by Poulos and Davis (1980). However, the null point position of the shear stress distribution in the 
soil that is estimated through equation (5.18) has been verified through finite element analyses to be 
generally close to that along a receiver pile in a pair, e.g., within the distance of half a pile diameter. 
This fact, together with the consideration of the vertical displacement of the soil at the same distance 

 from the axis of the source pile, makes equation (5.18) suitable to solve equation (5.13) for estimat-
ing the vertical displacement of a receiver pile whose axis is located at a distance . Furthermore, it 
is in accordance with the interaction factor analysis procedure based on the analysis of a single iso-
lated pile. The close adherence between results obtained through the continuous model and more 
rigorous finite element analyses that will be shown in the following strengthen the aforementioned 
approach.  
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In principle, an alternative second boundary condition that addresses the relationship highlighted by 
Randolph and Wroth (1978) between the load applied at the toe of piles and the related displacement 
may be used to solve equation (5.13) with reference to the receiver pile. This condition was employed 
by Mylonakis and Gazetas (1998) to model piles subjected to mechanical loads. In practice, because 
of the incapability of explicitly considering the presence of the null point, this boundary condition 
has been verified to lead to an overestimate of the vertical displacement of receiver piles when source 
piles in a pair are subjected to thermal loads (Rotta Loria et al., 2017c). Therefore, it is considered 
unsuitable to model piles subjected to thermal loads but only piles subjected to mechanical loads. 

 

5.5 Application and validation of the performance models 

5.5.1 General information about analyses performed 

In this work, thermo-mechanical finite element modelling is performed with the software COMSOL 
Multiphysics (COMSOL, 2014) and serves as an analysis and validation tool. Thermo-mechanical 
axisymmetric and 3-D finite element analyses are carried out. The former simulations address the 
behaviour of single isolated source piles. They provide the evolutions of  and  that are 
needed in the application of the performance models and results for comparison (e.g., displacement 
field around the source piles and approximate interaction factor). The latter simulations address the 
behaviour of energy pile groups and provide additional results for comparison (e.g., corrected inter-
action factor and vertical displacement of energy pile groups).  

While considering the general assumptions presented in Section 5.2.2 and accounting for a tempera-
ture variation of  = 10 °C applied to the energy piles, in all cases except in Section 5.6 the finite 
element analyses are stationary and neglect the temperature sensitivity of the soil (i.e., they refer to 
soils characterised by a soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio of  0, for which 

 and  are the linear thermal expansion coefficients of the soil and energy pile, respectively). 
The above is true for the 3-D finite element analyses as well, except in Section 5.5.6, in which the 3-
D finite element analyses are time-dependent, consider the applied temperature variation to be con-
stant for  6 months and account for the temperature sensitivity of the soil (when  0). 

Unless stated otherwise, energy piles with a slenderness ratio of  = 25, with  1 m, are con-
sidered to be embedded in uniform soil. Piles with  = 50 and non-uniform soil are also investi-
gated. 

The material parameters employed in the analysis for the reference case study are summarised in 
Table 5.1. Reference is made to Rotta Loria and Laloui (2016b) and Rotta Loria and Laloui (2017a) 
for information about the mathematical formulation employed in the numerical analysis (cf., equa-
tions (B1-3) in Appendix B) and the features of the numerical models (cf., Chapter 4). 

 

5.5.2 Analysis of vertical displacement of a single isolated pile 

Figure 5.5 presents the evolution of the vertical displacement against the shear stress along the shaft 
of a single isolated pile. The vertical displacement along the pile length, , is normalised with respect 
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to the absolute value of the head displacement of a single pile under free thermal expansion condi-
tions, . The shear stress mobilised along the pile length, , is normalised by 
the soil shear modulus. 

Boundary effects characterise the results of the finite element analysis, involving a non-linear varia-
tion of the  curve (especially at the pile ends) that is asymmetric with respect to the mid-length 
of the piles and representing the reason why in equation (5.9), for example, the ratio  
included in the multiplying coefficient of the logarithm is not expressed through the constant . The 
location of the null point of the shear stress differs from that of the vertical displacement, involving 
a  relationship that does not cross the origin of the axes. This phenomenon is caused by the 
capability of the finite element analysis to capture the effects of the shear stress acting on any element 
of a source pile on all of the elements of the pile in a continuous way. 

 

Table 5.1: Material properties used for the numerical analyses (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b). 
 

Reinforced concrete pile 
parameters 

Value (thermo-elastic de-
scription) Soil parameters Value (elastic 

description) 
Value (thermo-elastic de-

scription) 

: [MPa] 30000 : [MPa] 30 (*) 

: [-] 0.25 : [-] 0.30 

: [kg/m3] 2450 : [kg/m3] 1537 

: [1/°C] 1 10-5 : [1/°C] - 1 10-5 (*) 

: [W/(m °C)] 1.47 : [W/(m °C)] - 0.25 

: [J/(kg°C)] 854 : [J/(kg°C)] - 961 

(*) Parameter varied throughout the simulations.  

 

5.5.3 Analysis of soil vertical displacement and approximate interaction factor 

Figure 5.6 presents the evolutions of the normalised vertical displacement of the soil and the approx-
imate interaction factor with the normalised depth for normalised radial distances from the axis of the 
single isolated pile of  = 2.5 and 4.5. The depth, , is normalised by the pile length, . 

A close adherence between the results obtained with the layer and continuous models and the finite 
element analysis is observed. A difference between the predictions of the layer and continuous models 
is noted in the soil at depths corresponding to the pile ends. The layer model considers the effects of 
the shear stress at every element of the pile shaft to affect each corresponding layer of elements in the 
soil alone, while the continuous model considers for the shear stress to affect all of the elements in 
the soil. Therefore, the boundary effects observed for the  relationship at the pile ends in the 
source axisymmetric finite element analysis have a notable influence on the estimate of the vertical 
displacement of the soil provided by the layer model in these settings but a negligible influence for 
the continuous model. 

The results of the finite element analysis indicate that the null point of the vertical displacement does 
not correspond to that of the shear stress and moves downward for increasing radial distances in the 
soil. This phenomenon is caused by the capability of finite element analyses to capture the effects of 
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the shear stress acting on any element of a source pile on all of the elements of the surrounding soil 
in a continuous way. The downward movement of the null point of the vertical displacement is cap-
tured by both the continuous and layer models due to the “continuous” nature of the source data. 

The downward movement of the null point of the vertical displacement with increasing radial distance 
involves notable variations of the approximate pile-soil interaction factor at locations that are close 
to the null point of the vertical displacement (at these locations, the source pile displacement is di-
vided by a value of soil displacement close to zero and non-necessarily of the same sign). These 
variations involve values of the pile-soil interaction factor (as well as of the pile-soil-pile interaction 
factor, cf., Section 5.5.4) that may be lower than 0 and greater than 1 (These values have not been 
included in the present figures for clarity). This is a crucial difference compared to the values of the 
interaction factor that characterise conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads (Randolph and 
Wroth, 1979b; Poulos, 1968), i.e., varying between 0 and 1. 

 

 
Figure 5.5: Vertical displacement-shear stress relationship estimated through an axisymmetric finite element analysis. 

 

5.5.4 Analysis of receiver pile vertical displacement and corrected interaction factor 

Figure 5.7 presents the evolutions of the corrected interaction factor with the normalised depth for 
normalised spacing from the axis of the source pile of  = 3 and 5. 

In general, the evolution of the corrected pile-soil-pile interaction factor with depth is thoroughly 
captured by the performance models. The evolution of the corrected interaction factor suggested by 
the layer model may be on average considered to be representative of the displacement behaviour of 
a receiver pile. Hence, it is considered acceptable for practical analyses of the vertical displacement 
of piles subjected to thermal loads. 
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Figure 5.8 presents the evolution of the corrected and approximate interaction factors for the heads 
of the pair of piles with the normalised horizontal distance. 

Correcting the interaction factor to account for the effect of the stiffness of a receiver pile on its 
effective deformation compared to the deformation that would characterise the soil in the same loca-
tion if this pile was not present appears fundamental. The difference between the approximate pile-
soil interaction factor and the corrected pile-soil-pile interaction factor is significant, with the latter 
being considerably smaller than the former. This difference increases with increasing relative stiff-
ness of the piles compared to that of the soil. 

 

5.5.5 Corrected interaction factor for a range of design situations 

Figure 5.9 and Figure 5.10 compare the evolution of the corrected interaction factor with the normal-
ised horizontal distance for the head of pile pairs of  = 25 and 50. The piles are considered to be 
embedded in uniform soils with pile-soil stiffness ratios of = 100, 1000 and 10000 and 
a Poisson’s ratio of  0.3. 

The displacement interaction factor curves described by the performance models accurately repro-
duce the curves obtained using more rigorous finite element analyses (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b) 
despite some differences. A greater difference between the results obtained from the application of 
the performance models and the development of the finite element analyses is generally observed for 
the lower pile slenderness ratios. The layer model tends to underestimate the corrected pile-soil-pile 
interaction factor compared to the values estimated by the continuous model and the finite element 
analyses, especially for decreasing values of the pile-soil stiffness ratio. However, in reality, the non-
linear nature of soil deformation leads to less interaction than that predicted from a linear elastic 
analysis because the deformation is more confined to the immediate vicinity of the pile (Randolph 
and Wroth, 1979b; Poulos, 1988; Rotta Loria et al., 2017c). Based on this consideration, the layer 
model may provide more realistic predictions of pile interaction than those given by the continuous 
model or by finite element analyses. Both models are still considered of paramount importance for a 
comprehensive displacement analysis of piles subjected to thermal loads because they provide lower 
and upper boundaries of the pile interaction that may be encountered in practice. 
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Figure 5.6: Evolution of the normalised vertical displacement of the soil with the normalised depth for normalised radial 

distances of (a)  = 2.5 and (b)  = 4.5; evolution of the associated approximate interaction factor with the nor-
malised depth for normalised radial distances of (c)  = 2.5 and (d)  = 4.5. 
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Figure 5.7: Evolution of the corrected interaction factor with the normalised depth for a normalised spacing of (a)  = 

3 and (b)  = 5. 
 

 

 
Figure 5.8: Evolution of the corrected and approximate interaction factors with the normalised horizontal distance. 
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Figure 5.9: Corrected interaction factors referred to the pile head for  = 25 in various design conditions. 

 

 
Figure 5.10: Corrected interaction factors referred to the pile head for  = 50 in various design conditions. 
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5.5.6 Analysis of 5  5 square energy pile groups 

This section presents evidence for a further validation of the analytical performance models presented 
in this work as well as the interaction factor method for piles subjected to thermal loads (following 
previous studies (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a)). 

Two different design situations for energy pile groups composed of 25 energy piles (5  5 group, cf., 
Figure 5.11) are modelled: (i) predominantly floating energy piles embedded in uniform soil and (ii) 
predominantly end-bearing energy piles embedded in non-uniform soil constituted by two layers. 
Piles with a typical slenderness ratio of  = 25 are analysed for values of normalised centre-to-
centre spacing of  3, 5 and 10, and pile-soil stiffness ratios of  1000 and 
10000. The non-uniform soil is characterised by a deeper soil layer with the same material properties 
of the shallower layer, except for a double shear modulus. Soil deposits characterised by soil-pile 
thermal expansion coefficient ratios of  0, 1 and 2 are considered. 

The interaction factor method based on the presented analytical models neglects the temperature sen-
sitivity of the soil and the related effects on the thermo-mechanical behaviour of the piles. The 3-D 
finite element analyses rigorously account for these phenomena where  0. In principle, the above 
involves that the results obtained via the analytical performance models are only comparable with the 
3-D finite element analyses for soil deposits characterised by  0. However, as shown hereafter, 
the predictions of the performance models give the lower and upper boundaries of pile group vertical 
displacement that may be expected for any practical value of . 

The average vertical head displacement of the modelled pile groups can be estimated according to 
the five steps that constitute the analysis approach based on the layer and continuous models presented 
in this study (cf., Section 5.2.3) as follows. 

 

 
Figure 5.11: Configuration of the practical example. 



Chapter 5: The interaction factor method for energy pile groups based on analytical models 

208 

Step 1: The vertical displacement, , and the shear stress, , along the shaft of a 
single isolated pile that is representative of those in the group are determined. 

 

Step 2-4: The approximate pile-soil interaction factors, , and corrected pile-soil-pile 
interaction factors, , are calculated for the characteristic centre-to-centre distances that 
describe all of the singular pile pairs constituting the energy pile group. Because in this exam-
ple the vertical displacements of interest are those of the pile heads, the relevant interaction 
factors are  and , where  
are the fourteen characteristic centre-to-centre distances between the pile pairs that describe 
the considered energy pile groups (cf., Figure 5.11). For the design situation involving piles 
in non-uniform soil, the layer model directly accounts for the different properties of the soil 
layers with depth while the continuous model implicitly considers the different properties of 
the soil layers according to the procedure proposed by Poulos and Davis (1980) (cf., Section 
5.4.1). 

 

Step 5: The vertical head displacement of each of the characteristic energy piles of the 
groups is determined. In this example, six characteristic energy piles, 1, 2, …, 6 (cf., Figure 
5.11), describe the pile group. The associated vertical head displacements that need to be de-
termined for calculating the average vertical head displacement of the group are 

 (i.e., ). A calculation example of the vertical 
head displacement is given below for the centre pile 1 and the corner pile 6, considering in 
equation (3) , , , , 
and . 

 

  

  

 

Once the vertical head displacement of all of the characteristic energy piles is known, the 
average vertical head displacement of the group, which is below normalised by the head dis-
placement of a single pile under free thermal expansion conditions, can be calculated as 

 

 

 

Figure 5.12 compares absolute values of the normalised average vertical head displacement of the 
considered energy pile groups given by the analyses performed. Agreement between the displacement 
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values obtained via the analytical performance models and the 3-D finite element analyses is ob-
served, with discrepancies that can be considered acceptable for practical analysis and design of en-
ergy piles. In almost cases, the results of the layer and continuous model bound those of the 3-D finite 
element analyses for any values of . The above can be considered to be valid not only for varying 
pile-soil stiffness ratios, but also for different types of energy piles. In particular, the interaction factor 
method based on the layer and continuous models is considered to capture the vertical displacement 
of both predominantly floating and end-bearing energy piles in uniform and non-uniform soil depos-
its. 

 

 
Figure 5.12: Analysis of 5 5 energy pile groups of  = 25 in various design conditions: (a-b) uniform soil mass and 

(c-d) non-uniform soil mass. 
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The differences observed between the predictions of the performance models and the finite element 
analyses result from the diverse capabilities of these models in capturing the displacement interaction 
among piles. Greater values of pile group displacements are observed for decreasing values of , 
increasing values of  and , and because of the presence of a bearing stratum.  The higher values of 
group displacement observed for increasing values of , in contrast to the lower displacement inter-
action among the piles for greater values of the considered parameter, is caused by the higher dis-
placement of each of the piles in the group due to the lower restraint provided by the soil to the pile 
deformation. In all cases, the vertical displacement of the pile groups is greater than the displacement 
of a single isolated pile representative of those in the corresponding group because of the occurrence 
of pile-soil-pile interaction. The above confirms previous evidence shown by Rotta Loria and Laloui 
(2016b; 2017a). 

 

5.6 Concluding remarks 
This work presented two analytical performance models, i.e., a layer model and a continuous model, 
to address through the interaction factor method the displacement analysis of general configurations 
of energy pile groups subjected to thermal (and mechanical) loads, based on the analysis of a single 
isolated pile. The proposed analytical performance models unify, modify and extend most of the an-
alytical models that have been developed over the last fifty years for conventional piles groups sub-
jected to only mechanical loads. 

The main conclusions that can be drawn from this work are as follows (Rotta Loria et al., 2017b): 

 

 A comparison of the results obtained from the performance models with those of more rigor-
ous axisymmetric and 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses of pile groups subjected 
to thermal loads shows close agreement. This agreement is observed for both predominantly 
floating and end-bearing piles embedded in soil deposits characterised by varying pile-soil 
stiffness ratios, pile slenderness ratios, soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratios and 
(when applicable) normalised centre-to-centre spacing between the piles.  

 Both the layer and continuous models can be used to analyse the displacement of pile groups 
embedded in uniform and non-uniform (stratified) soil deposits. This feature gives these mod-
els a broad capability to analyse practical energy pile–related problems. 

 The layer and continuous models can be considered to give the lower and upper boundaries 
of the pile interaction expected to be encountered in practice, respectively, for any values of 
the soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratio. 

