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Abstract
The present article develops two formulations of zero-thickness mortar/interface finite elements for unmatched meshes, which are implemented in
a unified theoretical framework. The first one is displacement-based and may
be considered a natural extension of the traditional zero-thickness interface
element to the case of unmatched meshes on each side of the discontinuity. The
other one is hybrid, with an interpolation of stress tractions along the contact
surface, which coexists with the standard displacement interpolations of the
continuum surfaces in contact. The hybrid formulation shares some features
with mortar formulations found in the literature of contact-friction, and turns
out fully equivalent to the displacement-based in the particular case of matched
nodes and uniform, linear elastic behavior. Flow chart diagrams for the numerical implementation are also presented and discussed, as well as some examples
of application.
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1

I N T RO DU CT ION

Zero-thickness interface elements, also known as cohesive elements, were first proposed in the late 1960s in the geomechanical literature1,2 and since then they have been a very useful tool for the small-strain quasi-static representation of
discontinuities, fractures, or contacts between different materials in all fields of Engineering including also fluid-filled discontinuities, for example, References [3–9]. However, one essential limitation of their original formulation is that nodes
on each side of the discontinuity have to coincide in location. This means that meshes of the continuum on both sides of
the interface surface have to match each other, which may be a natural condition to satisfy in some cases, but in many
others, it may be too restrictive. Consider, for instance, complex geometries including different subdomains, which may
be subject to different type of analysis requiring different mesh sizes (e.g., a hydrocarbon reservoir where the flow analysis is performed, which is inserted in a much larger domain subject to mechanical analysis).10 The condition of matched
meshes across the discontinuities may also be too restrictive in the case of meshes initially matched, that may become
unmatched due to large opening/sliding of the discontinuities, such as for instance may happen in the analysis of landslides or simulation of geotectonics processes.11,12 And probably, the most paradigmatic case of unmatched meshes is the
This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which permits use and distribution in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no modifications or adaptations are made.
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general contact/friction problem between two bodies, which have been discretized with independent meshes, and it is
not known a priori what part of the surfaces from each body will get in contact with the other.
Focusing on the case that the meshes on the continuum on both sides of the discontinuity (or bodies in contact) are
preestablished independently, and that the geometry of the contact surface has been determined, one successful approach
to formulate such contact is that of mortar elements. The terminology of mortar element was coined in the context of
spectral discretization of domain decomposition methods,13,14 and the concept was later extended to the FEM analysis,15
where it was shown to preserve the optimal convergence ratio and fulfil the Babuska–Brezzi condition,16 and then to
large-deformation contact-friction problems.17–20 Initially, mortar elements were formulated on the basis of Lagrange
multipliers, assigning arbitrarily the roles of master and slave surfaces, which in the usual mortar terminology are called
mortar and nonmortar surfaces respectively. The latter is the surface over which the Lagrange multipliers are interpolated.
Later, some mortar formulations were also developed on the basis of the penalty approach,18 and used an intermediate
mortar surface,21 which opened the door to a more symmetric treatment of both contact surfaces. However, mortar formulations have been generally developed in the context of contact-friction problems and dynamic analysis, with no trivial
connection to the formulation of zero-thickness elements, in spite of physical and conceptual similarities.
On the other hand, literature on interface or cohesive elements seems to have focused mainly on other aspects such
as elimination of the interface prepeak elastic stiffness, either via progressive interface insertion with topology changes
in fragmentation studies,22,23 or via discontinuous Galerkin approach with automatic switch to traditional interfaces as
the strength limit is exceeded.24,25 The case of interface (cohesive) elements with unmatched meshes seems to have been
tackled only recently26 with the formulation of a cohesive contact between two solid bodies with independent meshes.
In that formulation, the interpolation is purely displacement-based (no other interpolations except the displacements of
the surfaces of the two bodies), and the cohesive elements are assumed to coincide with the discretization of one of the
two bodies arbitrarily, something reminiscent of the master/slave concept in contact mechanics.
In the present study, efforts have been directed to generalize the unmatched interface formulation by incorporating
some additional concepts from mortar approaches in the contact literature: (1) the mortar/interface elements proposed
are not arbitrarily attached to any of the two surfaces in contact, but they are defined as the smallest segments resulting
from projection of the two surfaces on an independent “mid-distance” mortar surface and (2) the formulation is developed in two flavors, a first one based on displacement interpolations exclusively (“displacement-based”) and a second
one based on a dual interpolation: displacements for the side surfaces and stress tractions for the contact itself (“hybrid
formulation”). The displacement-based formulation turns out the natural extension, to the case of unmatched meshes,
of the traditional displacement-based formulation of zero-thickness interface elements. By contrast, the hybrid formulation constitutes a related but novel formulation, which is developed first in the case of unmatched meshes, and then is
particularized for coincident meshes to obtain an (also novel) hybrid formulation of the zero-thickness interface element.
One of the advantages of the approach followed is in terms of the constitutive behavior, since the resulting mortar elements may incorporate any existing constitutive model for classical zero-thickness interface elements. This may
be particularly useful in the case of fracturing solids or geomechanical domains with existing fractures or developing
discontinuities. In this particular study, the elastoplastic geomechanical model for existing discontinuities,27 or the for
normal/shear cracking model based in fracture mechanics concepts, both in elastoplastic version28,29 or viscoplastic
version,30 have been used in some of the examples presented.
The article is structured as follows: after this Introduction, a brief summary of the traditional formulation of
zero-thickness interface elements is presented in Section 2; the displacement-based formulation of the mortar/interface
element is developed in Section 3, and the new hybrid formulation in Section 4. Section 5 is focused on the particular case
of matched nodes and constant linear elasticity, in which it is proven that both displacement-based and hybrid formulations turn out fully equivalent to the traditional formulation of zero-thickness interface elements. Section 6 is devoted to
the comparison of both formulations in the general case and to numerical implementation aspects. Various examples of
application are included in Section 7 and, finally, Section 8 includes the main conclusions of the work presented.

