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Certificate in Civil Structural Engineering (Portugal)

Timber And Masonry Structures

Timber and masonry are two of the oldest building materials, each possessing distinct mechanical
behaviours, design philosophies, and construction techniques. In a Certificate in Civil Structural Engineering,
especially within the Portuguese context, a solid grasp of the terminology associated with these materials is
essential for both academic success and practical competence. The following exposition provides a
comprehensive catalogue of the most important terms, definitions, and related concepts. Each entry is
accompanied by an example, a practical application, and a discussion of typical challenges encountered in
design, analysis, or construction. The aim is to create a learner‑friendly reference that can be consulted
directly when preparing calculations, reviewing specifications, or communicating with architects and
contractors.

1. Load path – The sequence of structural elements through which external forces are transferred to the
ground. In a timber frame, the load path commonly proceeds from the roof sheathing to the rafters, then to
the wall studs, and finally to the foundation. In masonry walls, loads travel from the lintel to the bricks, then
through the mortar joints to the supporting piers or footings. Understanding the load path is crucial for
identifying where reinforcement or detailing is required. A common challenge is ensuring continuity when
different materials intersect, such as a timber floor joist bearing on a masonry wall. The designer must verify
that the bearing pressure does not exceed allowable limits for the masonry, often by providing a steel plate
or a wooden bearing pad.

2. Serviceability – The ability of a structure to perform its intended function without causing discomfort to
occupants or damage to non‑structural elements. For timber, serviceability concerns include deflection of
floor joists, vibration of long spans, and shrinkage‑induced cracking. For masonry, it involves crack control,
moisture movement, and thermal expansion. An example of a serviceability check is the calculation of floor
deflection under live load, typically limited to L/360 (span over 360). In practice, designers may need to
increase member size or add intermediate supports to meet this limit, especially in residential buildings
where floor vibration can be perceptible. A recurring challenge is balancing serviceability with economic
constraints, as larger timber sections or higher‑grade masonry can increase cost.

3. Modulus of elasticity – A material property denoted by E, representing the ratio of stress to strain in the
linear elastic range. Timber exhibits a lower modulus (approximately 10–12 GPa for softwoods) compared to
steel, leading to greater deflections under the same load. Masonry, depending on the type of unit and
mortar, typically has an E value between 5 and 15 GPa. The modulus influences both strength and deflection
calculations. For instance, when designing a timber beam, the designer multiplies the allowable stress by
the section modulus and divides by the modulus of elasticity to obtain a permissible span. A practical
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difficulty arises when the actual modulus varies due to moisture content, grain orientation, or curing
conditions, requiring conservative assumptions or on‑site testing.

4. Moisture content – The proportion of water weight relative to the dry weight of timber, expressed as a
percentage. In Portugal, timber used for structural purposes is often seasoned to a moisture content of 12–
15 %. Higher moisture levels increase the risk of shrinkage, swelling, and rot, which in turn affect both
strength and dimensional stability. An example of the impact of moisture is the change in spacing of joist
bearings on a masonry wall; as timber dries, the bearing area may reduce, potentially leading to localized
crushing of the masonry. Engineers mitigate this by specifying a minimum moisture content at the time of
installation and by providing moisture‑resistant detailing, such as using pressure‑treated wood for areas
prone to dampness.

5. Grain direction – The orientation of wood fibers within a timber member, typically described as
longitudinal (parallel to the grain) or transverse (perpendicular). Strength and stiffness are highest in the
longitudinal direction, often an order of magnitude greater than in the transverse direction. Consequently,
the design of timber connections must respect grain orientation. For example, a timber post subjected to
axial compression should have its load applied along the grain to maximise capacity. A common challenge
is the presence of knots, which interrupt the grain and can create weak points. Designers may need to avoid
placing knots in critical zones or provide additional reinforcement.