 Both the layer and continuous models, similar to all the simplified models that have been 
proposed in the framework of conventional piles for capturing the vertical deformation of 
such foundations, are characterised by limitations. However, these models are versatile for 
analyses and designs of energy pile groups subjected to thermal (and mechanical) loads. They 
are particularly useful to understand the most influential parameters on energy pile group re-
sponse and analysing the resulting effects. 
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 The described performance models have been applied based on the results of an axisymmetric 
thermo-mechanical finite element analysis of a single isolated source pile. The performance 
models have been applied in the same way based on source data of a finite difference analysis 
using the load-transfer method. However, because of some different underlying hypotheses, 
the load-transfer method appears less suitable than the finite element method in serving inter-
action factor analyses of energy pile groups. 
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Non-linear soil deformation and 
energy pile interaction 

This study investigates the effect of non-linear soil deformation on the displacement inter-
action among energy piles. The work is based on interaction factor analyses of full-scale pile group 
tests, whose results are compared with experimental evidence. The results presented highlight the 
tendency of interaction factor analyses that ignore non-linear soil deformation to overestimate the 
interaction and the displacement of energy pile groups. This outcome, in accordance with previous 
studies for conventional pile groups subjected to mechanical loads, may be considered in the analysis 
and design of energy pile groups subjected to thermal (and mechanical) loads through the interaction 
factor method. 

 

6.1 Introduction 
Over the last thirty years, a number of experimental (Caputo and Viggiani, 1984) and theoretical 
(O'Neill et al., 1981; Chow, 1986; Jardine et al., 1986; Poulos, 1988; Randolph, 1994; Mandolini and 
Viggiani, 1997; Poulos, 2006; Leung et al., 2010) investigations based on interaction factor analysis 
have been performed to address the effect of non-linear soil deformation on the vertical displacement 
of and interaction between conventional piles subjected to mechanical loads. There are multiple rea-
sons for these investigations. Soil deformation can often be non-linear and may involve reversible 
(i.e., elastic) or irreversible (i.e., plastic) stress-strain behaviour. As a consequence of this non-line-
arity, different deformation modulus values can be associated with the varying shear strain levels that 
characterise the soil surrounding piles (e.g., as a result of loading or construction effects). Consider-
ation of these deformation modulus values has been proven to be essential to analyse and design pile 
groups (O'Neill et al., 1981; Poulos, 1988; Randolph, 1994). 

The soil region adjacent to or in the vicinity of the shaft of single piles subjected to mechanical loads 
undergoes high shear strains on the order of 0.005 to 0.015% (Randolph, 1994). These strain levels 
are associated with lower soil modulus values and generally correspond to either reversible or irre-
versible soil behaviour that remains localised close to the pile (Caputo and Viggiani, 1984; Jardine et 
al., 1986; Chow, 1986). 
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The bulk of the soil between piles experiences low shear strains that may be orders of magnitude 
smaller than those near the piles and typically less than approximately 0.001% (Randolph, 1994). 
These strain levels are associated with higher soil modulus values and generally correspond to a soil 
behaviour that may be considered to be reversible, as are the interactions between the piles (Caputo 
and Viggiani, 1984; Chow, 1986). 

The aforementioned considerations justify a specific approach for the interaction factor analysis of 
pile groups (O'Neill et al., 1981; Jardine et al., 1986; Poulos, 1988; Mandolini and Viggiani, 1997; 
Randolph, 1994). Soil modulus values that are associated with high strain levels can be used to char-
acterise the vertical displacement behaviour of the single piles composing any group. On the other 
hand, soil modulus values that are associated with low strain levels can be used to estimate the inter-
action between the piles. With this approach, interaction factor analysis based on appropriate soil 
modulus values can be used to capture the vertical displacement of conventional pile groups subjected 
to mechanical loads almost irrespective of the mathematical formulation employed for describing the 
soil behaviour and the related pile response (Leung et al., 2010; Mandolini and Viggiani, 1997). The 
above is justified by the close adherence to reality of results of interaction factor analysis of conven-
tional pile groups that exploit either different (Poulos, 1988; Poulos, 2006) or varying (Chow, 1986; 
Randolph, 1994; Leung et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2012) soil modulus values, and 
linear elastic (Poulos, 1988; Poulos, 2006), non-linear elastic (Randolph, 1994; Leung et al., 2010) 
or non-linear elasto-plastic (Chow, 1986; Zhang et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2012) stress-strain relation-
ships. 

Thermal loads applied to energy piles induce a pattern of the deformation field that differs from that 
induced by mechanical loads. However, these loads are associated with a comparable evolution of 
the strain levels in the soil that can be related to different deformation modulus values. The results of 
full-scale in situ tests of single (Laloui et al., 2003; Bourne-Webb et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2014; 
Akrouch et al., 2014; You et al., 2016; Sutman et al., 2014) and groups (McCartney and Murphy, 
2012; Mimouni and Laloui, 2015; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Murphy et al., 2015) of energy 
piles further highlight that the effects caused by thermal loads on the piles and the soil, although often 
smaller for geothermal exploitations under serviceability conditions, can be comparable and even 
greater than those induced by mechanical loads. This fact involves different magnitudes and combi-
nations of mechanical and thermal loads applied to energy piles causing either a reversible or irre-
versible soil and pile response, similarly to what can occur when (only) mechanical loads are applied 
to conventional piles. The above appears to be relevant especially for predominantly floating energy 
piles (Rotta Loria et al., 2015b). The reason behind this is that, for the same applied load, floating 
piles mobilise a greater proportion of shear strain and shear stress at the pile-soil interface compared 
to end-bearing piles. 

Currently, interaction factor analysis methods aimed at estimating the vertical displacement of and 
interaction between energy piles subjected to thermal loads ignore non-linear soil deformation. This 
is caused by the fact that these methods consider a unique soil modulus value to characterise both the 
single pile response and the interactions among the piles (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b; Rotta Loria 
and Laloui, 2017a) (cf., Chapter 4). In particular, prior to this study, no simplified yet rational meth-
ods have been formulated and applied to expediently address the effect of non-linear soil deformation 
on the interaction among energy piles subjected to thermal loads. 



Chapter 6: Non-linear soil deformation and energy pile interaction 

215 

To address this challenge, this work (Rotta Loria et al., 2017c) (i) modifies and extends the procedure 
for determining the interaction factors proposed by Poulos (1988) for conventional pile groups sub-
jected to (only) mechanical loads in non-linearly deforming soils to energy pile groups subjected to 
thermal (and mechanical) loads, and (ii) investigates the effect of non-linear soil deformation on the 
vertical displacement of and interaction between energy piles. 

The use of linear elastic theory, constant material properties and linear mathematical formulations are 
the fundamental assumptions underlying the procedure presented here to describe non-linear soil de-
formation and the related vertical displacement of piles and interaction between them. Although this 
procedure is approximate in principle, it has in practice been capable of accurately and expediently 
reproducing the vertical displacement behaviour of conventional pile groups. In this work, it demon-
strates the same capability for energy pile groups. 

The effects of the potential irreversible behaviour of soil regions adjacent to or in the vicinity of piles 
are not analysed in this study because reference is made to serviceability conditions in which reversi-
ble conditions prevail. However, these effects are considered to be comparable to those that will be 
analysed in this work because they may be tackled similarly (although more approximately) during 
loading by considering different soil modulus values as performed in this study. 

In the following, the considered procedure is first applied and validated against the experimental 
evidence reported by O'Neill et al. (1981) involving full-scale in situ tests of conventional pile groups 
subjected to mechanical loads in overconsolidated clay where non-linear soil deformation was ob-
served. To address energy piles, these pile group tests are then modelled by considering the piles to 
be subjected to thermal loads. Finally, the effect of non-linear soil deformation on the vertical dis-
placement of energy piles subjected to thermal loads and interaction between them is analysed and 
discussed, and concluding remarks are summarised. 

 

6.2 Interaction factor analysis of energy pile groups 

6.2.1 Classical interaction factor analysis approach 

Currently, both design charts (Poulos, 1968; Poulos and Mattes, 1974; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b; 
Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017a) and performance models (Randolph and Wroth, 1979b; Mylonakis 
and Gazetas, 1998; Chow, 1986) are available to address the displacement interaction factor relation-
ship between any two conventional or energy piles. This relationship allows the interaction factor 
analysis of any pile group to be performed. 

In this study, the approach to determine the displacement interaction factor between a pair of energy 
piles proposed by Rotta Loria et al. (2017b) (cf., Chapter 5) is considered and the influence of both 
thermal and mechanical loads is addressed. 

The interaction factor analysis of any pile group subjected to thermal and/or mechanical loads consists 
of five key steps: 
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1. The analysis of a single isolated source pile subjected to thermal or mechanical loading to 
define the vertical displacement, , and the shear stress, , along the pile shaft (  is 
the vertical coordinate). This analysis is developed in the present work using finite element 
analysis. 

2. The determination of the vertical displacement of the soil, , at any given radial dis-
tance, , from the axis of the previously analysed single isolated pile subjected to loading, and 
along the vertical coordinate, . This step can be performed by using the continuous perfor-
mance model presented by (Rotta Loria et al., 2017b) (cf., Chapter 5) for energy piles sub-
jected to thermal loads based on the work of Chow (1986) for conventional piles subjected to 
mechanical loads. According to this model, the vertical displacement of the soil caused by a 
distribution of point loads associated with the effects of the thermal or mechanical load ap-
plied to the source pile may be calculated through the equations of Mindlin (1936) and the 
elastic principle of superposition of effects (cf., equation (5.17)). 

3. The correction of the vertical displacement of the soil, , to address the actual vertical 
displacement of a receiver pile, , located at a centre-to-centre spacing, , from the 
source pile that was previously considered to be isolated, and generally characterised by a 
greater stiffness than that of the soil. This step can be performed by solving the second-order 
differential equation (5.13) governing the equilibrium of each node of the receiver pile  

It is recalled that equation (5.13) needs two boundary conditions to be solved. The first bound-
ary condition is chosen with reference to the state of restraint that characterises the head of 
the receiver pile. Because the pile is free to displace vertically at its head no vertical stress 
will be present in this setting. This condition can be mathematically expressed through equa-
tion (5.15). 

The second boundary condition needs to be preferably chosen by considering whether the 
source pile is subjected to thermal or mechanical loading. The application of this boundary 
condition must also refer to the shear stress induced by either thermal loading or mechanical 
loading separately. In the case of thermal loading, the second boundary condition is chosen 
with reference to the so-called “null point” of the shear stress of the receiver pile through 
equation (5.19). In the case of mechanical loading, the second boundary condition is chosen 
with reference to the base of the receiver pile. Because the pile base acts as a rigid punch on 
the lower layer of soil (Randolph and Wroth, 1979b), there is a specific relation between the 
point load applied at the pile base, , (where  is the normal stress 
acting on  at the pile base) and the displacement of the rigid circular disc,  
(Timoshenko and Goodier, 1970) (cf., Figure 6.1). This relation can be mathematically ex-
pressed through the constitutive equations (Mylonakis and Gazetas, 1998) to become the sec-
ond boundary condition for the case of mechanical loading as 

 

  (6.1) 
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where (Boussinesq, 1878) 

 

  (6.2) 

 

4. The determination of the corrected pile-soil-pile interaction factor defined as in equation (5.2). 

5. The analysis of the vertical displacement  of any pile, , composing a general group with 
a total number of piles, , in which some or all of the piles may be subjected to loading 
through the interaction factor method. 

In the case of piles subjected to thermal loads, this analysis can be performed as (Rotta Loria 
and Laloui, 2016b) 

 

  (6.3) 

 

where  is the vertical displacement along the length of a single isolated pile per unit 
temperature variation,  is the applied temperature variation to pile , and  is the inter-
action factor for two piles subjected to thermal loading in a pair corresponding to the centre-
to-centre distance between pile  and pile . 

In the case of piles subjected to mechanical loads, this analysis can be performed as (Poulos, 
1968) 

 

  (6.4) 

 

where  is the vertical displacement along the length of a single isolated pile per unit 
mechanical load,  is the applied mechanical load to the head of pile , and  is the inter-
action factor for two piles subjected to mechanical loading in a pair corresponding to the cen-
tre-to-centre distance between pile  and pile . 

 

It is worth noting that the described interaction analysis can consider pile groups in both uniform and 
non-uniform (e.g., stratified) soil deposits. The response of any single isolated pile in non-uniform 
soil deposits can be considered with accuracy by developing the finite element analysis highlighted 
in step 1. The definition of the vertical displacement of the soil surrounding the source pile and that 
of the receiver pile addressed in steps 2 and 3, respectively, can approximately be performed by con-
sidering a mean value of the shear modulus of the soil layer where the displacement is calculated at 
any soil node, , and the shear modulus of the soil layer where the point load is applied at any pile 
node, , through step 2. The resulting definition of the interaction factor addressed in step 4 and the 
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subsequent interaction factor analysis targeted in step 5 can finally refer to situations involving pile 
groups in both uniform and non-uniform soil deposits. 

 

 
Figure 6.1: Vertical equilibrium of a base element of a receiver pile. 

 

6.2.2 Modified interaction factor analysis approach 

Currently, both  (step 1 of the analysis approach presented in Section 6.2.1) and  (steps 
2 and 3) are computed using the same value of soil Young’s modulus adjacent to the pile, i.e., the 
“near-pile” soil modulus . The resulting interaction factor analysis is linear elastic and does not 
account for non-linear soil deformation. 

In the following, a modified procedure for addressing non-linear soil deformation is proposed for 
energy piles. This procedure has been extended and modified from that of Poulos (1988) based on 
the different definitions of the interaction factor used in this work and in the referenced one, and the 
related mathematical needs to rigorously describe the deformation problem of pairs of piles. 

In this procedure, the vertical displacement of the single isolated source pile, , is calculated (step 
1) using the near-pile soil modulus, , whereas the vertical displacement of the receiver pile in the 
pair, , is calculated (steps 2 and 3) using an average soil modulus, , which accounts for 
the smaller strain levels between the piles. The resulting modified interaction factor analysis is linear 
elastic and accounts for non-linear soil deformation. 

The average soil modulus is given by the following expressions (cf., Figure 6.2)

 

  for                  (a) (6.5) 
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  for                  (b) 

 

where  (for which  is the soil “mass” modulus between the piles) is likely to 
lie within the range of 3 and 10 and  is a transition distance likely to be between 3  and 6  (Poulos, 
1988). 

 

 
Figure 6.2: Assumed distribution of soil modulus between two piles.  = near-pile soil modulus (characteristic of 

high strain levels);  =  (with ) = soil mass modulus (characteristic of low strain levels);  = av-
erage soil modulus for computing interactions;  = transition distance. 

 

The described distribution of soil modulus to determine  for calculating  is indeed sim-
plified for a number of reasons. First, because the non-linear soil deformation is considered through 
a linear distribution of soil modulus between the piles. Next, because the ratio of the soil mass to the 
near-pile soil modulus needed to define this linear distribution may be somewhat arbitrarily defined 
(Leung et al., 2010). Then, because the problem of non-linear soil deformation is solved by consid-
ering a constant and unique value of average soil modulus between the piles, and linear elastic soil 
behaviour. Finally, because the interaction factor calculated with reference to two different distribu-
tions of soil modulus characterising the single pile and the pair of piles will generally differ from the 
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interaction factor calculated with reference to a unique distribution of soil modulus that merges the 
previous ones and characterises both the single pile and pair of piles. In principle, extensive experi-
mental evidence may be of help for formulating a procedure more adherent to reality. In practice, (i) 
the lack of such evidence, (ii) the resulting increase in complexity of the procedure that would not 
commensurably improve the results of the analysis and (iii) the success of the analogous procedure 
proposed by Poulos (1988) corroborate the use of the considered approach. 

 

6.3 Modelling of pile group tests 

6.3.1 Experimental tests reported by O'Neill et al. (1981) 

6.3.1.1 Site and pile group characterisation 

The results of a comprehensive programme of full-scale in situ tests performed on eleven conven-
tional piles subjected to vertical mechanical loading were reported by O'Neill et al. (1981). The piles 
were socketed in an overconsolidated clayey soil deposit and consisted in closed-end tubular steel 
pipes of an external diameter of  = 273 mm, a wall thickness of  = 9.27 mm, and an embedded 
length of  = 13.11 m (cf., Figure 6.3). Two piles were driven as isolated reference piles. Nine other 
piles were driven in a square 3  3 arrangement. The two reference piles were located at a spacing of 
 = 10.4  from the centre of the pile group. The piles in the group were located at spacing of  = 3  

apart from each other (cf., Figure 6.3). A rigid slab made of reinforced concrete connected the piles 
in the group with the possibility to be detached from any pile to form subgroups. A geotechnical 
characterisation of the site was performed through standard penetration tests, cone penetration tests, 
pressuremeter tests, unconsolidated undrained triaxial tests, laboratory consolidation tests and cross-
hole seismic tests. Further information is given by O'Neill et al. (1981). 