2
STANDA RD FO RMULATION OF ZERO-THICKNESS INTERFAC E
ELEMENTS
This section includes a brief summary/reminder of the traditional zero-thickness interface formulation, since this is the
departure point to the mortar element formulations developed in subsequent sections. Figure 1 shows a linear interface
element composed of two faces with two nodes per face. The two faces are, at the same time, faces of two continuum

DE FRANCISCO and CAROL

FIGURE 1

3

Geometry of traditional zero-thickness interface element

elements, the contact of which is precisely represented by the interface. In the figure, the two element faces are depicted
at a distance from each other for representation purposes only, since locations the two faces are generally coincident.
A midplane surface is defined at mid-distance between the two faces. The midplane surface is parametrized via a local
coordinate 𝜉 varying from 𝜉 = − 1 (for midpoint α between nodes 1 and 3 at the left end of the element) to 𝜉 = + 1 (for
point β in between nodes 2 and 4 at the right end of the element). Two shape functions are defined along the midplane
surface, N (𝛼) (𝜉) and N (𝛽) (𝜉), which are also represented in Figure 1.
The absolute displacement of a point on the upper face is obtained by interpolation between values at nodes 3 and
4, with functions N (𝛼) (𝜉) and N (𝛽) (𝜉), and similarly for any point on the lower face in between nodes 1 and 2. The x,y
relative displacements of a point with local coordinate 𝜉 along the midplane surface, r xy (𝜉), is defined as the displacement
difference between the upper and lower faces and is also given by the same interpolation, leading to:
⎡u1⎤
⎢ ⎥
] ⎢u ⎥
2
|
|
| (𝛽)
xy
(𝛼)
(𝛽)
(𝛼)
r (𝜉) = −N (𝜉)| −N (𝜉)| N (𝜉)| N (𝜉) ⎢ ⎥ = Nel (𝜉) uel ,
|
|
|
u
⎢ 3⎥
⎢u ⎥
⎣ 4⎦
[

(1)

where Nel (𝜉) is the shape function matrix composed of four submatrices involving
N(𝛼) (𝜉) = N (𝛼) (𝜉) I, N(𝛽) (𝜉) = N (𝛽) (𝜉) I,

(2)

and u1 , u2 , u3 , u4 are the standard nodal displacements in Cartesian axes, which are gathered in column vector uel .
Multiplication by rotation matrix leads to the relative displacements in local (n,t) axes:
⎡u1⎤
⎢ ⎥
[
] ⎢u ⎥
2
| (2) | (3) | (4)
xy
(1)
r(𝜉) = R(𝜉) r (𝜉) = B (𝜉)| B (𝜉)| B (𝜉) | B (𝜉) ⎢ ⎥ = Bel (𝜉) uel ,
|
|
|
⎢u3⎥
⎢u ⎥
⎣ 4⎦

(3)

where Bel (𝜉) is the classical “B” matrix composed, in this case, of the four submatrices.
B(1) = −RN(𝛼) , B(2) = −RN(𝛽) , B(3) = RN(𝛼) , B(4) = RN(𝛽) .

(4)

The most general form of linear constitutive law is now considered:
t = D r + t0 ,

(5)

where t is the stress traction vector containing normal and shear stress traction components, D is the constitutive stiffness
matrix, and t0 is an initial stress vector which, depending on the context, may have a physical meaning (e.g., in case
of initial prescribed deformations r 0 , initial stress are t0 = − Dr 0 ). By introducing the relative displacements (3) into
constitutive relation (5), one obtains the expression of the contact stress tractions along the mortar surface in terms of
nodal displacements:
t = DBel (𝜉)uel + t0 .

(6)
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The element matrix formulation is obtained by application of the PVW. Considering a virtual variation of the nodal
displacements 𝛿uel and the (kinematically compatible) virtual relative displacements all along the mortar surface 𝛿r, as
well as a field of mortar surface stress tractions t and the (statically in equilibrium) corresponding nodal force vector F el ,
one can write
(𝛿uel )T Fel =

∫S

(𝛿r)T t dS,

(7)

where superindex (.)T stands for transposed, and the integral domain is the mortar surface defined by the local coordinate
range 𝜉 = − 1 to 1. Replacing the relative displacement vector r with expression (3) and taking nodal vectors out of the
integral, leads to the standard format of the weak equilibrium equation
Fel =

∫S

(Bel )T t dS.