6. Knot – A natural defect in timber where a branch was once attached to the trunk. Knots are classified by
size and type (e.g., sound, loose, or cracked). They reduce the effective cross‑sectional area and can cause
stress concentrations. In structural specifications, the allowable size of a knot is often limited to a certain
percentage of the member depth. For instance, a 150 mm deep timber beam may be restricted to knots no
larger than 30 mm in diameter. In practice, inspectors must verify that the timber delivered complies with
the knot limits, and engineers may need to redesign the member if oversized knots are discovered.

7. Mortar joint – The filler material placed between masonry units, which bonds them together and
distributes loads. Mortar joints can be classified by thickness (e.g., 10 mm, 15 mm) and type (e.g.,
cement‑lime, lime‑only). The joint strength contributes to the overall wall capacity, particularly in shear. A
typical design example is the calculation of wall shear resistance, where the mortar joint shear strength
(often 0.25 MPa for cement‑lime mortar) is multiplied by the joint area. A frequent challenge is ensuring
joint consistency during construction; poor workmanship can lead to weak joints, reducing the wall’s shear
capacity and increasing the risk of cracking under lateral loads such as wind or seismic actions.

8. Unit strength – The compressive strength of an individual masonry unit, such as a brick or concrete block,
measured in MPa. Common values for clay bricks range from 5 to 15 MPa, while concrete blocks may reach
10 to 20 MPa. Unit strength determines the allowable compressive load on a masonry wall, after accounting
for safety factors and the contribution of mortar. For example, a wall built with 12 MPa bricks and a mortar
joint of 0.25 MPa may be designed for a compressive stress of 1.5 MPa. The challenge lies in variability; the
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actual strength of bricks can differ from the nominal value, prompting the use of a conservative design
strength or the requirement of material test certificates.

9. Bearing pressure – The stress exerted by a structural member on a supporting element, expressed in kPa
or N/mm². In timber‑on‑masonry connections, the bearing pressure must not exceed the compressive
strength of the masonry, typically reduced by a factor to account for potential crushing. For instance, if a
masonry wall has a compressive strength of 5 MPa, the allowable bearing pressure might be limited to
2 MPa. Designers often calculate the bearing area required by dividing the applied load by the allowable
pressure. A practical difficulty is the uneven distribution of pressure due to timber deformation, which can
cause localized crushing. Engineers may therefore increase the bearing area or use a steel plate to spread
the load more evenly.

10. Lateral load – Forces acting horizontally on a structure, such as wind pressure or seismic inertia. Timber
frames often rely on shear walls, braced frames, or moment‑resisting connections to resist lateral loads.
Masonry walls, especially unreinforced, provide stiff shear resistance but may be brittle. An example of a
lateral load analysis is the use of the Eurocode 8 method for seismic design, where the base shear is
computed and distributed among the story levels. The challenge in timber structures is achieving sufficient
ductility; designers may incorporate steel straps or engineered wood panels to improve energy dissipation.
In masonry, the challenge is preventing out‑of‑plane failure, which may require the addition of reinforced
concrete ties or steel reinforcement.

11. Shear wall – A vertical element designed to resist shear forces, typically composed of timber panels,
engineered wood, or reinforced masonry. In timber construction, a shear wall may consist of oriented strand
board (OSB) sheathing nailed to timber studs, with the nails acting as shear connectors. In masonry, a shear
wall is a solid or cavity wall with adequate thickness and, when required, reinforcement. A practical
application is the use of shear walls in multistory residential buildings to provide lateral stability. A common
challenge is the detailing of openings (doors, windows) within shear walls, as these cut through the
load‑carrying path. Engineers must provide additional reinforcement, such as steel lintels or reinforced
concrete strips, to restore continuity.