 

6.3.1.2 Pile group tests 

Different tests were performed in the aforementioned campaign (O'Neill et al., 1981). Those included 
(cf., Figure 6.4) the vertical mechanical loading of the two reference piles (reference pile tests 1), of 
the 9-pile group (9-pile group test 1), of a 5-pile subgroup (5-pile subgroup test) and of a 4-pile 
subgroup (4-pile subgroup test). Measurements of the vertical displacement of the piles and of the 
soil as well as of the load redistribution in the pile groups were made and are detailed by O'Neill et 
al. (1981). 
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Figure 6.3: The features of the considered site, based on the information reported by O'Neill et al. (1981). 

 

 
Figure 6.4: Geometrical configuration of the piles tested by O'Neill et al. (1981) for mechanical loading, further consid-

ered in this work for thermal loading. 
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6.3.2 Models 

6.3.2.1 Modelling choices 

Two stationary thermo-mechanical finite element analyses characterised by the mathematical formu-
lation reported by Rotta Loria and Laloui (2016b) (cf., equations (B1-3) in Appendix B) are per-
formed using the software COMSOL Multiphysics (COMSOL, 2014). The first analysis simulates 
the response of the single isolated piles tested by O'Neill et al. (1981) under mechanical loading. 
Because the considered numerical analysis was performed after the occurrence of the modelled event 
and with the associated results available, it is classified as a Class C1 prediction (Lambe, 1973). The 
second analysis simulates the response of the same single isolated piles under thermal loading. 

Two series of analytical analyses carried out using the classical and modified interaction factor ap-
proaches are also performed. The first series of analyses (i) applies the classical and modified inter-
action factor approaches for simulating the real case study tested by O'Neill et al. (1981) involving 
pile groups subjected to mechanical loads where non-linear soil deformation was observed, (ii) vali-
dates the proposed analysis approach by comparing the experimental and modelling results, and (iii) 
addresses the effects of non-linear soil deformation on the vertical displacement of pile groups sub-
jected to mechanical loads following the analyses of Poulos (1988). The second series of analyses (i) 
applies the classical and modified interaction factor approaches for investigating pile groups sub-
jected to thermal loads and (ii) expands on the effect of non-linear soil deformation on the vertical 
displacement of and interaction among energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads. 

In all of the analyses: (i) the piles are assumed to be isotropic, homogeneous and uniform cylindrical 
solids that are considered to be representatively described by linear thermo-elastic behaviour; (ii) the 
soil layer is assumed to be an isotropic, homogeneous and uniform mass that can be considered to be 
semi-infinite and representatively described by linear elastic behaviour (i.e., the soil is an infinite heat 
reservoir that remains at a fixed constant temperature); and (iii) the same loads that are applied to the 
piles in the single isolated case are also considered to be applied uniformly to the piles in the groups.  

 

6.3.2.2 Finite element model 

An axisymmetric finite element model characterised by a depth of  = 25  and a width of  = 500  
is made to simulate the response of the single isolated piles (cf., Figure 6.5). In this model, extremely 
fine tetrahedral meshes are used to describe the pile and soil domains. 

 

6.3.2.3 Boundary and initial conditions 

In the analyses, restrictions are applied to both the vertical and horizontal displacements on the bottom 
horizontal boundary that may be considered to characterise the deep soil domain surrounding the piles 
(i.e., pinned boundary), and to the horizontal displacements on the vertical boundary (i.e., roller 
boundary). No restrictions are applied to the displacements on the top boundary of the pile and soil 
surfaces. 
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No residual stresses from the installation of the piles are considered in these elements and in the 
adjacent soil region. This hypothesis may not be completely representative of reality but can be ap-
plied successfully in methods of pile deformation analysis by choosing appropriate soil modulus val-
ues (Poulos and Davis, 1980). 

When addressing the response of the piles subjected to mechanical loads, the experimentally observed 
vertical mechanical load of  = 678 kN for which the single isolated pile failure was observed 
(O'Neill et al., 1981) is considered to be applied at the pile heads. However, the results presented in 
the following generally refer to the reference mechanical load  = 356 kN. 

When addressing the response of the piles subjected to thermal loads, the temperature variation of  
= 10 °C is considered to be applied to these elements. The soil domain is treated as an infinite heat 
reservoir. The initial temperature of the piles is assumed to be  = 15 °C. 

Figure 6.5 summarises the boundary conditions considered in the analyses, with reference to the ax-
isymmetric finite element model. 

 

 
Figure 6.5: The finite element model of the single isolated pile. 
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6.3.2.4 Material parameters 

Table 6.1 presents the material parameters that were reported by O'Neill et al. (1981) for the site, 
based on experimental test results. Table 6.2 reports the material parameters used in this study. The 
same value of Poisson’s ratio of the soil reported by O'Neill et al. (1981) was considered in the anal-
yses, by referring to undrained conditions. Lower values of this parameter, which may have been 
more appropriate to describe the actual soil behaviour under thermal loading, were also used in pre-
liminary analyses (0.3  0.5). However, a variation of these values within the considered 
range was found to involve a limited influence on the results. Hence, the value of  0.5 was 
eventually used for preserving agreement with the indications of O'Neill et al. (1981). Differently to 
the experimental observation, the piles are characterised by a uniform and homogeneous cross-section 
made of steel, and the soil is characterised by constant values with depth of the near-pile modulus 
(steps 1-3 in the classical interaction factor approach and step 1 in the modified interaction factor 
approach) and average modulus (steps 2-3 in the modified interaction factor approach). The near-pile 
soil modulus was determined according to the pressuremeter test data and the considerations of 
O'Neill et al. (1981). The soil mass modulus used to calculate the average soil modulus was deter-
mined according to the crosshole seismic test data and the considerations of Poulos (1988). Figure 
6.6 presents the evolution of the normalised soil Young’s modulus with the normalised pile depth 
presented by O'Neill et al. (1981) and assumed for this study. A transition distance of 3 , as 
suggested by Poulos (1988), is considered in the modified interaction factor analysis approach. 

 

Table 6.1: Material parameters reported by O'Neill et al. (1981) characterising the considered problem. 
 

Experiment 

Soil parameters 

Near-pile Young’s modulus, : [MPa] 17.2 

Near-pile Young’s modulus, : [MPa] 79.2 

Mass Young’s modulus, : [MPa] 92.0 

Mass Young’s modulus, : [MPa] 453.3 

Poisson’s ratio, : [-] 0.5 

 

 

Table 6.2: Material parameters used to model the considered problem.   

Model 

Soil parameters Pile parameters 

Near-pile Young’s modulus, : [MPa] 49 Young’s modulus, : [MPa] 210000 

Mass Young’s modulus, : [MPa] 272.6 Poisson’s ratio, : [-] 0.3 

Poisson’s ratio, : [-] 0.5 Normalised transition distance, : [-] 3 

Linear thermal expansion coefficient, : [1/°C] - Linear thermal expansion coefficient, : 
[1/°C] 1.2 10-5 
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Figure 6.6: Evolution of the normalised soil Young’s modulus with the normalised pile depth presented by O'Neill et al. 

(1981) and assumed for this study. 
 

6.4 Results 

6.4.1 Validation of the numerical model against experimental results 

Figure 6.7 (a) presents a comparison between the numerically modelled and experimentally observed 
load-displacement curves for the single isolated pile. The vertical head displacement of the pile is 
normalised by the pile diameter. The applied vertical load is normalised by the value of mechanical 
load corresponding to failure. The numerical results are in close agreement with the experimental 
observations, although the former fail in capturing the latter when plastic strains occur in the soil 
surrounding the pile for a normalised vertical load approximately greater than  = 0.6. This result 
is in accordance with the linear elastic soil behaviour considered in the numerical analysis and the 
associated incapability of the analysis of capturing plastic strains. The agreement between the results 
for a normalised vertical load of approximately up to  = 0.6, i.e., within the elastic branch of the 
load-settlement curve, justifies the hypothesis of using a constant value of soil Young’s modulus for 
characterising the elastic response of the single isolated pile in the numerical model. 

Figure 6.7 (b) presents a comparison between the numerically modelled and experimentally observed 
evolution of the normalised vertical load in the pile with the normalised pile depth. The normalised 
reference mechanical load applied at the pile head of  = 0.52 is considered. The numerical 
results are highly comparable to the experimental data and together with the results presented in Fig-
ure 6.7 (a) prove the capability of the axisymmetric analysis of capturing the response of the single 
isolated pile under the serviceability conditions that are of interest for this study. 
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Figure 6.7: Comparison between the numerically modelled and experimentally observed (a) load-displacement curves 

for the single isolated pile and (b) evolution of the normalised vertical load with the normalised depth in the pile. 
 

 

 
Figure 6.8: Comparison between the modelled and experimentally observed evolutions of the normalised vertical dis-

placement with the normalised radial distance from the pile axis. 

Figure 6.8 presents a comparison between the modelled and experimentally observed evolutions of 
the normalised vertical displacement with the normalised radial distance from the pile axis. Reference 
is made to a normalised depth of  = 0.047. The results of two different analyses are presented:  
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 An analysis that addresses linear soil deformation based on steps 1 and 2 of the classical in-
teraction factor approach. In this analysis, the soil displacement, , is calculated analyt-
ically (step 2) based on the vertical displacement, , and shear stress,  distributions 
characterising the single isolated source pile using the same value of near-pile soil modulus, 

, that is used in the numerical analysis to define  and  (step 1). 

 An analysis that addresses non-linear soil deformation based on steps 1 and 2 of the modified 
interaction factor approach. In this analysis, the soil displacement, , is calculated ana-
lytically (step 2) based on the vertical displacement, , and shear stress,  distribu-
tions characterising the single isolated source pile using a different value of soil modu-
lus, , compared to the near-pile soil modulus, , that is used in the numerical analysis 
to define  and  (step 1). 

 

The close comparison between the modelling results addressing the non-linear soil deformation and 
the experimental results proves the occurrence of the considered phenomenon. This phenomenon was 
originally remarked by O'Neill et al. (1981). The agreement between the obtained results validates 
also the choice of the transition distance of 3  suggested by Poulos (1988) for the considered 
site. 

The above validates the numerical model against the results of the full-scale in situ reference pile 
tests 1. 

 

6.4.2 Pile group vertical displacement induced by mechanical loading 

Figure 6.9 presents a comparison between the modelled and experimentally observed evolutions of 
the normalised average vertical head displacement of the piles, , with the number of directly (me-
chanically) loaded piles, , for the reference pile tests 1, the 9-pile group test 1, the 5-pile subgroup 
test and the 4-pile subgroup test. The normalised reference mechanical load applied at the pile heads 
of  = 0.52 is considered. The results of two different modelling analyses addressing linear 
soil deformation based on the classical interaction factor approach and non-linear soil deformation 
based on the modified interaction factor approach are presented. The results of the modified interac-
tion factor analysis approach considering non-linear soil deformation are in close agreement with the 
experimental observations for the pile groups considered, differently from the results obtained 
through the classical interaction factor analysis approach. This evidence underscores the tendency of 
the classical interaction factor analysis approach to overestimate group effects and displacement in-
teractions among the piles, and thus, the average vertical displacement of pile groups subjected to 
mechanical loads. This result also highlights the capability of the modified interaction factor analysis 
approach of capturing the vertical displacement of pile groups in non-linearly deforming soils. 
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Figure 6.9: Comparison between the modelled and experimentally observed evolutions of the normalised average verti-
cal head displacement of the piles with the number of directly mechanically loaded piles for the different pile tests con-

sidered. 
 

Figure 6.10 presents the values of the normalised average soil Young’s modulus corresponding to the 
centre-to-centre spacing between different pairs of piles that are used in the modified interaction fac-
tor analysis approach to define the interaction factor and the vertical displacement for different num-
bers and locations of piles subjected to loading. The average Young’s modulus of soil is normalised 
by the near-pile Young’s modulus. Although for any given distance between two piles a constant soil 
mass modulus value is used, the normalised average soil Young’s modulus varies non-linearly for 
different pile spacing according to equation (6.5). This fact highlights the capability of the modified 
interaction factor analysis approach to consider non-linear soil deformation (through a linear elastic 
behaviour of the soil surrounding the piles) depending on the geometrical configuration of the piles 
in any group, in addition to the material properties characterising the group. 

 

6.4.3 Pile group vertical displacement induced by thermal loading 

Figure 6.11 (a) presents a comparison between the modelled evolutions of the normalised average 
vertical head displacement of the piles with the number of directly (thermally) loaded piles for the 
reference pile tests 1, the 9-pile group test 1, the 5-pile subgroup test and the 4-pile subgroup test. 
The temperature variation applied to the piles of  = 10 °C is considered. The results of two different 
modelling analyses addressing linear soil deformation based on the classical interaction factor ap-
proach and non-linear soil deformation based on the modified interaction factor approach are pre-
sented. In both of these analyses, the corrected vertical displacement of the piles in the groups is 
determined by referring to the boundary condition referred to the position of the null point of the 
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shear stress. As previously observed for the case in which the piles are mechanically loaded, the 
classical interaction factor analysis approach determines a greater average vertical head displacement 
of the pile groups compared to the modified interaction factor analysis approach. The overestimation 
of the group displacement associated with the application of the classical interaction factor analysis 
approach compared to the estimate achieved through the application of the modified interaction factor 
analysis approach increases with the number of thermally loaded piles in the group. 

 

 
Figure 6.10: Values of the normalised average soil Young’s modulus corresponding to the centre-to-centre spacing be-

tween different pairs of piles that are used in the modified interaction factor analysis approach. 
 

Figure 6.11 (b) presents the results of equivalent analyses compared to those used for obtaining the 
results summarised in Figure 6.11 (a), except for the use of the boundary condition referring to the 
pile base, instead of the boundary condition referring to the null point of the shear stress. The consid-
ered modelling approach effectively coincides with that proposed by Mylonakis and Gazetas (1998) 
for the vertical deformation of piles subjected to mechanical loads. This modelling approach does not 
account for the key distinguishing feature characterising the vertical deformation of piles subjected 
to thermal loads compared to that of piles subjected to mechanical loads, i.e., the presence of the null 
point. Therefore, this modelling approach yields a less accurate though valid analysis of the vertical 
deformation of piles subjected to thermal loads. This result confirms the preferable use of the bound-
ary condition expressed in equation (5.15) for solving the equilibrium equation (5.13) that was pro-
posed for piles subjected to thermal loads. The reason for this is that the approach based on the use 
of equation (5.15) estimates a group displacement that is considered to be more adherent to reality 
and lower than the vertical displacement that may be estimated through the approach based on the 
use of equation (6.1). 
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Figure 6.11: The modelled evolutions of the normalised average vertical head displacement of the piles with the number 

of directly thermally loaded piles for the different pile tests considered. 
 

6.4.4 Interaction factor for energy piles in non-linearly deforming soil 

Figure 6.12 shows the fundamental reason why the modified interaction factor analysis approach 
addressing non-linear soil deformation estimates a smaller group displacement compared to the clas-
sical interaction factor analysis approach addressing linear soil deformation. 
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The evolution of the interaction factor with the centre-to-centre spacing between a pair of piles char-
acterised by the features considered thus far is shown for interaction factor analyses considering and 
neglecting non-linear soil deformation, respectively. It is evident that considering non-linear soil de-
formation through the modified interaction factor analysis approach involves a smaller estimate of 
the interaction factor among the piles compared to that obtained when neglecting such a phenomenon 
through the classical interaction factor analysis approach. 

 

 
Figure 6.12: Evolution of the interaction factor with the centre-to-centre spacing between a pair of piles characterised 

by linear or non-linear soil deformation. 
 

The relative reduction in the interaction factor described by the modified analysis approach compared 
to that estimated by the classical approach decreases with the increasing pile spacing. This result is 
caused by the smaller impact of non-linear soil deformation on pile-soil-pile interaction with increas-
ing distance between the piles as a consequence of the localisation of non-linear soil deformation in 
the close vicinity of the piles. In the interaction factor analysis approach, higher estimates of the 
interaction factor result in greater computed group displacements for the same displacement of the 
single isolated reference pile. Therefore, the classical interaction factor analysis approach is consid-
ered to be remarkably conservative for design situations in which soil deformation may be non-linear 
compared to the modified interaction factor analysis approach. The decrease in the interaction factor 
relationship characterising situations where non-linear soil deformation is observed may suggest neg-
ligible displacement interactions among piles. This may be the case for design situations characterised 
by very few short and stiff piles located in a group. However, displacement interactions among piles 
are generally considered to deserve attention in the analysis and design of pile groups, especially 
when many long and compressible piles may be subjected to thermal and/or mechanical loads. 
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6.5 Concluding remarks 
This work presented an analysis of the effect of non-linear soil deformation on the displacement in-
teraction among energy pile groups. The work is based on a modified interaction factor analysis ap-
proach that (i) has been validated against experimental evidence involving full-scale pile group tests 
available in the literature and (ii) may be expediently used to estimate the vertical displacement of 
general configurations of pile groups subjected to thermal and/or mechanical loads in situations where 
non-linear soil deformation is noteworthy. 