(8)

In order to obtain the element stiffness matrix and initial force vector, the stress traction vector t is replaced with
Equation (6), which leads to the final expressions
Fel = Kel uel + Fel0 ,
Kel =

∫S

(Bel )T DBel dS, Fel0 =

(9)

∫S

(Bel )T t0 dS.

(10)

Previous equations may also be rephrased in an alternative format,2 which is more convenient for comparison in later
sections of the article. This is achieved by decomposing the overall matrix Bel (𝜉) (3) in two submatrices corresponding to
the nodes of each of the surfaces A and B, and realizing that due to (4) and except for a sign, the two submatrices turn out
equal to a “midplane B” matrix BMP (𝜉):
[
]
Bel (𝜉) = BA (𝜉) | BB (𝜉) ,
[
] [
]
|
|
(11)
BA (𝜉) = B(1) (𝜉) | B(2) (𝜉) = −RN(𝛼) (𝜉) | − RN(𝛽) (𝜉) = −BMP (𝜉),
|
|
[
] [
]
|
|
BB (𝜉) = B(3) (𝜉) | B(4) (𝜉) = RN(𝛼) (𝜉) | RN(𝛽) (𝜉) = BMP (𝜉).
|
|
This may be introduced into (10) to obtain:
] [
]
] [
]
[
[
el
−I
−I
k
−k
−f
MP
MP
4
4
0
=
kMP [ −I4 | I4 ], Fel0 =
=
fel0 ,
Kel =
−kMP
kMP
I4
fel0
I4

(12)

in which kMP is the “intrinsic” midplane stiffness matrix and fel0 is the initial force vector, both in terms of relative degrees
of freedom and pairs of forces:
kMP =

∫S

(BMP )T D BMP dS, f0el =

and I4 is the 4 × 4 identity matrix:

[
I4 =

∫S

(BMP )T t0 dS

(13)

]

I

0

0

I

.

(14)

3
DISPLACEMENT BA SED FORMULATION FO R MORTAR/INTERFAC E
ELEMENTS
A limitation of the traditional interface element is that upper and lower faces have to match each other, that is, that nodes
1 and 3 in Figure 1, as well as nodes 2 and 4, have to coincide or face each other perfectly. That means that meshes on
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both sides of the discontinuity have to match each other perfectly at that line. This requirement also limits the extent of
the analysis in the sense that interface opening and (especially) sliding have to be limited to values sufficiently small with
respect to the original interface element length, so that the original node pairing is sensibly maintained. The developments
in the present section set the basis for overcoming those limitations, with the formulation of the mortar/interface element
in which nodes (and meshes on both sides) do not need to match each other.

3.1

Mortar/interface element geometry, local coordinates and interpolation

The basic geometry and definitions of the zero-thickness mortar/interface element are represented in Figure 2.
The surfaces in contact are denoted as “surface A” (bottom side in the figure) and “surface “B” (top side). The mortar/interface contact surface (or “surface C” in the figure) is defined, in general terms, as the line at mid-distance in
between the two contact sides. Although this concept may be not totally unambiguous in the contact between irregular
surfaces, for the sake of simplicity and with the purpose of developing the FE formulation, attention here is restricted to
cases in which the mid-distance surface is well defined, and all other cases are left out for future consideration. The discretization into mortar/interface elements is achieved by projecting all the nodes from each side onto the midplane mortar
interface surface (for instance by using the normal to the midplane surface itself), and then defining one mortar element
for each one of the resulting segments. In this way, each mortar segment, denoted from now on as mortar/interface element, will overlap a single element face on each side of the discontinuity or contact, as represented in Figure 2. This
definition has been already used in existing literature21,31–33 and has the advantage of totally symmetric treatment of the
two contact surfaces (and avoiding the otherwise necessary choice between master and slave surfaces, which may be in
many cases totally arbitrary). A standard displacement-based interpolation is defined independently for each the two
sides of the mortar-interface element, as well as for the mortar segment itself, as represented in Figure 3.
For the element face of surface A, interpolation is based on shape functions NA(i) (𝜉A ), where 𝜉 A is the classical local
coordinate varying in the range [−1, 1] along the “A” element surface, and i = 1, 2 is the end-node index of the corresponding element face. Similarly, local coordinate 𝜉 B and shape functions NB(i) (𝜉B ) are considered for the element face of
Surface B. Additional to the local coordinates on both contact sides A and B, a third local coordinate 𝜉 C also varying in the
range [−1, 1] is defined along the midplane surface of the interface/mortar element segment, as well as the corresponding
interpolation functions NC(i) (𝜉C ).
Along this midplane “C” surface is precisely where the element integrations will be performed to obtain stiffness
matrices, etc. and for this purpose, a correspondence has to be established between the mortar local coordinate 𝜉 C
and the contact surface coordinates 𝜉 A , 𝜉 B . This is achieved by using the same mortar interpolation functions NC(i) (𝜉C ),

FIGURE 2

Geometry of the mortar/interface element
(central line), and element faces on each side of interface or
contact

(B)
(C)

(A)
FIGURE 3

Geometry of standard mortar interface element
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that is:
𝜉A (𝜉C ) =

2
∑
NC(i) (𝜉C ) 𝜉A(i)
i=1

(15)

2
∑
𝜉B (𝜉C ) =
NC(i) (𝜉C ) 𝜉B(i) ,
i=1

where 𝜉A(i) and 𝜉B(i) are the local coordinates on surfaces A and B of the end points of the mortar segment on surface C (i.e.,
projection of the point with 𝜉 C = − 1 for i =1, and of the point with 𝜉 C = + 1 for i = 2).