12. Moment‑resisting frame – A structural system where beams and columns are rigidly connected, allowing
them to develop bending moments and thereby resist lateral loads without relying on shear walls. In timber,
moment frames are often achieved using metal brackets, steel plates, or specially designed timber
connections (e.g., dowel‑type or finger‑type joints). In masonry, moment frames are less common but can
be realized with reinforced concrete columns and steel beams embedded in the wall. An example is a
timber office building with a clear‑span atrium, where the surrounding frame must carry both gravity and
lateral actions. The difficulty lies in designing connections that provide sufficient rotational stiffness while
remaining constructible; over‑design can lead to unnecessary material use, while under‑design may cause
excessive drift.
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13. Connection – The junction where two or more structural members meet, transferring forces between
them. Connections in timber may be mechanical (nails, screws, bolts, metal plates) or adhesive (glue).
Masonry connections typically involve bearing, anchorage, or reinforcement (e.g., steel rebars embedded in
mortar). A key term related to connections is “capacity,” which refers to the maximum load a connection can
safely carry. For example, a timber‑to‑masonry connection using a steel angle and anchor bolts may be
designed for a shear capacity of 10 kN. A frequent challenge is ensuring that the connection design
accounts for all relevant failure modes, such as bearing failure, pull‑out of anchors, or timber crushing.

14. Anchor bolt – A steel fastener used to secure structural elements to concrete or masonry, typically
composed of a threaded rod with a head and a base plate. Anchor bolts are essential for attaching timber
columns to masonry footings or for anchoring shear walls to foundations. The design of an anchor bolt
includes checking its tensile capacity, shear capacity, and pull‑out resistance from the masonry. For instance,
a M20 anchor bolt embedded in a 300 mm thick concrete footing may have a design tensile capacity of
120 kN. Practical difficulties include corrosion protection in humid environments; stainless steel or coated
bolts are often required, increasing cost.

15. Dowel – A cylindrical wooden or steel element inserted into pre‑drilled holes to provide a mechanical
connection between timber members. Dowel connections are common in traditional timber framing and
can be used to transfer shear and moment. The capacity of a dowel depends on its diameter, length, and
the wood species. An example is a timber beam‑to‑column joint where two 20 mm hardwood dowels are
used, each providing a shear capacity of 4 kN. Challenges include ensuring proper alignment and preventing
splitting of the timber during installation. Modern alternatives such as metal plates or engineered
connectors often provide higher and more reliable capacities.

16. Timber species – The classification of wood based on its botanical origin, which influences mechanical
properties, durability, and availability. In Portugal, common timber species include Pinus sylvestris (Scots
pine), Pinus radiata (Monterey pine), and Eucalyptus globulus. Each species has characteristic values for
strength classes (e.g., C14, C24) defined by European standards. For example, Pinus sylvestris may be
classified as C14, with a characteristic bending strength of 14 MPa, while Eucalyptus may reach C30.
Designers must select the appropriate species for the required performance, considering factors such as
moisture resistance and fire classification. A challenge is the variability within a species, which may
necessitate grading or the use of engineered wood products for higher reliability.

17. Engineered wood product – A manufactured timber component created by bonding layers of wood
strands, veneers, or laminae with adhesives to achieve superior and predictable properties. Examples include
laminated veneer lumber (LVL), glulam, cross‑laminated timber (CLT), and oriented strand board (OSB).
Engineered wood allows for longer spans, higher strength, and better dimensional stability compared to
solid sawn timber. For instance, a CLT panel of 300 mm thickness can carry a bending moment of 60 kNm
per meter, suitable for a multistory building floor. The challenge lies in understanding the specific design
rules for each product, as the failure modes (e.g., delamination, shear buckling) differ from those of solid
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wood.

18. Fire resistance – The ability of a structural element to maintain its load‑bearing capacity for a specified
period when exposed to fire. Timber and masonry have different fire behaviours; masonry is
non‑combustible and can provide inherent fire resistance, while timber may char and lose strength. Fire
resistance is expressed in minutes (e.g., REI 60). A common method to achieve fire resistance for timber is to
apply protective coatings, encase the timber in gypsum board, or increase member size to account for
charring. For masonry, fire resistance may be obtained by selecting a suitable brick type and wall thickness.
A practical difficulty is balancing fire performance with other design criteria, such as weight and cost.