The main conclusions that can be drawn from this study are as follows (Rotta Loria et al., 2017c): 

 

 The displacement interaction among piles subjected to thermal loads decreases in situations 
where soil deformation is non-linear compared to situations in which soil deformation is lin-
ear. 

 This result is in accordance with evidence for pile groups subjected to mechanical loads that 
has been expanded in this work. 

 For given material properties and shapes of the piles composing any group, the extent of the 
decrease of the displacement interaction depends on (i) the ratio between the soil modulus 
characterising the bulk between the piles (i.e., the soil mass modulus) and the regions close to 
the piles (i.e., the near-pile soil modulus); (ii) the number of piles; and (iii) the centre-to-centre 
spacing between the piles. 

 The classical interaction factor analysis approach tends to overestimate the vertical displace-
ment of pile groups subjected to thermal and/or mechanical loads in situations where soil 
deformation is non-linear. 

 Although the classical interaction factor analysis approach may be remarkably conservative 
in situations where soil deformation is non-linear, it is considered to be easier to apply than 
the modified interaction factor analysis approach and thus still valuable for practical analysis 
and design of pile groups subjected to thermal and/or mechanical loads. 

 Although non-linear soil deformation involves lower displacement interactions among piles 
subjected to loading compared to the case in which soil deformation may be linear, interaction 
factor analyses are considered of paramount importance for a comprehensive design of pile 
groups. This consideration appears to be particularly valuable for groups of numerous long 
and compressible piles (e.g., subjected to thermal loads). 



 

233 

                                       
The equivalent pier method for 
energy pile groups 

This study presents a method for estimating the average vertical displacement of energy pile 
groups subjected to thermal loads. The method consists of replacing any regular energy pile group 
with a single equivalent pier of the same length and an equivalent diameter. This equivalent pier is 
described by material properties that are a homogenisation of those of the piles and the surrounding 
soil and by a load-displacement relationship of a characteristic energy pile in the group. The load-
displacement relationship of the equivalent pier differs from that of a single isolated energy pile be-
cause it is modified to account for group effects. These effects include a greater vertical displacement 
of the piles subjected to loading in the group compared to the case in which they are isolated, thus 
involving a more pronounced average group displacement. Comparisons with results obtained 
through the interaction factor and finite element methods prove that the proposed approach can accu-
rately estimate the average vertical displacement of energy pile groups. This novel formulation of the 
equivalent pier method may be used at both preliminary and successive stages of the analysis and 
design of energy pile groups to expediently assess the thermally induced displacement response of 
such foundations. 

 

7.1 Introduction 
The analysis and assessment of the displacement of pile groups subjected to loading are key steps for 
the design of such foundations. The reason for this is that the displacement of piles subjected to a 
load in a group is generally greater than the displacement that may be estimated for each of the piles 
in the group when dimensioned as a single isolated element for supporting the same load. This phe-
nomenon arises because when the piles are located sufficiently close to each other, group effects 
induced by interactions between the displacement fields of the piles occur, and a different behaviour 
from that of a single isolated pile is involved. Group effects have been widely evidenced in conven-
tional applications of piles subjected to mechanical loads when serving as structural supports for on- 
and off-shore constructions (e.g., Whitaker, 1957; Sowers et al., 1961; Poulos, 1968; O'Neill, 1983). 
They have also been recently observed in innovative applications of energy piles subjected to both 
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mechanical and thermal loads when serving as structural supports and geothermal heat exchangers 
for civil structures and infrastructures (e.g., Di Donna et al., 2016; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d). 

To address the displacement response of conventional pile groups subjected to mechanical loads, 
consideration of a solid block composed of piles and the soil contained between them is a widely used 
approach in geotechnical engineering. The roots of this approach date back to over forty years ago, 
when studies (Poulos, 1968; Poulos and Davis, 1980; Butterfield and Douglas, 1981) highlighted the 
effectiveness and suitability of replacing any pile group by a single equivalent pier that displaces an 
equal amount. Two types of approximations have generally been considered for this purpose: (i) a 
single pier of the same circumscribed plan area as the group with an equivalent length (Poulos, 1968) 
and (ii) a single equivalent pier of the same length as the piles with an equivalent diameter (Poulos, 
1993). This analysis approach, often termed the equivalent pier method, has been applied in various 
forms, including early formulations based on an elastic description of the pier-soil interaction that 
were applied through the boundary element method (Poulos and Davis, 1980; Poulos, 1993) and suc-
cessive formulations based on an elasto-plastic description of the pier-soil interaction that were ap-
plied through the load-transfer method (Randolph and Clancy, 1993; Randolph, 1994; Clancy and 
Randolph, 1996; Horikoshi and Randolph, 1998; Castelli and Maugeri, 2002; Castelli and Motta, 
2003; McCabe and Lehane, 2006; Sheil and McCabe, 2014). The equivalent pier method is useful for 
a number of purposes, including the estimation of (i) the average vertical displacement of any rela-
tively small pile group and (ii) the average and differential vertical displacement of any large foun-
dation comprising a number of pile groups with the aid of other methods (e.g., the interaction factor 
method) to consider intergroup interaction. This method has been proven to provide results adherent 
to reality when applied to the analysis of closely spaced pile groups (Castelli and Maugeri, 2002; 
Castelli and Motta, 2003; McCabe and Lehane, 2006; Sheil and McCabe, 2014). Applying the equiv-
alent pier method is generally suggested when the response of pile groups is predominantly elastic 
because the effects of the interactions among the piles that the method aims to capture are elastic. The 
method may still be applied for analysing the load-displacement behaviour of pile groups where non-
linear soil response occurs around each pile. Based on these facts, European Standards (EN 1997, 
2004) currently propose to analyse and design pile groups subjected to axial mechanical loads at both 
ultimate (collapse-related) and serviceability (deformation-related) limit states with this method. 

Although characterised by different mechanisms and additional governing material parameters, the 
behaviour of energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads is considered to be characterised by a 
number of common physical factors related to the behaviour of conventional pile groups subjected to 
mechanical loads. These include the dependence of the capacity behaviour of any single energy pile 
in the group on the conditions at the pile-soil interface (e.g., floating piles) and pile base (e.g., end-
bearing piles) (Rotta Loria et al., 2015b) and the dependence of the deformation behaviour of the 
group on the conditions in the soil away (i.e., far field) from the single energy piles composing it 
(Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d). To address the displacement response of closely spaced energy pile 
groups subjected to thermal loads, considering the behaviour of a solid block constituted by the en-
ergy piles and the soil surrounding them may thus be suitable. This assessment appears attractive in 
view of the expedient capabilities of the equivalent pier approach for capturing the displacement re-
sponse of conventional pile groups and the availability of only a simplified method for considering 
that of energy pile groups (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b). 
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Based on the above considerations, the goal of this study (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017b) is to propose 
for the first time a formulation of the equivalent pier method for estimating the average vertical dis-
placement of energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads by considering the mechanisms and var-
iables governing the behaviour of such foundations. 

In the following, the hypotheses and the mathematical formulation constituting the proposed method 
are first presented. The method is then applied to simulate the behaviour of groups of 2 2, 3 3, 4 4 
and 5 5 energy piles and is validated based on a comparison with results obtained through the inter-
action factor and finite element methods (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b). Finally, concluding remarks 
that can be drawn from this work are proposed. 

 

7.2 The equivalent pier method for energy pile groups 

7.2.1 Hypotheses and considerations 

Reference is made in this study to energy piles and equivalent piers that are (i) free to move vertically 
at their heads (i.e., no head restraint), (ii) characterised by an infinitely flexible slab and (iii) free of 
superstructure mechanical loads. Aspect (i) allows a safety side analysis against the effects of both 
monotonic and cyclic thermal loads (involving potentially irreversible effects at the pile-soil inter-
face) to be made. Aspects (ii) and (iii) allow focusing for the purpose of the present study on the 
effects of the thermal loads applied to the energy piles rather than on those of the mechanical loads. 
Considering the presence of a slab connecting the energy piles and characterising the equivalent piers 
may indeed be feasible. In those cases, an effective approach may consist in assuming the slab as 
infinitely rigid. Poulos and Davis (1974) and Selvadurai (1979) propose formulae for calculating the 
stiffness of slabs assumed as infinitely rigid elements. Poulos and Davis (1980) remark, however, that 
the average vertical displacement of a pile group characterised by an infinitely flexible slab is ap-
proximately equal to that of the same group with an infinitely rigid slab.  

The energy piles are approximated as solid cylindrical prisms and form a regular geometry in plan 
view (e.g., square groups of energy piles). The equivalent piers are also considered to be solid cylin-
drical prisms. The proposed approach can also consider other cross-sectional shapes of the energy 
piles and the equivalent piers as well as other energy piles arrangements. 

The materials constituting the energy pile, the equivalent pier and the soil domains are assumed to be 
isotropic, homogeneous and uniform. The material properties are considered to be insensitive to the 
considered temperature variations. The pipes inside the energy piles and the equivalent piers are not 
modelled. This choice involves considering the temperature field in these domains as that of the heat 
carrier fluid circulating inside the pipes in the reality. The materials constituting the energy piles and 
the equivalent piers follow a linear thermo-elastic behaviour. The soil follows an elasto-plastic be-
haviour, although the impact of the temperature variations observed in reality in this material on the 
response of the pile group is implicitly considered in the analyses. 

The energy piles are considered to be embedded in a deep soil layer at the same initial temperature 
 and are subjected to a temperature variation, , where  is an actual temperature value. 

This temperature variation is assumed to be (i) applied instantaneously and uniformly along the length 
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of all of the piles in the group, (ii) constant with time, and (iii) equal for all the piles. The same 
temperature variation is assumed to be applied to the equivalent piers. Considering situations in which 
different temperature variations or (equal or different) thermal powers would be applied to the energy 
piles may indeed be feasible. 

The dominant mode of heat transfer in the soil is considered to be conduction. Moisture migration is 
negligible. The impact of ground water advection is considered to be negligible. Thermal contact 
resistance between the energy piles and the soil is discounted. The variation of the thermal field at 
the ground surface as a consequence of a potential variation in the environmental conditions is as-
sumed to be negligible. The aforementioned assumptions allow an expedient although simplified an-
alytical resolution of the thermal problem characterising the single energy piles that may be needed 
when defining the homogenised material properties of the equivalent piers (cf., Section 7.2.3). The 
temperature at the far fields from the pile group, i.e., the (bottom) horizontal and vertical boundaries 
that may be considered to characterise the deep soil domain surrounding the piles, is assumed to 
remain constant with time and equal to . The horizontal (top) boundary described by the soil 
surface is treated as adiabatic. Differences in the thermal field around the energy piles are expected 
for scenarios where the soil surface may be assumed to be adiabatic or characterised by a fixed con-
stant temperature, with a consequent impact on the mechanical behaviour of these ground structures 
(Bodas Freitas et al., 2013). However, because the former condition appears to more closely charac-
terise real energy pile applications than the latter (especially for piles located far from the external 
boundaries of large thermally insulated buildings), it is considered in this work. 

The load-displacement behaviour of the equivalent piers is modelled using the one-dimensional load-
transfer method proposed by Coyle and Reese (1966). Only the axial displacements of the equivalent 
piers are considered. The radial displacements are neglected according to the considered one-dimen-
sional approach. This choice appears to be justified based on the small values of radial displacements 
characterising single energy piles (Olgun et al., 2014) and the consequent limited impact of these 
displacements on the vertical displacement behaviour of the group. Horizontal stress decrease may 
occur at the shaft of single energy piles due to the application of cyclic thermo-mechanical loads 
involving non-linear soil response in this setting (Ng et al., 2016a). However, while a decrease of the 
displacement interaction among the piles may be expected because of this phenomenon, this effect 
would be counterbalanced by the increase in vertical displacement of the piles, resulting in an average 
group displacement almost unaffected. The self-weight of the material constituting the equivalent 
piers is neglected. The load-displacement relationship characterising the equivalent piers relies on a 
modification to account for the group effects of the relationships proposed by Knellwolf et al. (2011) 
and by Frank and Zhao (1982). This modified load-transfer relationship has been implemented in 
software called Thermo-Pile for the analysis and design of energy piles. The load-displacement rela-
tionships used for characterising the single isolated energy piles and the equivalent piers are consid-
ered to be unaffected by any potential temperature effects. Although these effects were remarked for 
single energy piles in some situations (McCartney and Rosenberg, 2011; Wang et al., 2011; Ng et al., 
2015) they were not identified in others (Regueiro et al., 2012; Goode et al., 2014; Kramer and Basu, 
2014). These effects are considered to be negligible in the examples presented in this work because 
they belong to the latter situations. Their consideration may improve the adherence of analyses to 
situations where the load-displacement relationship of single energy piles may be sensitive to tem-
perature effects. Consideration of methods and relationships other than those used in this work to 



Chapter 7: The equivalent pier method for energy pile groups 

237 

characterise the load-displacement behaviour of the energy piles and the equivalent piers may be 
possible. 

In the following, compressive stresses, contractive strains and downward displacements (i.e., settle-
ments) are considered to be positive. 

 

7.2.2 Geometry of the equivalent pier 

The key concept of the equivalent pier approach is that any regular pile group can be modelled as a 
single equivalent pier by considering the soil region in which the piles are embedded as a homoge-
nised continuum (cf., Figure 7.1). Such an equivalent pier is characterised by a length coincident with 
the average length of the piles and by an equivalent diameter that can be calculated as (Poulos, 1993) 

 

                                for predominantly floating piles                     (a) 

               for predominantly end-bearing piles              (b) (7.1) 

 

where  is the plan area of the group. For any general configuration of piles,  can be determined 
as 

 

 (7.2) 

 

where  is the total cross-sectional area of the piles composing the group (  where 
 is the number of piles in the group and  is the cross-sectional area of a single pile) and  

is the plan area of soil surrounding the piles delimited by the simplest polygon that better reproduces 
the shape of the pile group. For a square geometry of piles,  can be calculated as 

 

  (7.3) 

 

where  is the centre-to-centre spacing between the piles and  is the pile diameter. 

Numerical analyses performed suggest that the choice of using equations (7.1) to determine  leads 
to differences of up to 5% between the estimated values of average vertical displacement. This result 
holds for both low and high magnitudes of thermal loads and mechanical loads imposed prior to the 
temperature variations to equivalent piers for common pile and soil strata stiffness and pile spacing. 

Considering an equivalent pier of the same (average) length of the piles in the group and of an equiv-
alent diameter appears to be preferable to considering an equivalent pier of the same circumscribed 
plan area as the group and an equivalent length. Reference to the same length of the piles allows 
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considering the properties (e.g., thermal and mechanical) of the soil layers that may surround the pile 
group and govern its deformation and capacity behaviours. 

Based on the considered approach, any pile group with a total cross-sectional area of piles 

 

  (7.4) 

 

is replaced by a single equivalent pier of cross-sectional area 

 

  (7.5) 

 

The shape of the pile group can be categorised by the “aspect ratio”, which can be determined for a 
square geometry of piles in plan view as (Randolph and Clancy, 1993) 

 

  (7.6) 

 

where  is the (average) length of the piles. The equivalent pier approach has been proven to provide 
a representative description of the behaviour (e.g., deformation and capacity) of conventional pile 
groups subjected to mechanical loads for values of  smaller than 4 and certainly less than 2 (Ran-
dolph, 1994). This approach has also been suggested to provide sufficiently accurate results for prac-
tical purposes (characterised by a 20% variation with those obtained with more rigorous approaches) 
for pile groups with a centre-to-centre pile spacing of up to 5 diameters (Poulos et al., 2002). The 
reason for this is that for larger aspect ratios ( ) and wider pile spacing ( 5 ), the pile 
group resembles a “shallow” foundation more than a “deep” foundation, so the hypothesis of a block-
behaviour of the group is no longer valid. Numerical analyses performed over a broad range of design 
conditions suggest that the considerations summarised above for conventional pile groups subjected 
to axial mechanical loads are also valid for energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads. 
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Figure 7.1: The modelling approach. 

 

7.2.3 Homogenised material properties of the equivalent pier 

There are two crucial dimensionless parameters that characterise the response of energy pile groups 
subjected to thermal and mechanical loads, assuming that the loads and all other material properties 
of the groups are the same (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b): the pile-
soil stiffness ratio, , where  is the Young’s modulus of the piles composing the 
group and  is the shear modulus of the soil ( , in which  is the 
Young’s modulus of the soil and  is the Poisson’s ratio of the soil), and the soil-pile thermal 
expansion coefficient ratio, , where  is the linear thermal expansion coefficient of 
the soil and  is the linear thermal expansion coefficient of the piles. The material properties in-
volved in defining these two dimensionless ratios are considered for determining two key material 
properties in the characterisation of the response of the equivalent pier to thermal (and mechanical) 
loads: the equivalent Young’s modulus, , and the equivalent linear thermal expansion coefficient, 

. 