3.2

Relative displacements and contact stresses

The absolute displacement uA of any point on the contact surface A of the mortar/interface element is assumed to
be provided by standard interpolation along that surface using shape functions NA(i) (𝜉A ) and similarly, for the absolute
displacement uB on the contact surface B:
uA (𝜉A ) =

2
∑

NA(i) (𝜉A )u(i)
A

or

uA (𝜉A ) = NA (𝜉A ) uelA ,

or

NB (𝜉B ) uelB ,

i=1

2
∑
uB (𝜉B ) =
NB(i) (𝜉B )u(i)
B

(16)
uB (𝜉B ) =

i=1

where u(i)
are the nodal displacement values on surface A (end points of the element face with local coordinates 𝜉 A = − 1
A
for i =1, and with 𝜉 A = + 1 for i = 2), which may be collected in a single vector uelA and, similarly, u(i)
are the nodal
B
displacement values at the ends of surface B, which can be collected in the single vector uelB . All these nodal values are
also collected in the single overall displacement vector of the mortar/interface element uel . The interpolation matrices
have the structure
[
]
[
]
|
|
NA (𝜉A ) = N(1)
(𝜉A ) | N(2)
(𝜉A ) , NB (𝜉B ) = N(1)
(𝜉B ) | N(2)
(𝜉B ) ,
(17)
A
A
B
B
|
|
where
N(1)
(𝜉A ) = NA(1) (𝜉A ) I, N(2)
(𝜉A ) = NA(2) (𝜉A ) I, N(1)
(𝜉B ) = NB(1) (𝜉B ) I, N(2)
(𝜉B ) = NB(2) (𝜉B ) I.
A
A
B
B

(18)

Relative displacements in global x,y axes, r xy , at a point of the mortar/interface element, defined by a local coordinate
𝜉 C , are obtained as the difference between the absolute displacements of the corresponding projection points on A and B
defined by mapping equations 𝜉 A (𝜉 C ) and 𝜉 B (𝜉 C ) above (15), that is:
rxy (𝜉C ) = uB (𝜉B (𝜉C )) − uA (𝜉A (𝜉C )) = NB (𝜉B (𝜉C ))uelB − NA (𝜉A (𝜉C ))uelA = Nel (𝜉C ) uel ,

(19)

where the element interpolation matrix Nel has the structure:
[
]
|
| (1)
| (2)
(2)
Nel (𝜉C ) = [−NA (𝜉A (𝜉C ))| NB (𝜉B (𝜉C ))] = −N(1)
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
−N
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
N
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
N
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
.
|
|
|
A
C
A
C
B
C
B
C
A
A
|
| B
| B

(20)

Note that arguments of the shape functions have been made explicit to emphasize parametrization in terms of the
mortar local coordinate 𝜉 C . Relative displacements in global x,y axes are then rotated to local axes n,t, by means of local
rotation matrix R:
r(𝜉C ) = R rxy (𝜉C ) = R Nel (𝜉C ) uel = Bel (𝜉c ) uel ,

(21)
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where parametrization in terms of the mortar local coordinate 𝜉 c has also been emphasized. Note that the overall “B”
matrix of the element Bel , has the structure
[
]
| (2)
| (1)
| (2)
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
B
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
B
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
B
(𝜉
(𝜉
))
,
Bel (𝜉c ) = [BA (𝜉A (𝜉C ))| BB (𝜉B (𝜉C ))] = B(1)
|
|
|
A
C
A
C
B
C
B
C
A
| A
| B
| B

(22)

B(1)
(𝜉A (𝜉C )) = −R N(1)
(𝜉A (𝜉C )), B(2)
(𝜉A ) = −R N(2)
(𝜉A (𝜉C )), B(1)
(𝜉B ) = R N(1)
(𝜉B ), B(2)
(𝜉B ) = R N(2)
(𝜉B ).
A
A
A
A
B
B
B
B

(23)

where

Same as for the traditional interface model, relative displacements (21) are replaced into the general format of linear
constitutive equation (5), which leads to the stress traction at a point of the mortar interface:
t = DBel (𝜉c ) uel + t0 .