19. Creep – The time‑dependent deformation of a material under sustained load. Timber exhibits noticeable
creep, especially under high humidity and temperature. Creep can lead to increased deflections over the
service life of a building. Design codes provide creep coefficients that multiply the elastic deformation to
estimate long‑term deflection. For example, a timber beam with an initial elastic deflection of 5 mm may
experience a total deflection of 7 mm after accounting for a creep factor of 0.4. In masonry, creep is less
pronounced but can occur in mortar, leading to gradual crack widening. Engineers must consider creep
when assessing serviceability, particularly for long‑span timber floors.

20. Settlement – The vertical movement of a foundation or support due to compression of the underlying
soil or material. In timber structures, differential settlement can cause uneven loading of floor joists, leading
to squeaking or cracking. In masonry, settlement may result in horizontal cracks or misalignment of
openings. An example of settlement control is the use of isolated footings under timber columns, designed
to distribute load to a bearing soil with adequate bearing capacity. A common challenge is predicting
settlement in heterogeneous soils; geotechnical investigations and appropriate safety factors are required.

21. Reinforced masonry – Masonry that incorporates steel reinforcement, usually in the form of rebars
placed within the mortar joints or cores of concrete blocks, to increase tensile capacity and ductility.
Reinforced masonry is often used for load‑bearing walls in seismic zones. The design involves calculating
the contribution of steel to shear and bending resistance. For instance, a reinforced concrete block wall with
vertical rebars of 8 mm diameter spaced at 200 mm may achieve a shear capacity of 0.5 kN per meter.
Practical challenges include ensuring proper placement of rebars during construction, providing adequate
concrete cover, and preventing corrosion of the steel.

22. Cavity wall – A wall consisting of two separate leaves (inner and outer) separated by an air gap, often
filled with insulation. The cavity improves thermal performance and moisture control. In Portugal, cavity
walls are common in residential construction, typically using a solid brick outer leaf and a concrete block
inner leaf. The cavity width is usually 50 mm to 100 mm. The term “vented cavity” refers to a cavity that
allows air movement, helping to dry out any moisture that penetrates the outer leaf. A design challenge is
ensuring the cavity does not become a conduit for wind‑driven rain, which may require the installation of
cavity ties and weep holes.
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23. Weep hole – A small opening left in a masonry wall to allow water that has entered the cavity to escape.
Weep holes are usually placed at the base of the wall and may be covered with a metal mesh to prevent
insect ingress. Their size is typically 10 mm to 15 mm in diameter. Failure to provide weep holes can lead to
moisture accumulation, causing deterioration of the mortar and potential mold growth. In practice, the
location and spacing of weep holes must be coordinated with the wall’s drainage plane and flashing details.

24. Flashing – A thin sheet of metal, usually zinc‑aluminium alloy (Zincalume) or lead, installed at junctions
to direct water away from the building envelope. Flashing is critical where masonry walls intersect with
timber roof structures, around windows, and at the base of walls. Proper flashing prevents water infiltration
that could degrade timber connections or cause masonry spalling. An example is a step flashing installed
along the perimeter of a timber‑framed roof to guide rainwater onto the roof covering. A common
challenge is ensuring continuity of flashing, especially when retrofitting existing structures, where gaps may
lead to leaks.

25. Timber grading – The process of classifying timber according to its mechanical properties, typically
based on visual inspection or mechanical testing. Grading categories (e.g., No. 1, No. 2) correspond to
different characteristic strengths. European standards assign strength classes (e.g., C14, C18, C24) that
reflect the allowable bending, tension, and compression values. For example, a No. 1 pine timber may be
assigned to strength class C24, providing a characteristic bending strength of 24 MPa. Grading ensures that
the designer can reliably predict member performance. The challenge lies in the variability of natural timber;
poor grading can result in over‑estimating capacity, while overly conservative grading may increase material
usage.