The equivalent pier can be characterised by an equivalent Young’s modulus effectively homogenising 
that of the piles and of the soil embedded between them that can be calculated as the weighted average 
of the Young’s modulus of these bodies as (Poulos, 1993) 

 

  (7.7) 
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This definition of the equivalent pier modulus accounts for the effect that the excess stiffness of the 
piles compared to that of the soil has on the deformability problem by considering superposition of 
the representative areas involved (cf., Figure 7.2). 

 

 
Figure 7.2: Schematic for the calculation of the Young’s modulus of the equivalent pier. 

 

The equivalent pier can then be characterised by an equivalent linear thermal expansion coefficient 
that can be calculated as (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017b) 

 

           for           (a) 

for           (b) (7.8) 

 

where  is a coefficient that relates the average temperature variation in the soil to that in the energy 
piles within the plan area  in which the thermal strain potential of the soil is in excess compared 
to the thermal strain potential of the energy piles (cf., Figure 7.3). The formulation (b) of equation 
(7.8), together with the associated assumptions and governing parameters, is presented below. 

Equations (7.8) represent the key novelty that allows applying the classical equivalent pier concept 
originally proposed for the displacement analysis of conventional pile groups subjected to only me-
chanical loads to energy pile groups that are also subjected to thermal loads. Formulation (a) of equa-
tion (7.8) expresses that when , the deformation of the energy pile group may be 
interpreted and described by considering only the thermal expansion coefficient of the piles and the 
related thermally induced deformation because it governs that of the group. Formulation (b) of equa-
tion (7.8) highlights that when , the deformation of the energy pile group may be 
interpreted and described by considering also the thermal expansion coefficient of the soil surround-
ing the piles and the related thermally induced deformation because it profoundly characterises that 
of the group. In particular, the definition of formulation (b) of equation (7.8) is based on a similar 
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concept to that characterising equation (7.7). Formulation (b) of equation (7.8) accounts for the im-
pact of a linear thermal expansion coefficient of the soil in excess compared to that of the piles on the 
deformability problem by considering superposition of the representative areas involved. The phe-
nomena described by equations (7.8) have been recently observed to characterise the deformation 
behaviour of energy pile groups subjected to thermal loads (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017d; Rotta 
Loria and Laloui, 2016b) (cf., Chapter 3). 

The fundamental assumption that allows obtaining the simple formulation of the equivalent linear 
thermal expansion coefficient expressed in formulation (b) of equation (7.8) is that thermal interac-
tions between the energy piles in any considered group are negligible.  

This choice may represent an approximation of the real temperature field around the energy piles for 
long-term durations of applied thermal loads, especially in situations characterised by (i) soil deposits 
with high values of effective thermal conductivity, (ii) small centre-to-centre spacing among the piles 
in the group, and (iii) soil deposits presenting groundwater flow (all of these aspects may facilitate 
the development of thermal interactions), and may rarely characterise reality. 

However, this choice is valuable because it involves determining the temperature field around the 
energy piles as if they were isolated heat sources, with a consequent effective determination of the 
parameters  and  needed in formulation (b) of equation (7.8). 

The theoretical development of formulation (b) of equation (7.8) is as follows. 

 

 
Figure 7.3: Schematic for the calculation of the linear thermal expansion coefficient of the equivalent pier. 

 

Context 

In situations characterised by , interest lies in determining the extent of the plan 
area of soil  in which the thermal strain potential of this body is in excess compared to the thermal 
strain potential of the energy piles. There is a radial distance, , in the soil for which this condition 
is satisfied and coincides with a temperature variation, , that can be expressed with reference to 
free thermal expansion conditions as 
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where  and  are the thermal strains of the soil and the energy piles under free thermal 
expansion conditions and  is the temperature variation characterising (e.g., applied to) the energy 
piles. In normalised form, this temperature variation is 

 

 (7.9) 

 

Determination of  

Knowledge of the evolution in space and with time of the temperature field around a single isolated 
energy pile enables  to be determined with reference to the normalised temperature variation 
expressed in equation (7.9). The availability of  allows calculating the plan area of interest as 

 

 (7.10) 

 

where . 

The hypothesis of no thermal interactions allows the temperature field around a single isolated energy 
pile to be expediently assessed through a number of analytical and semi-analytical solutions. In this 
work, the energy piles are considered to be a single isolated infinite heat source with a spherical gap 
subjected to a constant temperature variation according to the conditions described in Section 7.2.1. 
Consideration of the heat source as a continuous infinite spherical body eliminates the need for the 
two boundary conditions related to the top and bottom boundaries of the soil domain described in 
Section 7.2.1. The evolution of the temperature field for radial distances, , greater than the energy 
pile radius, , with time, , can consequently be determined semi-analytically as (Bergman et al., 
2011) 

 

 (7.11) 

 

where  is the temperature at the energy pile radius (constant and uniform in the pile domain),  
is the complementary Gaussian error function and   is the soil thermal diffusivity 
(where  is the thermal conductivity,  is the bulk density and  is the specific heat). The parameter 
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 may be calculated as an average value from the thermal diffusivity of different soil layers sur-
rounding the pile length. This fact makes the present equivalent pier approach capable of approxi-
mately considering the thermal (and mechanical) behaviour of energy pile groups in layered soils. 

 

Determination of  

The plan area of soil  is characterised by an average temperature variation, , that can be 
determined analytically based on the results of equation (7.11). This average temperature variation in 
the soil is related to the temperature variation in the energy piles through a factor 

 

   with  (7.12) 

 

Definition of  (formulation (b) of equation (7.8)) 

The average thermal strain potential of the soil under free thermal expansion conditions that is asso-
ciated to  in  is 

 

 

 

Therefore, the thermal strain potential under free thermal expansion conditions of any equivalent pier, 
considered as a system of  energy piles of cross-sectional area  and  soil areas , is 

 

 

 

Because the temperature variation applied to the equivalent pier, , is assumed to be the same as 
that applied to the energy piles, from the above it is found the formulation of the equivalent linear 
thermal expansion coefficient of the pier expressed in formulation (b) of equation (7.8). 

 

 

 

Neglecting the thermal interactions among the energy piles involves disregarding the effect of the 
spacing among and position of the energy piles on the definition of  and . A dependence of the 
thermal expansion coefficient of the equivalent pier on these features may be present in reality. 
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Validation of semi-analytical solution (equation (11)) 

Figure 7.4 presents a comparison between the results obtained through the semi-analytical solution 
presented in equation (7.11) and a more rigorous thermal finite element analysis performed with the 
software COMSOL Multiphysics (COMSOL, 2014). The evolution of normalised temperature vari-
ation with radial distance from the axis of a single isolated energy pile subjected to a temperature 
variation of  = 10 °C for  = 6 months (for the reference material properties referred in Section 
7.3.2) is presented. The radial distance that can be used for calculating is highlighted for 
the case in which 2. Based on the comparison between the obtained results, it ap-
pears that the semi-analytical solution expressed in equation (7.11), among others, accurately captures 
the evolution of temperature variation around a single isolated energy pile that can be obtained 
through more rigorous approaches of analysis such as the finite element method. Therefore, equation 
(7.11) is suitable for calculating the parameters  and  needed in formulation (b) of equation 
(7.8). 

 

 
Figure 7.4: Comparison between the evolutions of the normalised temperature variation with radial distance obtained 

using the semi-analytical solution and the finite element (FE) method. 
 

7.2.4 Load-displacement description of the equivalent pier 

An advantageous feature of the equivalent pier method is that the analysis of the displacement behav-
iour of the equivalent pier under loading can be based on solutions or methods proposed for the anal-
ysis of single isolated piles. However, these solutions must be modified for considering the group 
effects caused by the displacement interactions among the piles on the load-displacement response of 
the pile group. Such group effects involve a more pronounced average group displacement and thus 
a greater displacement of the equivalent pier. 



Chapter 7: The equivalent pier method for energy pile groups 

245 

To characterise the load-displacement relationship of the equivalent pier, reference is made in this 
study to a characteristic energy pile in the group that is subjected to the displacement interactions 
highlighted above. This characteristic energy pile can be considered to be representative of the dis-
placement behaviour of most of the piles in the group. The characteristic energy pile may be consid-
ered as a side pile for small pile groups, whereas for large pile groups as a pile located at an interme-
diate position between the centre and corner regions of the group. The reason for this definition is 
that centre and corner energy piles are characterised by the highest and lowest interactions, respec-
tively, and are thus not representative of the behaviour of most of the piles in the group. 

The load-transfer method considered in this work (Coyle and Reese, 1966) for analysing the load-
displacement behaviour of the equivalent pier relies on modelling this body as being composed of 
several rigid elements that are connected by springs representing the elastic pier stiffness. Each of 
these rigid elements is characterised at its side (i.e., a proportion of the shaft) by an elasto-plastic 
interaction with the soil. The element at the toe of the pier is characterised at its base by an elasto-
plastic interaction with the soil. The element at the head of the pier is characterised at its top by a 
spring representing the elastic pier-structure interaction (the stiffness of this spring is considered to 
be null in the current application, following the assumptions made in Section 7.2.1). 

The elasto-plastic load-displacement relationships characterised by the features depicted in Figure 
7.5 (a) and (b) are considered in this work to govern the shaft and base resistance mobilisation for 
shaft and base displacement of the equivalent pier, respectively. The schematics of those relationships 
have been extended to energy pile groups from those that were proposed by Knellwolf et al. (2011) 
(cf., Figure 7.5 (c) and (d)) for single isolated energy piles based on the ones presented by Frank and 
Zhao (1982) for single isolated conventional piles. The shape of these functions is characterised by 
(i) a first loading/unloading linear branch that describes the elastic response of the shaft/base of the 
equivalent pier/energy pile, (ii) a next loading linear branch that refers to the inelastic response of the 
shaft/base of the equivalent pier/energy pile, (iii) an unloading linear branch that describes the elastic 
response of the shaft/base when unloading occurs from a stress state along the inelastic branch, and 
(iv) a final plateau that can be associated with the perfectly plastic response of the shaft/base of the 
equivalent pier/energy pile when the ultimate shaft/base resistance value is attained. 

The first linear parts of the shaft and the base load-displacement (or load-transfer) functions of the 
equivalent pier cover shaft and base displacements of  and  until shaft and base re-
sistances of /2 and /2 are mobilised, respectively. These values of shaft and base resistances 
are half of the ultimate shaft and base resistances of  and  of the equivalent pier, respectively. 
The same condition was considered by Frank and Zhao (1982) for single isolated piles, with reference 
to shaft and base displacements of  and , intermediate shaft and base resistances of /2 
and /2, and ultimate shaft and base resistances of  and , respectively. The slopes  and 

 of the loading/unloading elastic branches of the load-displacement functions of the equivalent 
pier represent the stiffness of the shaft and base springs that govern the elastic pier-soil interaction, 
respectively. The same physical meaning was considered by Frank and Zhao (1982) for single iso-
lated piles, with reference to the shaft and base stiffness  and , respectively. The slopes of the 
loading/unloading elastic branches of the shaft and base load-displacement functions of the equivalent 
pier are determined in this work (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017b) based on an extrapolation from the 
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definitions presented by Frank et al. (1991) for single isolated piles and a correction through a novel 
parameter to account for the group effects as 

 

 
Figure 7.5: Load-displacement relationships for the shaft and base of equivalent piers ((a) and (b)) and single isolated 

energy piles ((c) and (d)). 
 

                                            for coarse-grained soils        
(a)
(b)      (7.13) 

 

                                             for fine-grained soils            
(a)
(b)      (7.14) 
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where  is the Menard pressuremeter modulus and  is a stiffness reduction factor. The Menard 
pressuremeter modulus can be related to the Young’s modulus of the soil according to different meth-
ods available in the literature (Clarke, 1994; Frank, 2009). 

The stiffness reduction factor, , represents the key parameter to account for the group effects caused 
by the displacement interactions among the energy piles on the displacement response of the equiva-
lent pier with reference to the behaviour of the characteristic energy pile. The definition of this pa-
rameter is based on a statement proposed by Randolph and Clancy (1993) for which the interaction 
between the piles in any group can be broadly quantified through the ratio between the length of the 
piles and their centre-to-centre spacing, i.e., . This statement is corroborated by considerable ev-
idence available in the literature for both conventional and energy pile groups (e.g., Poulos, 1968; 
Randolph and Wroth, 1979b; Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b), which highlights that the interaction in 
any group increases with increasing pile length and decreases with increasing spacing between the 
piles. It thus appears rational to define a reduction factor for the stiffness of a single characteristic 
energy pile in any considered pile group that accounts for the interaction effects on the increase in 
displacement as (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017b) 

 

 (7.15) 

 

The factor  varies between 0.04 and 0.5 in the practical pile applications for which the use of the 
equivalent pier method is suggested (cf., Section 7.2.2). It physically represents a softening of the 
shaft and base load-transfer curves of single isolated piles for characterising those of the equivalent 
pier and addresses the difference in the displacement behaviour between single isolated energy piles 
and groups of energy piles under the same conditions. When this stiffness reduction factor attains the 
theoretical upper value of  = 1, equations (7.13) and (7.14) become the original relations proposed 
by Frank et al. (1991) for describing  and . 

Various analyses were performed to define other appropriate formulations of . These analyses con-
sidered various combinations and/or selections of the parameters that may theoretically influence the 
deformation of pile groups (including, e.g.,  and ), in linear and non-linear forms. However, the 
best results were found by using the proposed formulation. Although the definition of  does not 
include the pile diameter, this parameter is taken into account in the formulations of the shaft and 
base stiffness  and  proposed by Frank and Zhao (1982) that are multiplied by  to obtain the 
shaft and base stiffness of the equivalent pier  and . The definitions of the shaft and based 
stiffness of the equivalent pier thus account for three of the characteristics that are generally recog-
nised to most influence the behaviour of pile groups, i.e., the pile diameter, , the pile spacing, , and 
the pile length, . Consideration of these characteristics in a linear form appears to be suitable for and 
in accordance with the linear nature of the load-displacement relationship employed to characterise 
the equivalent pier and single pile behaviours. Other formulations of the stiffness of the equivalent 
pier may indeed be considered and those presented in this work may alternatively be calibrated with 
available experimental measurements. 
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The loading inelastic branches of the shaft and base load-displacement functions of the equivalent 
pier cover shaft and base displacements greater than  and  until the ultimate shaft and 
base resistances of  and  are mobilised, respectively. The slopes of the inelastic branches of 
the equivalent pier related to the shaft and base are equal to /5 and /5, respectively. The 
same condition was considered by Frank and Zhao (1982) for single isolated piles with reference to 

/5 and /5. 

The ultimate shaft and base resistances of the equivalent pier  and , respectively, may be 
determined considering (i) the type of soil surrounding the piles, (ii) the method and order of installing 
the piles, and (iii) the shaft and base resistances of the single piles composing the group  and , 
respectively. An extensive summary of methods that can be considered for this purpose are presented 
by Poulos and Davis (1980), and Bowles (1988), among others. 

 

7.3 Application and validation of the method 

7.3.1 Analysed problems 

The reference problems analysed in this work comprise square groups of 2 2, 3 3, 4 4 and 5 5 
semi-floating energy piles subjected to a temperature variation of  = 10 °C in soil deposits with 
different thermal expansion coefficients. An initial temperature in the energy pile and soil domains 
of  = 15 °C is considered. The temperature variation applied to the energy piles is imposed instan-
taneously and kept constant for  = 6 months. Energy piles with a length of  = 25 m and a diameter 
of  = 1 m are analysed. Normalised centre-to-centre spacing between the energy piles of  = 2, 
2.5, 3 and 5, which represent the aspect ratios reported in Table 7.1 for the different energy pile groups 
analysed, are considered. Reference is made to Section 7.2.1 for hypotheses and modelling consider-
ations that may have been omitted. 

The displacement behaviour of the energy pile groups described in this section was recently modelled 
by Rotta Loria and Laloui (2016b) using the interaction factor method and more rigorous 3-D thermo-
mechanical finite element analyses. The results of these analyses are considered the references for 
comparison with the results obtained using the equivalent pier method proposed in this work and the 
related validation. Detailed information on the analyses performed through the interaction factor and 
finite element methods is presented in Chapter 4. 

 

Table 7.1: Values of the aspect ratio, , for the analysed energy pile groups.   