3.3

(24)

Application of the PVW and derivation of element stiffness matrix

Once the expressions of the relative displacements (21) and stress tractions (24) have been obtained, the stiffness matrix
displacement-formulation of the mortar element is derived by standard application of the PVW, with expressions identical
to the ones obtained for the traditional interface element (8)–(10). However, due to the particular structure of the “B”
matrix involved, the stiffness matrix may be also decomposed into four submatrices
el

K =

[
]
(BA )T
∫Sc (BB )T

D[ BA | BB ] dSC =

[
(BA )T DBA

(BA )T DBB

∫Sc (BB )T DBA

(BB )T DBB

]
dSC =

[
kAA

kAB

kBA

kBB

]
,

(25)

(BB )T DBB dSC .

(26)

where
kAA =

∫Sc

(BA )T DBA dSC ,

kAB =

∫Sc

(BA )T DBB dSC ,

kBA =

∫Sc

(BB )T DBA dSC ,

kBB =

∫Sc

A similar structure can be found for the initial force vector
[
Fel0

3.4

=

fA0
fB0

]
,

fA0 =

∫Sc

(BA )T t0 dSC ,

fB0 =

∫Sc

(BB )T t0 dSC .

(27)

Comparison to traditional zero-thickness interface elements

The expressions obtained for the mortar element (25)–(27), may be compared with those obtained in Section 2 for the
traditional interface element (9)–(13). By doing so, one finds that, if surfaces A and B match each other (and therefore
also C), local coordinates also coincide and B matrices take the values:
𝜉A = 𝜉B = 𝜉C = 𝜉
BA (𝜉) = [ B1 (𝜉) | B2 (𝜉)],

BB (𝜉) = [ B3 (𝜉)| B4 (𝜉) ],

(28)

which leads to equivalent vectors and matrices in both cases:
kAA = −kAB = −kBA = kBB = kMP ,
fA0 = fB0 = fel0 .

(28bis)

That is, in the case that surfaces A and B match each other, the mortar element collapses into a traditional
zero-thickness interface element, and the stiffness matrix and initial force vector of both displacement-based formulations
coincide.
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HYBRID FO RMULATION FO R MORTA R/INTERFAC E ELEMENTS
Introduction

The displacement-based formulation developed in Section 3 is well suited for cases in which the constitutive behavior of
the discontinuity (interface, contact, or crack), represented by the mortar/interface element, may be described via relative
displacement (“strain”)-driven constitutive model with an always well-defined incremental (tangential) stiffness matrix.
This is the case for instance if the model is elastoplastic (perfect plasticity or hardening/softening), as it has been traditionally used for small-strain (in fact small relative displacement) behavior of existing discontinuities or developing cracks in
the geotechnical or structural context.27,28 However, sometimes it may be more advantageous to use a stress-driven constitutive description, such as for instance viscoplasticity, in which tangential compliance matrix is the primer definition
(rather than stiffness matrix). That case and also the simple study of alternative formats of the finite element formulation,
motivate the development of the hybrid formulation of the mortar/interface element in the following subsections.

4.2

Basic interpolation in terms of stress tractions

In the hybrid formulation, the main interpolation along the mortar surface C itself, is established in terms of stress
tractions in x,y axes, txy , rather than relative displacements. This interpolation may be expressed as follows:
txy (𝜉C ) =

2
∑

(i)

N C (𝜉C ) t(i)

el

txy (𝜉C ) = NC (𝜉C ) ̂t ,

or

(29)

i=1

where t(i) are the nodal traction vectors in x,y components, at nodes (i) of the mortar surface segment C (in the linear
version presented here, the two nodes corresponding to the left and right end points 𝛼 and 𝛽 located at 𝜉 C = − 1, and
el
𝜉 C = + 1, respectively), which may be collected in a single “reduced” element force vector, ̂t . The interpolation matrix
has the structure
[
NC (𝜉C ) =

]
| (2)
(1)
(1)
(1)
NC (𝜉C ) || NC (𝜉C ) wherein NC (𝜉C ) = N C (𝜉C ) I,
|

(2)

(2)

NC (𝜉C ) = N C (𝜉C ) I.

(30)

Stress tractions in global x,y axes are then rotated to local axes n,t, by means of local rotation matrix R:
el

el

t(𝜉C ) = R t xy (𝜉C ) = R NC (𝜉C ) ̂t = BC (𝜉C ) ̂t ,

(31)

where parametrization in terms of the mortar local coordinate 𝜉 c has also been emphasized. Note that the mortar “B”
matrix of the element BC (𝜉c ) has the structure
[ (1)
]
| (2)
BC (𝜉c ) = BC (𝜉C ) || BC (𝜉C ) ,
|

(32)

where
(1)

(1)

BC (𝜉C ) = R NC (𝜉C ),

(2)

(2)

BC (𝜉C ) = R NC (𝜉C ).