26. Stress‑strain curve – A graphical representation of the relationship between applied stress and resulting
strain for a material. For timber, the curve shows a linear elastic region followed by a yield plateau and
eventual failure. For masonry, the curve typically exhibits a linear elastic phase up to cracking, after which
the behaviour becomes nonlinear due to mortar crushing. Understanding the shape of the curve assists in
selecting appropriate design models, such as elastic analysis for serviceability and plastic analysis for
ultimate limit states. In practice, the curve is used to derive parameters like modulus of elasticity and
ultimate strength. A difficulty is that the curve for masonry is highly dependent on the mortar mix and brick
quality, requiring site‑specific testing.

27. Buckling – The sudden lateral deflection of a compression member when the applied load exceeds a
critical value. Timber columns are susceptible to buckling, especially when slender (high length‑to‑depth
ratio). The Euler formula provides the theoretical buckling load, which is reduced by an effective length
factor accounting for end conditions. For example, a timber column with a length of 3 m, a cross‑section of
150 mm × 150 mm, and fixed‑fixed ends may have a lower effective length, increasing its buckling resistance.
In masonry, buckling may occur in slender walls or piers under compressive loads. Designers must check
buckling in both materials, employing bracing or increasing member dimensions where necessary.
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28. Lateral torsional buckling – A specific buckling mode of beams under bending, where the compression
flange twists and moves laterally. Timber beams with wide flanges are prone to this phenomenon,
particularly when the load is applied off‑center. Design codes provide reduction factors for the bending
capacity when lateral torsional buckling is a concern. An example is a timber beam supporting a roof where
the load is applied at the top flange; the designer may need to provide lateral restraints, such as bracing or
a continuous deck, to prevent torsional buckling. The challenge is that the calculation of the critical moment
involves the beam’s stiffness, cross‑sectional properties, and support conditions, which can be complex for
irregular timber sections.

29. Shear reinforcement – The provision of additional elements, such as steel bars, stirrups, or metal straps,
to increase a member’s shear capacity. In timber, shear reinforcement may be achieved with metal plates or
diagonal timber braces. In masonry, vertical and horizontal rebars placed in the mortar joints enhance shear
resistance. For instance, a masonry shear wall may be reinforced with vertical rebars at 200 mm spacing and
horizontal steel bands at each floor level. A practical challenge is ensuring that the reinforcement is
correctly anchored and that the concrete cover is sufficient to protect the steel from corrosion, especially in
humid climates.

30. Load combination – The set of loads that must be considered together in structural analysis, as
prescribed by design codes. Typical combinations include dead load plus live load, dead load plus wind
load, and dead load plus seismic load, each with specific factors. For timber floors, a common combination
is 1.35 × dead + 1.5 × live. For masonry walls, the combination may involve 1.2 × dead + 1.5 × wind.
Understanding load combinations is essential for determining the most adverse scenario for both strength
and serviceability checks. A challenge is that different codes may propose different factors, requiring the
engineer to be familiar with the applicable standard (e.g., Eurocode 5 for timber, Eurocode 7 for masonry).

31. Service load – The loads that a structure is expected to support during normal use, including dead loads
(self‑weight of structural elements) and live loads (occupancy, furniture, equipment). Service loads are
distinguished from ultimate loads, which include additional factors for safety. In timber design, service loads
are used to calculate deflection limits, while ultimate loads are used for strength verification. An example of
a service load is a residential floor with a live load of 2 kN/m² and a dead load of 1 kN/m². The challenge is
accurately estimating live loads for special spaces, such as libraries or gyms, where the load may be higher
than standard residential values.

32. Ultimate load – The maximum load a structure is designed to resist, incorporating safety factors to
account for uncertainties in material properties, construction quality, and load estimation. Ultimate loads
are typically higher than service loads. In timber, the ultimate load may be 1.5 × service load for bending, as
per Eurocode 5. In masonry, the ultimate load may involve a factor of 1.35 on dead load and 1.5 on live load
for shear. The ultimate limit state ensures that the structure will not collapse under extreme conditions. A
challenge is that the application of safety factors can lead to overly conservative designs if material
properties are already well‑controlled, prompting the use of partial safety factors that reflect actual
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reliability.