 Values of : [-] 

: [-] 2 2 energy pile group 3 3 energy pile group 4 4 energy pile group 5 5 energy pile group 

2 0.57 0.85 1.13 1.41 

2.5 0.63 0.95 1.26 1.58 

3 0.69 1.04 1.39 1.73 

5 0.89 1.34 1.79 2.24 
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7.3.2 Material parameters 

Relevant parameters characterising the single energy piles composing the different groups and the 
surrounding soil are reported in Table 7.2. The properties of the energy piles are typical of reinforced 
concrete. The soil properties, for the nominal value of linear thermal expansion coefficient indicated, 
are characteristic of dry Nevada sand. These properties have been successfully employed by Rotta 
Loria et al. (2015a) to model the behaviour of energy piles in the considered soil with reference to 
physical observations (e.g., centrifuge tests of non-displacement energy piles performed by Goode et 
al. (2014)). Useful equivalent pier-soil interaction parameters are summarised in Table 7.3. Relevant 
parameters characterising the equivalent piers reproducing the different energy pile groups analysed 
are reported from Table 7.4 to Table 7.7. 

The ultimate shaft and base resistances of the equivalent piers are calculated by distributing the total 
shaft and base capacities of each group (calculated as the shaft and base capacities of the single iso-
lated energy piles multiplied by the number of piles in the group for hypothesis) on the shaft and base 
area of the equivalent piers, respectively. This implies that 

 

 (7.16) 

 

and 

 

 (7.17) 

 

When possible, the estimation of  and  should be based on representative experimental evi-
dence. 

 

Table 7.2: Material parameters for the energy piles and the soil.   

Energy pile parameters Soil parameters 

: [MPa] 30000 : [MPa] 30 : [MPa/m] 28 

: [-] 0.25 : [-] 0.30 : [MPa/m] 168 

: [kg/m3] 2450 : [kg/m3] 1537   

: [1/°C] 1 10-5 : [1/°C] 
0, 0.5 10-5, 

1 10-5 (*), 2 10-5 
  

: [W/(m °C)] 1.47 : [W/(m °C)] 0.25 : [kPa] 38 

: [J/(kg°C)] 854 : [J/(kg°C)] 961 : [kPa] 377 

(*) Value of linear thermal expansion coefficient characterising dry Nevada sand (Rotta Loria et al., 2015a). 
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Table 7.3: Equivalent pier-soil interaction parameters. 
 

: [-] : [-] : [MPa/m] : [MPa/m] 

2 0.08 2.24 13.44 

2.5 0.10 2.80 16.80 

3 0.12 3.36 20.16 

5 0.20 5.60 33.60 

 

 

Table 7.4: Parameters for the 2 2 energy pile groups.   

2 2 energy pile groups 

: [-] : [m2] : [m] : [MPa] : [kPa] : [kPa] 

2 9 3.81 10523 40 104 

2.5 12.3 4.45 7752 34 76 

3 16 5.08 5953 30 58 

5 36 7.62 2689 20 26 

 

 

Table 7.5: Parameters for the 3 3 energy pile groups.   

3 3 energy pile groups 

: [-] : [m2] : [m] : [MPa] : [kPa] : [kPa] 

2 25 6.35 8538 54 84 

2.5 36 7.62 5953 45 58 

3 49 8.89 4394 38 43 

5 121 13.97 1826 24 17 

 

 

Table 7.6: Parameters for the 4 4 energy pile groups.   

4 4 energy pile groups 

: [-] : [m2] : [m] : [MPa] : [kPa] : [kPa] 

2 49 8.89 7752 68 76 

2.5 72.3 10.80 5282 56 52 

3 100 12.70 3838 48 37 

5 256 20.32 1547 30 15 

 

 



Chapter 7: The equivalent pier method for energy pile groups 

251 

Table 7.7: Parameters for the 5 5 energy pile groups.   

5 5 energy pile groups 

: [-] : [m2] : [m] : [MPa] : [kPa] : [kPa] 

2 81 11.43 7331 83 72 

2.5 121 13.97 4934 68 48 

3 169 16.51 3554 57 35 

5 441 26.67 1410 36 13 

 

7.3.3 Results 

Figure 7.6 presents a comparison between the results obtained through the application of the proposed 
equivalent pier method and the results obtained by Rotta Loria and Laloui (2016b) using the interac-
tion factor method and more rigorous 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses to investigate 
the displacement behaviour of square groups of 2 2, 3 3, 4 4 and 5 5 energy piles. The evolution 
of the normalised average vertical head displacement with close values of the normalised centre-to-
centre distance between energy piles that may be encountered in practice is presented. The vertical 
displacement is normalised with respect to the head displacement of a single energy pile under free 
thermal expansion conditions, . The equivalent pier and interaction factor meth-
ods consider the evolution of the normalised average vertical head displacement of the energy pile 
groups in soil deposits characterised by soil-pile thermal expansion coefficient ratios of  =  
= 0 and 2. The curves predicted by the equivalent pier and interaction factor methods for  
= 2 are considered to be representative of the behaviour of energy pile groups for situations in which 
their deformation is governed by the thermally induced deformation of the soil (i.e., likely in all sit-
uations in which ). The curves predicted by these methods for  = 0 are con-
sidered to be representative of the behaviour of energy pile groups for all of the other situations in 
which their deformation is governed by the thermally induced deformation of the piles (i.e., situations 
in which ).  

The results suggest a greater average vertical head displacement of the energy pile groups than the 
vertical head displacement characterising a single isolated energy pile subjected to the same temper-
ature variation under identical conditions. The displacement of the energy pile groups is also greater 
than that characterising a single energy pile under free thermal expansion conditions. This phenome-
non arises because of the group effects and the related thermally induced interactions among the 
energy piles, and highlights the difference in the displacement behaviour of energy pile groups com-
pared to single isolated energy piles. 

The evolution of the displacement curves described by the results of both the finite element and 
equivalent pier analyses is not monotonic, differently from that suggested by the interaction factor 
analysis. This phenomenon arises because the smaller the spacing between the piles is, the more 
damped are the individual deformations of the piles by the presence and the stiffness of these ele-
ments. Therefore, the average group displacement is not generally greater at closer pile spacing than 
at wider pile spacing and does not follow the approximately logarithmic evolution (decreasing with 
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increasing pile spacing) that may be expected as a consequence of the displacement interaction rela-
tionship among piles. The evolution of the displacement curves described by the results of the inter-
action factor analysis is monotonic because of the limitations involved with this approach for describ-
ing the displacement behaviour of pile groups based on the displacement interaction between two 
piles in a pair and the displacement behaviour of a single isolated pile (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b). 

 

 
Figure 7.6: Comparison between the results obtained using the proposed equivalent pier method, the interaction factor 

method and 3-D thermo-mechanical finite element analyses. 
 

The use of the equivalent pier method through the approaches described in Section 7.2.3 captures the 
behaviour of energy pile groups. The estimates of the average vertical head displacement appear to 
be on the conservative side in most of the considered cases, if reference is made to the more rigorous 
finite element solutions. In cases in which an underestimation is noted, the difference is (i) small 
compared to the values obtained through the finite element solutions, (ii) justified by the different 
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features of the analyses and (iii) considered to be acceptable for practical applications of the equiva-
lent pier method. The percentage variation between the average vertical head displacement of the 
energy pile groups obtained through the equivalent pier analyses and the 3-D finite element analyses 
is in absolute value of up to 11%. This percentage variation is of the same order of magnitude than 
that of 8% characterising the vertical head displacement of the single energy pile composing the an-
alysed groups based on the results of one-dimensional load-transfer analyses and axisymmetric finite 
element analyses. The above proves the comparable capability of the equivalent pier method of cap-
turing the vertical head displacement of energy pile groups to that of the 3-D finite element method. 
The equivalent pier method is able to predict both the evolution and magnitude of normalised vertical 
head displacement with much greater accuracy compared to the interaction factor method for close 
spacing between the energy piles of up to 5 diameters. In particular, while the latter method has been 
suggested for spacing between the piles greater than 5 diameters (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2016b), the 
method proposed in this work is suggested for the analysis of particularly closely spaced energy pile 
groups with pile spacing of up to 5 diameters. Despite being characterised by simplifying hypotheses 
and related shortcomings similar to most approximate methods, the equivalent pier and interaction 
factor methods are considered to be complementary approaches for investigating the behaviour of 
energy pile groups in a wide range of conditions. In particular, the equivalent pier and interaction 
factor methods are considered to be economically viable solutions for the analysis and design of en-
ergy pile groups. These methods may be preferred especially in early design stages to the more time 
consuming, albeit more rigorous, finite element method. 

 

7.4 Concluding remarks 
The simplified yet rational method of analysis presented in this work (Rotta Loria and Laloui, 2017b) 
allows the average displacement behaviour of regular configurations of energy pile groups subjected 
to thermal loads to be estimated by considering the behaviour of a single equivalent pier. 

The equivalent pier is a cylindrical solid with the same (average) length, , of the energy piles com-
posing any considered pile group and with an equivalent diameter, . It is characterised by an 
equivalent Young’s modulus, , and by an equivalent linear thermal expansion coefficient, , 
that effectively homogenise those properties of the energy piles and soil. The definition through a 
dedicated approach presented in this work of the equivalent linear thermal expansion coefficient of 
the pier represents the key novelty of the proposed equivalent pier method compared to classical 
equivalent pier formulations devoted to describing the behaviour of conventional pile groups sub-
jected to (only) mechanical loads. The reason for this is that it allows the response of energy pile 
groups (also) subjected to thermal loads to be suitably considered depending on whether the behav-
iour of these groups is governed by the thermally induced deformation of the piles or of the surround-
ing soil. The displacement behaviour of the equivalent pier is modelled using the load-transfer 
method. Its load-displacement relationship is based on classical relationships proposed for the analy-
sis of single isolated conventional and energy piles that are extrapolated and extended in this work to 
energy pile groups through the application of a stiffness reduction factor, . The factor  has been 
defined in this work as a parameter that can be broadly considered to characterise displacement in-
teractions in pile groups, i.e., the ratio  of the centre-to-centre spacing between the piles to their 
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length. Application of this factor to the load-displacement functions defined for the shaft and base of 
single isolated piles accounts for the increase in the pile displacement in any pile group due to the 
group effects. The modified load-displacement relationships resulting from this approach, which are 
used to characterise the equivalent pier, may be associated with those of a characteristic pile in any 
considered pile group as it is representative of the displacement behaviour of most of the piles in the 
group. Although the approach presented in this work for modifying the considered load-displacement 
relationships of single isolated piles appears to be rational and leads to satisfying results, experimental 
evidence is needed for its further validation. 

Based on the results presented in this study, the main conclusions that can be drawn from this work 
are as follows: 

 

 Comparisons with results obtained through the simplified yet rational interaction factor 
method and the more rigorous 3-D finite element method prove that the theoretical approach 
described in this work not only enables various trends in energy pile group behaviour to be 
studied but is also capable of accurately predicting the magnitude of the average vertical head 
displacement of energy pile groups. 

 Despite being characterised by simplifying hypotheses and related shortcomings similar to 
most approximate methods, the proposed equivalent pier method is considered to be an eco-
nomically viable and expedient solution for the analysis and design of energy pile groups. Its 
capabilities to (i) consider the material parameters governing the deformation (e.g., mechani-
cally and/or thermally induced) and capacity of the energy piles and of any surrounding soil 
deposit, (ii) capture the potential non-linear behaviour of the soil surrounding energy pile 
groups and (iii) account for various soil layers surrounding the energy piles with properties 
that vary with depth make this method attractive compared to the more time consuming, albeit 
more rigorous, finite element method, especially in early stages of design. 

 Application of this method is suggested for the analysis of energy pile groups characterised 
by an aspect ratio  less than 4 and normalised pile spacing of  less than 5; for greater 
values of the considered parameters, the block-behaviour hypothesis of the pile group be-
comes less valid and the application of the method has a lower accuracy. 
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Conclusions and perspectives 

8.1 Summary 
This doctoral thesis focussed on the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of an innovative, 
multifunctional technology that can be used for energy transfer applications as well as for providing 
structural support to any type of built environment, i.e., energy piles. Energy piles are geostructures 
generally applied in groups that operate as structural supports and geothermal heat exchangers. As a 
consequence of their twofold operation, these geostructures are subjected to the unprecedented cou-
pled action of mechanical and thermal loads. This action involves innovative challenges for engineers, 
particularly from analysis and design viewpoints. The reason is that it causes variations in the tem-
perature, stress, deformation and displacement field in the subsurface. These phenomena profoundly 
influence the energy, geotechnical and structural behaviour and performance of the energy piles, with 
a consequential impact on the behaviour and performance of the superstructures they support and 
supply with energy. 

Prior to this work, a substantial amount of research had been made available to address the thermo-
mechanical performance of single energy piles. Design guidance has also been proposed to advise in 
the geotechnical and structural design of energy piles. However, in contrast to the currently available 
knowledge for conventional piles subjected to only mechanical loads, 

 

1. Limited knowledge, if available, was present to address the thermo-mechanical behaviour and 
performance of energy pile groups subjected to thermal and mechanical loads. 

2. No simplified models and methods were accessible to perform the analysis and design of en-
ergy pile groups against the action of thermal (and mechanical) loads. 

3. No comprehensive framework for the effect of thermal (and mechanical) loads on the perfor-
mance and the related design of both single and groups of energy piles was available. 

 

To address the aforementioned challenges, this doctoral thesis took the following steps: 
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1. Investigated the thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy pile groups over 
typical time-scales of practical applications. 

2. Provided the only simplified (approximate) models and methods for predicting the vertical 
deformation of energy pile groups subjected to thermal (and mechanical) loads. 

3. Proposed an extensive framework for the effect of thermal (and mechanical) loads on the 
performance and related performance-based design (e.g., geotechnical and structural) of both 
single and groups of energy piles. 

 

The methods employed in this doctoral research comprised (i) full-scale in situ testing, (ii) numerical 
modelling and (iii) analytical modelling. In these contexts: 

 

i) The first two worldwide available field tests of a group of energy piles operating as geothermal 
heat exchangers for the typical time-scales of practical applications were carried out. This 
activity was aimed at presenting experimental evidence on the potential presence and impact 
of group effects caused by thermal loads on the thermo-mechanical behaviour and perfor-
mance of such foundations. 

ii) Extensive multidimensional, thermo-mechanical finite element analyses of single and groups 
of energy piles were performed. This activity was aimed at providing a fundamental charac-
terisation of the response of energy piles to thermal and mechanical loads, which may have 
been difficult or impossible to achieve otherwise. 

iii) For the first time, an extensive number of parametric solutions summarised in design charts 
and the only two analytical models for energy pile groups were developed and validated. This 
activity was aimed at addressing the vertical deformation of energy pile groups subjected to 
thermal (and mechanical) loads. 

 

 

Idealisations were made in various instances throughout this thesis, especially for the mathematical 
modelling of the response of energy piles to mechanical and thermal loads. The major hypothesis 
may resort to elastic soil behaviour (under isothermal or non-isothermal conditions). This material 
behaviour is characteristic of limited deformation levels caused by the loading processes and is re-
versible upon unloading. Currently, advanced computer techniques, software and mathematical for-
mulations (e.g., constitutive models) have become available for the analysis of complex multiphysical 
engineering problems and the behaviour and performance of materials. At first glance, these capabil-
ities may render the considered idealisation overly simplified. However, this approach appears tre-
mendously useful. In fact, in most cases, anything more complicated than analyses based on elasticity 
still (a) remains extremely challenging to calibrate; (b) lacks useful generality; (c) and is daunting or 
even inaccessible for engineering purposes. The above appears to be particularly applicable to early 
stages of scientific developments, such as those that characterised the field of energy pile groups prior 
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to this research. Elastic theory has been employed for over fifty years to address the response of 
conventional pile foundations subjected to mechanical loads. When used with engineering judgement 
and in adequate conditions, this theory has been proven to be a powerful tool in predicting the re-
sponse (e.g., vertical deformation) of both single and groups of piles subjected to mechanical loads. 
By considering that mechanical and thermal loads generally involve limited deformation levels, this 
theory was employed and proven to be suitable to address the response (e.g., vertical deformation) of 
energy piles to mechanical and thermal loads with two main advantages: (i) it served as a tool for the 
identification of the parameters that involve a significant influence on the thermo-mechanical behav-
iour and performance of energy piles, and (ii) it facilitated understanding of the interaction between 
two or more piles and the relation that only one energy pile has with the surrounding soil. 

 

8.2 General conclusions 
The results presented in this doctoral research work allow drawing, without being limited to, the 
following conclusions: 

 

 When energy piles are located sufficiently close to each other, group effects and interactions 
caused by the presence and loading of the neighbouring piles occur. These group effects and 
interactions are not only caused by the action of the conventionally applied mechanical loads, 
but also by the action of the unprecedentedly applied thermal loads. The group effects caused 
by mechanical and thermal loads influence in conjunction the behaviour of energy piles. 