(33)

According to the general philosophy of hybrid elements,34 the above interpolation of the stresses inside the element (traction field along the mortar surface C) coexists with the interpolation of displacements along the element
boundaries (both side surfaces A and B), as defined by Equations (16)–(18). All previous definitions are illustrated in
Figure 4.
In order to develop the element formulation of the hybrid matrix/interface element, the principle of virtual work
will be applied twice. First, in the form of principle of complementary virtual work (PCVW) along the mortar surface C
itself (Section 4.3), and then in the direct form of PVW along the contact of mortar surface C and side surfaces A and B
(Section 4.4).
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FIGURE 4
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4.3
Application of the PCVW along surface C, reduced compliance and stiffness
matrices
The PCVW is applied between stress tractions t(𝜉 c ) and relative displacements r(𝜉 c ) along the mortar surface C, leading
to the following expression:
(𝛿 t̂ )T r̂ el =
el

∫Sc

(𝛿t(𝜉C ))T r(𝜉C )dSC ,

(34)

el

where δ represents a virtual variation, and ̂
r is the vector of relative nodal displacement values in x,y coordinates for the
el
el
mortar segment C, which is the conjugate pair to the vector of nodal traction values for the same segment, ̂t . Vector ̂
r
is a necessary ingredient of a hybrid formulation, which in this case has the clear physical meaning of the x,y relative displacements at the two ends of the mortar segment. By introducing the stress traction interpolation (29) in the right-hand
el
side of (34), it is possible to eliminate the virtual variation 𝛿̂t on both sides of the equation to finally obtain:
T

el

̂
r =

∫Sc

BC (𝜉c ) r(𝜉C ) dSC ,

(35)

which constitutes the weak form of compatibility, dual to the standard weak equilibrium equation in displacement-based
formulations (8).
In the hybrid formulation, the general form of linear constitutive behavior of a point on the mortar discontinuity
surface (5) is more advantageously introduced in terms of compliance as:
r = C t + r0 ,

(36)

where C = D−1 is the constitutive compliance matrix, and r 0 = − C t0 is the initial relative displacement vector. If r from
(36) is introduced in (35), and then t is replaced with the interpolation expression (31), one obtains:
el

el
el
̂ ̂t + ̂
̂
r0 ,
r =C
el

el

(37)

̂ and ̂
where C
r0 are the “reduced” compliance matrix and the “reduced” initial relative displacement vector, with
expressions:
el

T

el

̂ =
C
el
̂
r0

∫S c
=

BC (𝜉c )D−1 BC (𝜉c )dSC ,
T

∫Sc

BC (𝜉c )r0 (𝜉c ) dSC .

(38)

Finally, relation (37) can be inverted to obtain
el

el
el
el
̂ ̂
̂t = D
r − ̂t0 ,

where the “reduced” stiffness matrix and “reduced” initial force vector have expressions:

(39)
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el

el

̂ = (C
̂ )−1 ,
D
el el
el
̂ ̂
̂t0 = −D
r0 .

4.4

(40)

Application of the PVW between surfaces A and C, and B and C

The matrix equations of the previous section relate the “reduced” force and the “reduced” relative displacement vectors,
el
el
̂t and ̂
r . To obtain the general matrix relation between standard force and displacement vectors of the element, F el and
el
u , the latter has to be related to the former. In order to do that, it is convenient first to define vector txy
of stress tractions
CA
applied at any point of AC (part of surface A overlapping with mortar surface C), and similarly vector txy
of the stress
CB
tractions applied at any point of BC (part of surface B overlapping with mortar surface C). Those traction vectors have
the same magnitude and opposite directions, and have to be equal in magnitude to the stress traction txy at the same point
along the mortar surface C:
txy
(𝜉 ) = txy (𝜉C ),
CA C

(41)

txy
(𝜉 ) = −txy (𝜉C ).
CB C

The PVW is then applied along AC, between the stress tractions txy
and the displacements taking place over that
CA
surface uA , which have to be equal to the corresponding virtual work at nodes of side surface A:
(𝛿uelA )T FA =

∫Sc

(𝛿uA (𝜉A (𝜉C )))T txy
(𝜉 ) dSC ,
CA C

(42)

where F A are the nodal forces on surface A. Combining this expression with (41) and with the interpolations of stress
tractions and displacements, Equations (29) and (16), and enforcing the resulting equation for any virtual variation of
displacements 𝛿uelA , the following expression is obtained:
el

FA = TAC ̂t ,

(43)

where TAC is the “transfer” matrix relating the forces applied on element side A and on mortar surface C, with expression:
TAC =

∫Sc

NA T (𝜉A (𝜉C )) NC (𝜉C ) dSC .

(44)

Similar application of the PVW along surface BC, leads to the similar relation:
el

FB = −TBC ̂t ,

(45)

where the transfer matrix between side B and mortar surface C is defined as
TBC =

4.5

∫Sc

NB T (𝜉B (𝜉C ))NC (𝜉C ) dSC .