33. Partial safety factor – A factor applied to a specific variable (material strength, load, or geometry) in the
calculation of the design resistance or load. Partial safety factors allow for a more nuanced safety approach
than a single overall factor. For timber, the characteristic bending strength may be multiplied by a factor of
1.0, while the load may be multiplied by 1.35. In masonry, the compressive strength of the mortar may have
a factor of 1.5. The challenge for designers is to correctly apply the appropriate factors from the relevant
code, as misuse can either compromise safety or lead to unnecessary material consumption.

34. Characteristic strength – The value of material strength that is exceeded by a specified percentage
(usually 95 %) of the population, denoted as f_k. It forms the basis for design values after applying partial
safety factors. For example, a timber species with a characteristic bending strength of 14 MPa (C14) may be
used in calculations after multiplying by the appropriate safety factor. In masonry, the characteristic
compressive strength of a brick might be 5 MPa. The difficulty lies in obtaining reliable characteristic values,
which may require testing of a representative sample batch, especially for locally sourced materials.

35. Design value – The reduced strength value obtained by applying partial safety factors to the
characteristic strength. It represents the maximum stress that can be safely applied to a material. For
instance, a timber member with a characteristic bending strength of 24 MPa and a safety factor of 1.0 will
have a design value of 24 MPa, while a masonry brick with a characteristic compressive strength of 5 MPa
and a factor of 1.5 will have a design value of 3.33 MPa. Designers must ensure that calculated stresses do
not exceed these design values. A common challenge is that the design value may vary across a structure
due to differences in material grade, requiring careful documentation.

36. Elastic analysis – A method of structural analysis that assumes material behaviour remains linear and
reversible up to the limit state. Elastic analysis is suitable for serviceability checks, such as deflection and
vibration. In timber, elastic analysis uses the modulus of elasticity to compute deformations. In masonry,
elastic analysis may be applied to walls under low stress levels before cracking. An example is the
calculation of horizontal displacement of a timber shear wall under wind load using the stiffness matrix. The
challenge is that masonry may exhibit cracking at relatively low stress levels, making purely elastic analysis
overly optimistic; engineers often supplement elastic analysis with non‑linear models or empirical checks.

37. Plastic analysis – An approach that accounts for the redistribution of internal forces after a material
reaches its yield point, allowing for the formation of plastic hinges. Plastic analysis is primarily used for
ultimate limit state verification. Timber does not have a well‑defined yield point, but designers may use a
ductility factor to approximate plastic behaviour. In masonry, plastic analysis is limited because the material
is brittle; however, reinforced masonry can develop plastic hinges in the steel reinforcement. An example is
the assessment of a timber frame where the columns are assumed to develop plastic hinges at the
mid‑height under a severe load combination. The difficulty lies in the accurate identification of the location
and number of plastic hinges, especially in complex timber assemblies.
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38. Ductility – The capacity of a material or structural system to undergo large deformations before failure,
allowing energy dissipation. Timber exhibits moderate ductility, especially when connections are designed
to yield. Reinforced masonry achieves ductility through the steel reinforcement, which yields while the
masonry remains essentially elastic. Ductility is a key parameter in seismic design, where the ability to
absorb energy reduces the likelihood of collapse. For example, a timber‑steel composite frame may be
designed with a ductility factor of 2.5, indicating that the structure can sustain deformations up to 2.5 times
the yield displacement. A challenge is that excessive ductility may lead to large post‑elastic deformations,
affecting serviceability and requiring careful detailing to control drift.

39. Seismic coefficient – A factor used to estimate the horizontal seismic force acting on a structure, based
on ground acceleration, importance factor, and site class. In Portugal, the seismic coefficient may be derived
from the national seismic map and the Eurocode 8 provisions. For a building of importance class II on a
medium‑seismic site, the coefficient might be 0.10, meaning that the design seismic force equals 10 % of
the building’s weight. This coefficient is multiplied by the total mass to obtain the base shear. A practical
difficulty is that the coefficient can vary significantly across regions, requiring the engineer to obtain the
correct site classification and apply the appropriate spectral values.