 Group effects and interactions involve a complex multiphysical interplay between the energy 
piles, the slab and the surrounding soil. This interplay depends on various features of energy 
pile groups, such as (i) the pile spacing, (ii) the pile slenderness, (iii) the energy design solu-
tions for the energy piles, (iv) the thermal and hydraulic properties and features of the foun-
dation, (v) the relative amount of thermally induced deformation of soil to pile per unit tem-
perature variation, (vi) the relative stiffness of pile to soil, (vii) the presence and relative stiff-
ness of slab to soil, and (viii) the presence and stiffness of a bearing layer. 

 The group effects and interactions among energy piles cause a different behaviour of these 
geostructures compared to that expected if they were single isolated elements. The influence 
of group effects and interactions caused by thermal loads on the thermo-mechanical behaviour 
of energy piles is different compared to that caused by mechanical loads. 

 The group effects and interactions caused by thermal loads profoundly characterise the 
thermo-mechanical behaviour and performance of energy pile groups as well as the energy, 
geotechnical and structural response of such geostructures. 

 The group effects and interactions caused by mechanical loads markedly characterise the me-
chanical behaviour and performance of energy pile groups as well as the geotechnical and 
structural response of such geostructures. 

 Group effects and interactions involve an increased vertical pile deformation for the same 
average applied load (e.g., thermal or mechanical). Therefore, analyses of the deformation of 



Chapter 8: Conclusions and perspectives 

258 

single energy piles are not exhaustive and cannot represent the actual behaviour of energy 
piles operating in a group. Thus, these analyses cannot be used for the complete design of 
energy piles. 

 Group effects and interactions involve a lower vertical stress for the same average applied 
load (e.g., thermal or mechanical). Therefore, analyses of single energy piles are considered 
useful, especially in preliminary design stages. Provided that similar head restraint conditions 
are considered for a given energy pile in a soil deposit, these analyses will always give a 
conservative estimate of the vertical stress along operating energy piles in a group caused by 
thermal and mechanical loads. 

 During more prolonged operation of various energy piles, stress variations that are opposite 
those that may be expected based on the type of applied thermal load (i.e., heating or cooling 
load) can develop in the piles when the soil has a greater thermal expansion coefficient than 
the piles. Hence, attention must be paid to the geotechnical characterisation of sites. Using 
unsuitable thermal expansion coefficients to characterise energy foundations may lead to 
marked pitfalls in analysis and design. 

 Thermal loads involve effects that can be neglected in the performance and related perfor-
mance-based design of energy piles at ultimate limit states, both from a geotechnical and a 
structural perspective, provided that the design approach proposed in this work is employed. 
The influence of thermal loads can only be considered relevant at serviceability limit states. 
This consideration reduces the design and verification of energy piles at ultimate limit states 
as a conventional process against the action of mechanical loads only. 

 The effects of thermal loads may indeed be considered in the performance-based design pro-
cess of energy piles at serviceability limit states, in conjunction with the effects caused by 
mechanical loads, thus necessitating a modified version of the conventional design of piles 
subjected to mechanical loads only. However, nothing new or different than what currently 
foreseen in the so-called Eurocodes, for example, should be considered in the design process 
at serviceability limit states against the action of mechanical and thermal loads applied to 
energy piles. 

 The effects of thermal loads, in conjunction with those of mechanical loads, may be consid-
ered at serviceability limit states from the following aspects: (i) single and group vertical dis-
placement (e.g., differential and average) limitation, considering group effects; (ii) deflection 
and angular distortion control; (iii) compressive stress limitation; (iv) tensile stress limitation; 
and (v) crack control. 

 To address the single and group vertical displacement (i.e., aforementioned aspect (i)), the 
interaction factor method and the equivalent pier method proposed in this work can be em-
ployed to obtain results of comparable accuracy to more rigorous, three-dimensional, thermo-
mechanical finite element analyses. This capability makes the models constituting the inter-
action factor and equivalent pier methods accurate and versatile for practical analyses and 
designs of energy pile groups subjected to thermal (and mechanical) loads. 
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 When attempts are made to achieve a trouble-free performance using energy piles that are 
longer than needed, drawbacks occur related to the mechanical performance of such geostruc-
tures against the effects of thermal loads. This occurrence is in contrast with the conventional 
justified belief that longer piles provide greater safety against the effects of mechanical loads. 
If the aim is to limit the vertical displacement and vertical stress of energy piles caused by 
thermal loads, longer pile lengths should be avoided, while greater pile diameters should be 
employed. 

 Linear thermo-elasticity theory appears to be an expedient and sufficiently accurate tool for 
describing the geotechnical and structural behaviour of a wide number of energy pile groups 
for both research and engineering purposes. 

 Thermo-mechanical numerical analyses appear to be suitable tools for modelling the geotech-
nical, structural and energy behaviour of most energy pile groups surrounded by saturated soil 
deposits without intrinsic groundwater flow. 

 

8.3 Perspectives 
This doctoral thesis aimed at providing a sound characterisation of the thermo-mechanical behaviour 
and performance of energy pile groups via a theoretical and experimental approach, based on the 
belief that only coupling theory with empiricism can result in a full understanding of any problem. 

The considered research served as the groundwork for the multiphysical characterisation of energy 
pile groups. Broad perspectives and opportunities for development are still present. These perspec-
tives and opportunities can be considered with regards to both fundamental and applied problems 
characterising the investigated scope. 

From a fundamental perspective, the (e.g., multiphysical) behaviour of structures and soils is certainly 
far from being fully understood. This consideration appears to be particularly applicable to the long-
term behaviour of energy pile groups, for which very limited knowledge remains available to date. 
The consideration of the mechanical behaviour of reinforced concrete with regards to long-term phe-
nomena caused by temperature variations such as creep may provide novel insights for fully under-
standing the response of single and groups of energy piles to thermal (and mechanical) loads, e.g., at 
the serviceability limit state. Accounting for the actual non-linear behaviour of reinforced concrete 
may also contribute to the currently available knowledge on energy pile performance. The response 
of soils and soil-concrete interfaces to extensive applied thermal cycles still remains a major challenge 
and may contribute to the development of reliable, long-term predictions of the behaviour and per-
formance of energy pile groups. 

From a practical perspective, the current interest in the energy geostructure technology poses notable 
pressure on the scientific community. The development of simplified (approximate) yet reliable anal-
ysis and design tools for the energy geostructure technology is necessary. At the present time, there 
are many situations in practice in which imperfect analyses and designs of energy geostructures are 
performed by construction companies. Simplified models that account for more advanced aspects of 
soil behaviour compared to a thermo-elastic response and consider more realistic end-restraint con-
ditions (e.g., presence of superstructure elements) may definitely contribute to a better understanding 
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of the behaviour and performance of energy pile groups. It is a challenge for the scientific community 
to serve practitioners with adequate tools to overcome the abovementioned limitations. In the context 
of innovative technologies such as energy geostructures, the considered involvement will undoubt-
edly contribute to the improvement of human progress goals in an environmentally friendly way and, 
from a broader perspective, for a better world. 
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Appendix A – In situ testing equipment 

A.1 Heating module 

A module that was developed for testing the thermal response of soil (Mattsson et al., 2008) allows 
several energy piles to be heated. The module can be used to inject a heat rate of up to 9 kW at three 
different flow rates of up to 21 l/min. A modem and a data logger allow the temperatures inside and 
outside of the suitcase in which the module is placed, the inlet and outlet fluid temperatures in the 
pipes, the inlet and outlet fluid pressures, the flow rate, and the electrical consumption of the module 
to be observed and recorded during the test. 

 

A.2 Vibrating wire strain gauges 

Vibrating wire strain gauges (model EM-5 from Roctest) allow the vertical deformation and temper-
ature variations in the piles to be measured. These sensors are fixed at the connections between the 
vertical steel reinforcement bars and the 0.76-m-diameter reinforcing cages. Three strain gauges are 
installed at each pile head in different locations (relative depth from the slab extrados of  = 0.9 m). 
One strain gauge is then mounted every 2 m on a line along the foundation depth. The vertical strain 
variations, , can be calculated based on the recorded values of the wire frequency and temperature 
as 

 

       (A.1) 

 

where  is a gauge factor that is provided by the sensor supplier that depends on the wire character-
istics,  and  are the wire resonant frequencies at the actual ( ) and reference ( ) times, respec-
tively,   and  are the 
actual and reference wire temperatures, respectively. 

 

A.3 Optical fibres 

Optical fibres (SOFO system from Roctest) allow additional measurements of the vertical strain var-
iations in all of the piles as well as of the radial strain variations in the central pile. Only the radial 
optical fibre was used during the experimental test. This fibre is mounted along the reinforcing cage 
of the central pile at a depth of  = 9 m. A dedicated reading unit with a pilot computer allows the 
lengthening of the optical fibre, , to be measured during the test. Assuming a homogeneous radial 
deformation field in the cross-section of the pile, the radial strain variations, , can be estimated as 
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           (A.2) 

 

where  is the initial length of the fibre. 

 

A.4 Pressure cells 

Pressure cells (model TPC from Roctest; 229 mm in diameter) with vibrating wire transducers allow 
variations in the vertical stress at the pile toes to be monitored. These cells are installed at the base of 
each pile and are attached to a welded cross-section. The vertical stress variations can be calculated 
as 

 

    (A.3) 

 

where ,  and  are calibration factors that are provided by the sensor supplier. 

 

A.5 Piezometers and thermistors 

-
T from Roctest) deployed in two boreholes allow temperature and pore water pressure variations in 
the soil to be measured. Two piezometers are installed in each borehole in the sandy-gravelly moraine 
layer. In borehole P+T1, the piezometers are located at depths of  = 9 and 16.3 m; in borehole P+T2, 
they are located at depths of  = 5.4 and 16 m. The piezometers are equipped with thermistors because 
they use vibrating wire transducers that require temperature corrections. The temperature profiles in 
the two boreholes are measured using a series of single thermistors that are installed at approximate 
depths of  = 4.1 and 13.6 m in P+T1 and  = 1.6, 4.4 and 12 m in P+T2. The pore water pressure 
variations are calculated using equation (A.3) with the calibration factors of the sensors. 
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Appendix B - Mathematical formulation employed 
in the finite element analyses 

The equilibrium equation can be written as 

 

                      (B.1) 

 

where  denotes the divergence,  denotes the total stress tensor,  represents 
the bulk density of the porous material, which is calculated based on the density of the fluid  and 
the density of the solid particles  through the porosity n, and  is the gravity vector. The stress 
tensor can be expressed as 

 

        (B.2) 

 

where  is the elastic stiffness tensor, which contains the material properties (e.g., Young’s mod-
ulus E and Poisson's ratio );  is the total strain tensor;  is a vector that comprises the linear 
thermal expansion coefficient of the material; and  is the temperature variation. 

The energy conservation equation reads 

 

                    (B.3) 

 

where  is the specific heat, which is calculated based on the specific heat of the fluid and solid 
components  and , respectively,  is the time,  is the thermal conductivity, which is calculated 
based on the thermal conductivity of the fluid and solid components  and , respectively, and  
represents the gradient. The thermal properties of the foundation and surrounding soil are considered 
to be temperature independent. 

The fluid flow inside the pipes and the associated convective heat transfer is simulated by an equiv-
alent solid (Lazzari et al., 2010) that has the same heat capacity per unit volume (i.e., specific heat 
multiplied by bulk density) and thermal conductivity as the actual circulation fluid. The properties of 
this material are considered to be temperature dependent. 

The energy conservation equation for the incompressible fluid in the pipes of the heat exchanger pile 
can be written as  
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       (B.4) 

 

where , , , , ,  are the density, specific heat, pipe cross-sectional area, bulk temperature, 
longitudinal velocity vector and thermal conductivity of the operative fluid, respectively, and  rep-
resents the heat flux per unit length that is exchanged through the pipe wall, which is given by 

 

          (B.5) 

 

where  is the effective value of the pipe heat transfer coefficient,  is the wetted perim-
eter of the cross-section and  is the temperature at the outer pipe side. The overall heat transfer 
coefficient, including the internal film resistance and the wall resistance, can be obtained as 

 

          (B.6) 

 

where  is the convective heat transfer coefficient inside the pipe,  is the thermal 
conductivity of the pipe,  and  are the external and internal radii, respectively,  
is the hydraulic diameter, and  is the Nusselt number. For a given geometry,  is a function of 
the Reynolds,  and Prandtl,  numbers, with 

 

         (B.7) 

 (B.8) 

         (B.9) 

 

Where, for a fluid of dynamic viscosity , 

        

 

Equation (B.8) is the Gnielinski formula (Gnielinski, 1976) for turbulent flows; the friction factor, 
, is evaluated using the Haaland equation (Haaland, 1983), which is valid for very low relative 

roughness values. 
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Post-Doctoral Researcher, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Supervisor: Prof. Lyesse Laloui

2017 – present Professional Engineering Consultant

Nov. 2013 –
Dec. 2017

Ph.D. Student, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Supervisor: Prof. Lyesse Laloui

Nov. 2013 –
Dec. 2013

Visiting Ph.D. Student, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
Supervisors: Prof. Charles W. W. Ng and Prof. Lyesse Laloui

Apr. 2013 –
Nov. 2013

Research Student, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Supervisors: Prof. Lyesse Laloui and Dr. Alice Di Donna
Scholarship: EOS Holding and EPFL

Higher education

Nov. 2013 –
Dec. 2017

Ph.D. in Mechanics, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Dissertation: “Thermo-mechanical performance of energy pile groups”
Supervisor: Prof. Lyesse Laloui

Oct. 2011 –
Jul. 2013

M.Sc. in Building Engineering, Politecnico di Torino
Dissertation: “A theoretical and experimental approach to Permafrost mechanical behaviour”
Supervisors: Prof. Bernardino M. Chiaia and Prof. Claudio Scavia
Co-supervisors: Dr. Barbara Frigo and Dr. Silvia Duca
Final grade: 110/110 cum laude

Oct. 2008 –
Jul. 2011

B.Sc. in Building Engineering, Politecnico di Torino
Dissertation: “The Golden Section in structures: an aesthetic canon and a possible struc-
tural property”
Supervisor: Prof. Bernardino M. Chiaia
Final grade: 110/110 (graduate track with 1st year in English)

Professional qualifications and affiliations

2017 Professional Engineer Qualification
Specification: Qualification as Civil and Environmental Engineer, Italian Order of Engineers

2017 Member of the Deep Foundation Institute
Specification: Membership to the Deep Foundation Institute, United States of America

2011 Safety Coordinator for Construction Sites Qualification
Specification: Certification according to the Italian D.lgs. 81/2008

Fields of interest
Geomechanics; Structural mechanics; Energy; Multiphysical phenomena; Environmental sustainability.



Awards and honours

2017 Earth Sciences and Engineering best paper award, EPFL
Reference: Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2017) “Thermally induced group effects among
energy piles”. Géotechnique 67(5):374-393.

Most cited article in the journal Geomechanics for Energy and the Environment
Reference: Rotta Loria, A. F., Gunawan, A., Shi, C., Laloui, L. and Ng, C. W. W. (2015)
“Numerical modelling of energy piles in saturated sand subjected to thermo-mechanical
loads”. Geomechanics for Energy and the Environment 1(1):1-15.
Period: 2015 – 2016

2016 Excellence in scientific research award, EPFL

Most downloaded article in the journal Computers and Geotechnics
Reference: Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2016) “The interaction factor method for
energy pile groups”. Computers and Geotechnics 80:121-137.
Period: 2016 – 2017

2015 Most downloaded article in the journal Geomechanics for Energy and the Envi-
ronment
Reference: Rotta Loria, A. F., Gunawan, A., Shi, C., Laloui, L. and Ng, C. W. W. (2015)
“Numerical modelling of energy piles in saturated sand subjected to thermo-mechanical
loads”. Geomechanics for Energy and the Environment 1(1):1-15.
Period: 2015 – present

Top 25 hottest article in the journal Computers and Geotechnics
Reference: Rotta Loria, A. F., Orellana, F., Minardi, A., Furbringer, J.-M. and Laloui,
L. (2015) “Predicting the axial capacity of piles in sand”. Computers and Geotechnics
69(1):485-495.
Period: 2015 – 2016

2013 Optime Award for excellence in M.Sc. studies

Winter School in Accessibility with ThyssenKrupp Encasa Award
Object: Best structural and architectural engineering project devoted to making the Uni-
versity of Pavia accessible to people with disabilities

2011 Ivrea Gas Agency award for excellence in B.Sc. studies

Scientific publications

H-index: 6 (Google Scholar) Refereed journal papers: 14 (12 published, 2 under review) Media: 1
Citations: 122 Refereed conference papers and abstracts: 14

Refereed journal papers

Published

1. Rotta Loria, A. F., Gunawan, A., Shi, C., Laloui, L. and Ng, C. W. W. (2015) Numerical modelling of
energy piles in saturated sand subjected to thermo-mechanical loads. Geomechanics for Energy
and the Environment 1(1):1-15.