(46)

Dual kinematic relations
el

To obtain the final hybrid mortar element formulation, additional relations between ̂
r and uA , uB , dual to (43) and (45),
are also required. For this purpose, the absolute displacements of both sides of the mortar surface at a point 𝜉 C of that
surface, uxy
(𝜉 ) and uxy
(𝜉 ) are introduced, which by definition satisfy:
CA C
CB C
el

(𝜉 ) − uxy
(𝜉 ) = ̂
r (𝜉C ).
uxy
CB C
CA C

(47)
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Note, however, that in contrast to the assumption made for stresses (41), in this formulation the mortar displacements
uxy
(𝜉 ) and uxy
(𝜉 ) will not generally coincide with the displacements of the corresponding points on surfaces A and B,
CA C
CB C
uA (𝜉 A (𝜉 C )) and uB (𝜉 B (𝜉 C )) and, for this reason, the missing relations have to be established in a weak sense. This may be
accomplished by taking advantage of relations (43) and (45) and applying again of the PCVW between the nodal forces
el
and displacements on element sides A and B, and the “reduced” vectors of stress tractions ̂t and nodal displacements
el
̂
r on the mortar surface C. As the result, one may obtain:
(𝛿 t̂ )T r̂ el = (𝛿FA )T uelA + (𝛿FB )T uelB .
el

(48)

Replacing now 𝛿F A , 𝛿F B with (43) and (45), and enforcing that the resulting expression be satisfied for any value of
𝛿̂t , one finally obtains:
el

r̂ el = (TAC )T uelA − (TBC )T uelB .

(49)

4.6
Final stiffness matrix and force vector for the hybrid formulation
of the mortar/interface elements
Combining the Equations (39) and (49) and introducing in expression (43) one can obtain:
el

el

̂ )−1 (TAC )T uel − TAC (C
̂ )−1 (TBC )T uel − TAĈt0 .
FA = TAC (C
A
B
el

(50)

Equally, the same equations may be replaced into (45) to obtain:
el

el

̂ )−1 (TAC )T uel + TBC (C
̂ )−1 (TBC )T uel + TBĈtel0 .
FB = −TBC (C
A
B

(51)

The two previous equations may be collected and reordered in matrix form, which constitutes the final matrix equation
for the hybrid mortar-interface element:
Fel = Kel uel + Fel0 .
[

TAC (Ĉ )−1 TAC T
K =
el
−TBC (Ĉ )−1 TAC T
el

el

(52)

]
el
−TAC (Ĉ )−1 TBC T
,
el
TBC (Ĉ )−1 TBC T

|
|
| −TAC t̂el0 |
|
Fel0 = ||
el |
| TBC t̂0 |
|
|

(53)

or:
|
|
|−TAC | el −1
| (C
̂ ) [ −TAC T | TBC T ],
Kel = ||
|
|
| TBC |
|
|

|
|
|−TAC | el
| ̂t0 .
Fel0 = ||
|
| TBC |
|
|

(53bis)

4.7
Special case of matching nodes: Hybrid formulation of zero-thickness interface
elements
It is of interest to specify the general hybrid mortar interface equations obtained in the previous section, to the special
case in which surfaces A and B match each other, and therefore geometrically speaking the mortar element collapses into
a traditional interface element.
If surfaces A, B, and C match each other, the corresponding local coordinates coincide. Thus, shape functions,
interpolation matrices and “B” matrices, for surfaces A and B also coincide, that is:
𝜉A = 𝜉B = 𝜉C = 𝜉
NA(i) (𝜉A )

=

NB(i) (𝜉B )

= N (i) (𝜉),

NA (𝜉A ) = NB (𝜉B ) = N(𝜉)

BA (𝜉A ) = BB (𝜉B ) = B(𝜉) = R N(𝜉).

(54)
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Shape functions, interpolation matrices and B matrices for surface C are also assumed to be the same as for A, B:
(i)

N C (𝜉C ) = N (i) (𝜉), NC (𝜉C ) = N(𝜉),

(55)

BC (𝜉C ) = B(𝜉) = RN(𝜉).
With those specifications, the reduced compliance and initial relative displacement vectors become:
el

̂ =
C

∫Sc

BT (𝜉)D−1 B(𝜉)dSC ,

el

̂
r0 =

∫Sc

(56)

BT (𝜉)r0 (𝜉) dSC

and transfer matrices read:
TAC = TBC = T =

∫Sc

NT (𝜉) N(𝜉) dSC .

(57)

The final stiffness matrix and initial force vector, become:
| |
| −T | el −1
̂ ) [ −TT | TT ],
K = || || (C
|
| T|
| |

Fel0

el

| |
| −T | el
= || || ̂t0 ,
| T|
| |

(58)

el

in which ̂t0 is obtained using (40b). The above equation may be alternatively rewritten as:
|
|
| −I4 | el
|k
̂
Kel = ||
| [ −I4 | I4 ],
| I4 |
|
|

|
|
| −I4 | el
| ̂f ,
Fel0 = ||
| 0
| I4 |
|
|

(59)

where:
el

el
̂ = T (C
̂ )−1 TT ,
k

el

̂f = T ̂tel0 .
0

(60)

The above Equations (56-60) constitute a new alternative formulation of the hybrid type for the traditional
zero-thickness interface element.