40. Base shear – The total horizontal seismic force that must be resisted at the base of a structure. It is
computed by multiplying the seismic coefficient by the total mass of the building and applying
height‑dependent distribution factors. For a timber‑frame building with a total mass of 150 tonnes and a
seismic coefficient of 0.10, the base shear would be 150 kN. The base shear is then distributed among the
story levels according to a chosen distribution method (e.g., proportional to mass times height). A challenge
is that the distribution must respect the capacity of each structural element, often requiring iterative
analysis to ensure that neither timber nor masonry components are overloaded.

41. Drift – The horizontal displacement of a story relative to the one below, expressed as a ratio of story
height (e.g., 1/250). Drift limits are imposed to protect non‑structural components and to maintain
occupant comfort. In timber structures, drift may be limited to 1/200 for residential buildings, while
masonry walls may have stricter limits due to cracking concerns. For a 3 m high story, a drift limit of 1/200
translates to a maximum displacement of 15 mm. Designers must verify that the calculated drift under
seismic or wind loads does not exceed the prescribed limit. The challenge is that increasing stiffness to
reduce drift can lead to higher forces in the structure, requiring a balanced design approach.

42. Lateral bracing – Elements installed to increase the shear stiffness of a frame, typically arranged in a
diagonal pattern. In timber construction, bracing may consist of steel straps, timber braces, or engineered
panels. In masonry, lateral bracing can be achieved with reinforced concrete cores or steel tie bars. An
example is a timber floor system where diagonal steel straps are installed between joists to limit lateral
movement under wind load. A common difficulty is coordinating bracing with architectural openings and
services, as bracing may conflict with window placements or utility routes, necessitating careful planning.
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43. Composite action – The interaction between two different materials that together carry loads more
efficiently than each would individually. A classic example is a timber beam with a steel plate welded to its
tension face, creating a timber‑steel composite that increases bending capacity. In masonry, composite
action may be observed in a reinforced concrete slab acting together with a masonry wall, where the slab
shares shear with the wall. Composite action relies on adequate shear transfer at the interface, often
provided by mechanical fasteners or adhesive bonding. The challenge is ensuring that the interface does
not slip, which would diminish the intended performance; therefore, designers must verify the shear
capacity of the connection.

44. Shear lag – The reduction in shear stress transfer near the ends of a wide flange or a plate when the load
is not uniformly distributed across the width. In timber, shear lag can affect the performance of wide
flanged beams or panels, leading to lower effective shear capacity near supports. In masonry, shear lag may
be observed in wide lintels where the load is concentrated at the centre, causing uneven stress distribution.
To mitigate shear lag, designers may provide stiffeners, increase the thickness of the element, or use
reinforced connections. A practical challenge is that shear lag is often overlooked in simple hand
calculations, potentially resulting in under‑designed members.

45. Lintel – A horizontal structural element that spans an opening in a wall, supporting the loads from
above. Lintels can be made of timber, steel, reinforced concrete, or masonry. In timber construction, a
double‑layered timber lintel may be used, while in masonry, a reinforced concrete lintel is common. The
design must consider the span, the imposed loads, and the support conditions. For a 2 m wide opening with
a live load of 2 kN/m², a timber lintel of 150 mm depth may be adequate, provided that the bearing length
on each side satisfies the required bearing pressure. A typical difficulty is ensuring that the lintel does not
suffer excessive deflection, which could cause cracking in the surrounding masonry. Additional
reinforcement or a deeper section may be required in high‑load situations.

46. Sill – The horizontal member at the base of a wall opening, providing support for the wall above and a
bearing surface for the lintel. In timber walls, the sill is often a timber plate anchored to the foundation. In
masonry, the sill may be a concrete strip. The sill must be designed to transfer loads from the lintel to the
foundation without crushing. For example, a concrete sill with a thickness of 150 mm may be used to
support a masonry lintel, with a bearing pressure not exceeding 2 MPa. A challenge is that the sill may be
exposed to moisture, requiring protection measures such as waterproof membranes or damp‑proof courses
to prevent deterioration.