2. Rotta Loria, A. F., Di Donna, A. and Laloui, L. (2015) Numerical study on the suitability of cen-
trifuge testing for capturing the thermal-induced mechanical behavior of energy piles. Journal
of Geotechnical and Geoenvironmental Engineering 141(10):04015042.

3. Batini, N., Rotta Loria, A. F., Conti, P., Testi, D., Grassi, W. and Laloui, L. (2015) Energy and geotechni-
cal behaviour of energy piles for different design solutions. Applied Thermal Engineering 86(1):199-
213.



4. Rotta Loria, A. F., Orellana, F., Minardi, A., Furbringer, J.-M. and Laloui, L. (2015) Predicting the axial
capacity of piles in sand. Computers and Geotechnics 69(1):485-495.

5. Di Donna, A., Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2016) Numerical study on the response of a group of
energy piles under different combinations of thermo-mechanical loads. Computers and Geotechnics
72(1):126-142.

6. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2016) The interaction factor method for energy pile groups. Com-
puters and Geotechnics 80:121-137.

7. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2017)Thermally induced group effects among energy piles. Géotechnique
67(5):374-393.

8. Rotta Loria, A. F., Frigo, B. and Chiaia B. M. (2017) A non-linear constitutive model for capturing
the mechanical behaviour of frozen ground and permafrost. Cold Regions Science and Technology
133:63-69.

9. Rotta Loria, A. F., Vadrot, A. and Laloui, L. (2017) Effect of non-linear soil deformation on the
interaction among energy piles. Computers and Geotechnics 86:9-20.

10. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2017)The equivalent pier method for energy pile groups. Géotechnique
67(8):691-702.

11. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2017) Displacement interaction among energy piles bearing on
stiff soil strata. Computers and Geotechnics 90:144-154.

12. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. (2017) Group action effects caused by various operating energy
piles. Géotechnique. 10.1680/jgeot.17.p.213.

Under review

13. Rotta Loria, A. F., Bocco, M., Garbellini, C., Muttoni, A. and Laloui, L. (2017) The role of thermal
loads in the geotechnical and structural performance-based design of energy piles. Géotechnique.
Under review.

14. Rotta Loria, A. F., Vadrot, A. and Laloui, L. (2017) Analysis of the vertical displacement of energy
pile groups. Geomechanics for Energy and the Environment. Under review.

Refereed conference papers

Published

1. Rotta Loria, A. F., Frigo, B. and Chiaia, B. M. The Classical Theory of Plasticity applied to Permafrost
problems. XXI Congresso Nazionale dell’Associazione Italiana di Meccanica Teorica e Applicata, AIMETA.
Turin, Italy. 2013.

2. Rotta Loria, A. F., Di Donna, A. and Laloui, L. Thermo-mechanical analysis of energy piles through numer-
ical and centrifuge tests. XV Pan-American Conference on Soil Mechanics and Geotechnical Engineering,
XV PCSMGE 2015. Buenos Aires, Argentina. 2015.

3. Laloui, L. and Rotta Loria, A. F. Geotechnical analysis of energy piles. 4th International Conference on New
Developments in Soil Mechanics and Geotechnical Engineering, 4ICNDSMGE. Nicosia, Cyprus. 2016.

4. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. Analysis of thermally induced mechanical interactions in energy pile groups.
1st International Conference on Energy Geotechnics, ICEGT 2016. Kiel, Germany. 2016.

5. Laloui, L. and Rotta Loria, A. F. Multiphysical phenomena and mechanisms involved with energy piles. 1st

International Conference on Energy Geotechnics, ICEGT 2016. Kiel, Germany. 2016.

6. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. The role of thermally induced soil deformation on the serviceability of

energy piles. 17th French-Polish Colloquium of Soil and Rock Mechanics, 17FPC. Lodz, Poland. 2016.

7. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. Impact of thermally induced soil deformation on the serviceability of energy
pile groups. International Workshop on Advances in Laboratory Testing and Modelling of Soils and Shales,
ATMSS 2017. Villars, Switzerland. 2017.

8. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. Serviceability assessment of energy pile groups through design charts. 7th

Geotechnical Symposium with International Attendance, 7.G 2017. Istanbul, Turkey. 2017.

9. Laloui, L. and Rotta Loria, A. F. Recent developments in the multiphysical analysis and design of energy

piles. 7th Geotechnical Symposium with International Attendance, 7.G 2017. Istanbul, Turkey. 2017.



Extended abstracts

Published

1. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. Numerical study on the thermo-mechanical interactions of a group of energy
piles under cooling loads. 1st International Symposium on Energy Geotechnics, SEG 2015. Barcelona, Spain.
2015.

2. Rotta Loria, A. F., Gunawan, A., Shi, C., Ng, C. W. W. and Laloui, L. The role of null point movements on
the thermo-mechanical analysis of energy piles. 1st International Conference on Geoenergy and Geoenviron-
ment, GeGe 2015. Hong Kong, China. 2015.

3. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. Estimation of the vertical displacement of energy pile groups through

interaction factor charts. 2nd International Conference on Geoenergy and Geoenvironment, GeGe 2017.
Hangzhou, China. 2017.

Accepted

4. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. Interaction factor analysis of energy piles. 2nd International Symposium
on Energy Geotechnics, SEG 2018. Lausanne, Switzerland. 2018.

5. Rotta Loria, A. F. and Laloui, L. Equivalent pier analysis of energy piles. 2nd International Symposium on
Energy Geotechnics, SEG 2018. Lausanne, Switzerland. 2018.

Media

Published

1. Laloui, L. and Rotta Loria, A. F. (2017) Energy geostructures: a powerful technology for the establishment
of a low carbon built environment (in Czechoslovakian). Geotechnika. 1:3-18.

Research grants and contracts

2015 European Cooperation in Science and Technology
Contribution: Co-writer with Prof. Lyesse Laloui of a successful research proposal entitled
“Thermo-mechanical performance of energy pile groups,” which was awarded funds totalling
184 kCHF (36-month contract)

2014 Swiss National Science Foundation
Contribution: Co-writer with Prof. Lyesse Laloui of a successful research proposal entitled
“Thermo-mechanical performance of energy pile groups,” which was awarded funds totalling
166 kCHF (31-month contract)

Teaching experience and student supervision

2018 Co-director and lecturer for the short-course “Energy geostructures analysis
and design”

3-day course organised with Prof. Lyesse Laloui for professionals and scientists.

2011–present Teaching assistant

Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne

2018 – Energy Geostructures (M.Sc. 2nd year, Prof. Lyesse Laloui)
2017 – Energy Geostructures (M.Sc. 2nd year, Prof. Lyesse Laloui)
2016 – Sustainable Construction (M.Sc. 1st year, Prof. Edgard Gnansounou and Prof.

Lyesse Laloui)
2015 – Geomechanics (M.Sc. 1st year, Prof. Lyesse Laloui)

Slope stability (M.Sc. 1st year, Prof. Lyesse Laloui and Prof. Alessio Ferrari)
Sustainable Construction (see above)

2014 – Soil Mechanics (B.Sc. 3rd year, Prof. Lyesse Laloui and Prof. Laurent Vulliet)



Politecnico di Torino

2012 – Advanced Structural Mechanics (M.Sc. 1st year, Prof. Bernardino M. Chiaia)
2011 – Fundamentals of Geotechnics (B.Sc. 2nd year, Prof. Claudio Scavia)

2013 – present M.Sc. and B.Sc. student research supervisor

Contribution: Co-supervision of 16 research projects at the M.Sc. and B.Sc. levels in Civil
and Energy Engineering

Institutions involved: Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne (EPFL), University
of Cambridge (UNICA), Ecole Normale Supérieure de Cachan (ENS), University of Pisa
(UNIPI), Technical University of Munich (TUM), and Hohai University (HU)

Collaborators involved: Prof. Lyesse Laloui (EPFL), Prof. Kenichi Soga and Dr. Loizos
Pelecanos (UNICA), Dr. Clément Desodt (ENS), Prof. Walter Grassi, Prof. Daniele Testi
and Dr. Paolo Conti (UNIPI), Prof. Roberto Cudmani (TUM), and Prof. Gangquiang
Kong (HU)

2017 – Stefano Cingari (M.Sc. project, EPFL)
Project title: “Etude de faisabilité de l’utilisation de la géothermie dans les gares”

Benoit Cousin (M.Sc. project, EPFL)
Project title: “Geothermal equipment of a tunnel in Switzerland”

Margaux Peltier (M.Sc. project, EPFL)
Project title: “Potential of large-scale energy geostructures in Switzerland”

Aymen Achich (M.Sc. project, EPFL and HU)
Project title: “Numerical simulation of deck de-icing using energy pile systems”

José Vicente Catalá Oltra (M.Sc. project, EPFL and TUM)
Project title: “The equivalent pier method for analysing energy pile groups”

Thibaut Duparc (M.Sc. project, EPFL)
Project title: “Geotechnical analysis of a metro station with energy geostructures”

2016 – Etienne Dominguez (M.Sc. project, EPFL)
Project title: “Geotechnical, structural and energy design of energy piles”

Thibaut Duparc (M.Sc. 1st year, EPFL)
Project title: “Performance of energy geostructures”

Hani Taha (M.Sc. project, EPFL and UNICA)
Project title: “Thermo-mechanical behavior of heat-exchanger piles”

Hani Taha (M.Sc. 1st year, EPFL)
Project title: “Thermo-mechanical performance of energy parking”

Aurélien Vadrot (M.Sc. 1st year, EPFL and ENS)
Project title: “Analysis of the vertical displacement of energy pile groups”

2015 – Benoit Cousin and Pia Hartmann (M.Sc. 1st year, EPFL)
Project title: “The equivalent pier method for energy pile groups”

Lea Kaufmann and Hani Taha (M.Sc. 1st year, EPFL)
Project title: “The interaction factor method for energy pile groups”

2014 – Niccoló Batini (M.Sc. project, EPFL and UNIPI)
Project title: “Energy and geotechnical performance of energy piles”

Perrine Ratouis (M.Sc. 1st year, EPFL)
Project title: “Predicting the interactions of a group of energy piles”

Samuel J. A. Kivell (B.Sc. 3rd year, EPFL)
Project title: “Centrifuge and numerical modelling for the design of energy piles”

2016 – present Lecturer at “EPFL ENAC week”

Contribution: Lecturer, together with Prof. Lyesse Laloui, for a one-day course entitled ”En-
ergy geostructures engineering” at Prof. Arch. Dominique Perrault’s studio, Paris, France.

2017 – Supervisor of more than ten EPFL student projects involving the engineering and
architectural design of a building for the Olympic Village of Paris, France.



2016 – Supervisor of more than ten EPFL student projects involving the engineering and
architectural design of a building for the Île de la Cité, Paris, France.

Management and administrative activities

Nov. 2017 –
present

Supervisor of software developer
Contribution: Supervisor of Mr. Fabrice Guibert in the development of a software for the
numerical modelling and design of single and groups of energy piles for the Laboratory of
Soil Mechanics of EPFL.

2013 – present Responsible of selling unit and customer care support – Thermo-Pile software
Contribution: Responsible of the considered services for the Laboratory of Soil Mechanics of
EPFL, with more than ten software licenses sold to universities and engineering companies
over four years.

May 2017 –
July 2017

Internship supervisor
Contribution: Supervisor of the internship of Ms. Louise Compigneaux, dedicated to develop
sponsoring and commercial material for the Laboratory of Soil Mechanics of EPFL.

2013 – 2016 Web-page designer of the Laboratory of Soil Mechanics of EPFL
Contribution: Responsible of the design and content of the web-page of the Laboratory of
Soil Mechanics of EPFL about the research activities on energy geostructures.

National and international research projects

2014-present GABI: European network for shallow geothermal energy applications in build-
ings and infrastructures (COST Action 1405)
Institutions involved: More than 33 European universities and engineering companies
Contribution: Development of design codes for energy geostructures

2014 – present GOALI: Long-term thermo-mechanical performance and group effect consider-
ations for design of energy piles
Institutions involved: Virginia Tech, Berkel & Company Contractors and Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Contribution: Development of numerical analyses

2013 – present Theoretical study and centrifuge modelling of energy piled foundations: geotech-
nical aspects
Institutions involved: Hong Kong University of Science and Technology and Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Contribution: Development of numerical analyses and centrifuge tests

2013 From in-situ tests to numerical simulations: the response of an energy pile
foundation
Institutions involved: EOS Holding and Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Contribution: Development of numerical analyses

Expertise for external contractors

2017 Quality control of energy foundation projects for the Line 2 of the Grand Paris
Contribution: Verification and validation, together with Prof. Lyesse Laloui, of two energy
tunnel design projects for the Metro Line 2 of the Grand Paris, Paris, France.

Verification and validation of the energy foundation project for Testimonio II
Contribution: Verification and validation, together with Prof. Lyesse Laloui, of the Testi-
monio II design project, Principality of Monaco.



2014 Thermo-mechanical analysis of soil characteristics from energy pile tests in Rich-
mond, Texas, by Virginia Tech University
Institutions involved: Virginia Tech and Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne
Contribution: Development of experimental laboratory tests and co-authorship, together
with Prof. Lyesse Laloui and Prof. Alessio Ferrari, of an expert report for Virginia Tech

2013 Soil and concrete-soil response during thermal and mechanical cyclic loading
Institutions involved: ECOME Engineering and Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in
Lausanne
Contribution: Development and co-authorship, together with Prof. Lyesse Laloui, Dr. Alice
Di Donna and Dr. Thomas Mimouni, of an expert report for ECOME Engineering

Invited peer review activities

2017 Energy; Journal of Geotechnical and Geoenvironmental Engineering; Geome-
chanics for Energy and the Environment; Géotechnique Letters

Languages and personal background

Languages Italian (mother tongue), English (fluent), French (fluent), German (beginner)
Education Gianni Rodari Primary School, Sandro Pertini Secondary School, Antonio Gramsci High

School, all in the area of Turin (place of birth), Italy
Professional

sport activities
2000 – 2008: athlete in the Ivrea Athletics Team; 2003 – 2005, 2007: participant in the
Italian Athletics Championships (triple jump and long jump disciplines).

International conferences and workshops

2017 7th Geotechnical Symposium with International Attendance, Istanbul, Turkey
Oral presentation: “Serviceability assessment of energy pile groups through design charts”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria and Lyesse Laloui

2nd International Conference on Geoenergy and Geoenvironment, Hangzhou,
China
Poster presentation: “Estimation of the vertical displacement of energy pile groups through
interaction factor charts”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria and Lyesse Laloui

International Workshop on Advances in Laboratory Testing of Soils and Shales,
Villars, Switzerland
Oral presentation: “Impact of thermally induced soil deformation on the serviceability of
energy pile groups”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria and Lyesse Laloui

2016 COST Action GABI interim meeting, Turin, Italy
Oral presentation: “Predicting the behaviour of energy piles for the GABI benchmark”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria and Lyesse Laloui

17th French-Polish Colloquium of Soil and Rock Mechanics, Lodz, Poland
Oral presentation: “The role of thermally induced soil deformation on the serviceability of
energy piles”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria and Lyesse Laloui

1st International Conference on Energy Geotechnics, Kiel, Germany
Oral presentation: “Thermally induced group effects among energy piles”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria and Lyesse Laloui



COST Action GABI interim meeting, Cluj-Napoca, Romania
Invited oral presentation: “Energy and geotechnical behaviour of energy piles for different
design solutions”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria and Lyesse Laloui

2015 1st International Conference on Geoenergy and Geoenvironment, Hong Kong,
China
Oral presentation: “The role of null point movements on the analysis of energy piles”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria, Anthony Gunawan, Chao Shi, Charles W. W. Ng and
Lyesse Laloui

XV Pan-American Conference on Soil Mechanics and Geotechnical Engineering,
Buenos Aires, Argentina
Oral presentation: “Thermo-mechanical analysis of energy piles by numerical and centrifuge
tests”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria, Alice Di Donna and Lyesse Laloui

COST Action GABI interim meeting, Brussels, Belgium
Oral presentation: “Thermo-mechanical performance of energy pile groups”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria, Alice Di Donna and Lyesse Laloui

1st International Symposium on Energy Geotechnics, Barcelona, Spain
Oral presentation: “Thermo-mechanical interactions of a group of energy piles subjected to
heating loads”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria, Alice Di Donna and Lyesse Laloui

2014 Journée Technique sur les Structures Géothermiques, Paris, France
Invited oral presentation: “Thermo-Pile, un outil de dimensionnement des pieux thermo-
actifs”
Authors: Lyesse Laloui and Alessandro F. Rotta Loria

2013 XXI Congresso Nazionale AIMETA, Turin, Italy
Oral presentation: “A non-linear constitutive model for evolutionary permafrost”
Authors: Alessandro F. Rotta Loria, Barbara Frigo and Bernardino M. Chiaia
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