47. Damp‑proof course (DPC) – A barrier, usually a sheet of bituminous material or a polymer membrane,
placed within a wall to prevent the rise of moisture by capillary action. In masonry walls, the DPC is installed
near the base, typically at a height of 150 mm above the foundation. In timber construction, a DPC may be
integrated into the floor assembly to protect timber joists from ground moisture. The presence of a DPC is
essential for durability, as moisture can lead to timber decay and mortar weakening. A common problem is
the failure of the DPC due to puncture during construction, which can be mitigated by careful handling and

Read online: https://shortcourses.lsibonline.com/guides/5302705/
timber-and-masonry-structures

London School of International Business · 21 Jun 2026



G U I D E

the use of protective plates.

48. Thermal bridge – A region of a building envelope where heat transfer is significantly higher than in
surrounding areas, often due to the presence of conductive materials such as timber studs or masonry
bricks. Thermal bridges can lead to condensation and energy loss. In timber‑frame walls, the studs
themselves act as thermal bridges, which is why insulation is placed between them. In masonry, the corners
and openings are typical locations for thermal bridging. Designers may address thermal bridges by using
insulated masonry units, adding continuous insulation layers, or incorporating thermal breaks. A practical
challenge is accurately modelling thermal bridges in energy simulations, as simplified assumptions may
underestimate heat loss.

49. Acoustic insulation – Materials or assemblies designed to reduce the transmission of sound between
spaces. Timber floors can be acoustically insulated by installing resilient underlayments, mineral wool, or
acoustic panels. Masonry walls provide inherent mass, which helps block sound, but may require additional
measures such as cavity insulation or double‑leaf construction for high‑performance acoustic requirements.
An example is a residential apartment building where a timber floor assembly includes a 20 mm acoustic
underlay to achieve a sound reduction of 55 dB. The challenge is balancing acoustic performance with
structural depth and cost, as thicker insulation may increase floor-to-ceiling heights.

50. Fire rating – The duration for which a structural element can maintain its integrity during a fire,
expressed in minutes (e.g., 30 min, 60 min). Fire rating is determined by standardized tests, such as the
European EN 13501‑2 for timber and EN 1063 for glazing. For timber, fire protection can be achieved by
applying intumescent paints, using fire‑resistant boards, or increasing member size to account for charring.
For masonry, fire rating is often inherent, but the presence of combustible insulation may affect the overall
rating. A typical design requirement for a residential building is a 30 min fire rating for floor assemblies.
Achieving this rating may involve adding a 12 mm gypsum board over timber joists, which introduces
additional weight and may require recalculating the floor’s load‑bearing capacity.

51. Load bearing wall – A wall that carries vertical loads from the floors or roof down to the foundation, as
opposed to a non‑structural partition. In masonry construction, load‑bearing walls are usually constructed
of solid brick or concrete block. In timber construction, load‑bearing walls consist of studs and sheathing
that transfer loads to the foundation. The design of a load‑bearing wall must consider axial compression,
bending due to openings, and shear from lateral forces. For example, a 250 mm thick masonry wall
supporting a two‑story building may be required to have a compressive capacity of 1.5 MPa. A common
difficulty is retrofitting existing buildings where the load‑bearing status of walls may be unclear,
necessitating structural investigations before alteration.

52. Non‑load bearing wall – A partition that does not support structural loads, used primarily for space
division. Non‑load bearing walls can be constructed from lightweight masonry, timber studs, or drywall.
Although they do not carry vertical loads, they may still be subject to lateral forces, especially in seismic
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zones, and therefore may need anchorage to the main structure. An example is an interior partition in an
office building, built with timber studs and gypsum board. The challenge is ensuring that the attachment to
the primary structure is sufficient to prevent the wall from detaching during an earthquake, which could
cause hazards to occupants.

53. Reinforced concrete core – A central vertical element, typically made of reinforced concrete, that
provides stiffness and strength to a building. In mixed timber‑masonry structures, the core may be
integrated with
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