5
EQUIVALENCE BETWEEN DISPLACEMENT-BASED AND HYBRID
FO RMULATIONS FOR MATCHING NODES, LINEAR ELASTICITY, AND
CO NSTANT ST IFFNESS
Comparing the stiffness matrix of the classical displacement-based formulation of the standard zero-thickness interface
element (12, 13) with the corresponding expressions for the hybrid formulation described above (59, 60), the structure is
similar, with four quadrants consisting of a submatrix repeated four times with alternate signs. This submatrix, kMP in
el
̂ in the hybrid formulation, represent the intrinsic stiffness of the interface
the displacement-based formulation and k
element in terms of relative displacements and pairs of forces on the interface midplane or mortar surface. In the general
case of nonconstant stiffness (either because of linear elasticity with nonconstant properties, or because of nonlinear conel
̂ are not equivalent. However,
stitutive behavior and variable stress state along the interface surface), matrices kMP and k
in the special case of constant stiffness along the interface, the two matrices may be shown to be identical, as developed
in subsequent paragraphs.
To show this equivalence, Equations (11) and (2) are replaced in the expression of the intrinsic compliance matrix of
the hybrid element (56a), the interpolation functions along the mortar surface are assumed equivalent and the constitutive
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stiffness matrix in x,y components, Dxy , is identified and replaced:
el

̂ =
C

| (𝛼)
|
[
]
|N (𝜉) I|
|
| (Dxy )−1 N (𝛼) (𝜉) I || N (𝛽) (𝜉) I dSC ,
|
|
|
∫Sc |N (𝛽) (𝜉) I|
|
|

Dxy = RT D R.

(61)

By developing the vector products and introducing the integrals in the matrix components, the expression becomes
Ĉ =
el

[
ℐ𝛼𝛼 (Dxy )−1

ℐ𝛼𝛽 (Dxy )−1

ℐ𝛼𝛽 (Dxy )−1

ℐ𝛽𝛽 (Dxy )−1

]
,

(62)

where ℐ𝛼𝛼 , ℐ𝛼𝛽 , ℐ𝛽𝛽 are the integrals:
ℐ𝛼𝛼 =

∫SC

(N (𝛼) )2 dSC ,

ℐ𝛽𝛽 =

∫SC

(N (𝛽) )2 dSC ,

ℐ𝛼𝛽 =

∫SC

N (𝛼) N (𝛽) dSC .

(63)

Expression (62) may be inverted to obtain:
(Ĉ )

el −1

=

ℐ𝛼𝛼

[
ℐ𝛽𝛽 Dxy
1
ℐ𝛽𝛽 − (ℐ𝛼𝛽 )2 −ℐ𝛼𝛽 Dxy

−ℐ𝛼𝛽 Dxy
ℐ𝛼𝛼 Dxy

]
.

(64)

Matrix T (57) needs also to be evaluated. If (2) is replaced in (57) the matrix product is developed and the integral is
introduced in the components of the matrix, one obtains:
[
T=

ℐ𝛼𝛼 I

]
ℐ𝛼𝛽 I

(65)

ℐ𝛼𝛽 I ℐ𝛽𝛽 I

and then, introducing this and (64) into (60), leads to the final expression of the intrinsic stiffness for the hybrid
formulation:
[
el

el
̂ = T (C
̂ )−1 TT =
k

ℐ𝛼𝛼 Dxy

ℐ𝛼𝛽 Dxy

ℐ𝛼𝛽 Dxy

ℐ𝛽𝛽 Dxy

]
.

(66)

On the other hand, the intrinsic stiffness for the displacement-based formulation, kMP , may be evaluated directly using
(13), which leads to the same expression (66). Similar equivalence can be also shown for the initial force vectors, showing
in this way the equivalence of both formulations in the case of uniform stiffness along the element.

6
GENERAL COMPA RISON BETWEEN FO RMULATIONS, AND
NUMERICAL IMPLEMENTAT ION A SPECTS
6.1

General comparison between displacement-based and hybrid mortar formulations

In the more general case (than that of Section 5) of linear elastic behavior but nonmatching nodes and/or nonuniform
stiffness, the displacement-based and the hybrid formulations of the mortar element are not equivalent and they constitute two different approximations to the physical behavior of the contact/discontinuity surface. To better understand
their differences, and the advantages and disadvantages of each of them, a comparison between the two formulations is
presented in this subsection.
The key variables and relations involved in the displacement-based formulation of the mortar/interface elements
(including traditional zero-thickness interface elements as a particular case), are represented in the scheme of Figure 5(A).
The scheme is similar to the typical scheme for displacement-based continuum elements. It includes two levels of variables: the nodal level on top part of diagram with nodal displacements uel and nodal forces F el , and the Gauss point level
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(A) Standard interface element formulation

(B) Mortar hybrid interface element formulation

F I G U R E 5 Standard and mortar hybrid interface scheme. (A) Standard interface element formulation and (B) mortar hybrid interface
element formulation

at the lower part of diagram with “stresses” (stress tractions) and “strains” (relative displacements). The relations between
those variables configure a logical path leading from nodal displacements to nodal forces: (i) from nodal displacements
uel one can evaluate displacements and “strain” (relative displacements in this case) at any point within the elements
using the interpolation (matrices “N” and “B”), (ii) from “strain” one can then calculate stresses using he constitutive law
and, finally, (iii) from stresses at all Gauss points, one can evaluate nodal forces for the element using the weak (integral)
form of equilibrium Equation (8).
On the other hand, Figure 5(B) represents the counterpart scheme for the hybrid formulation. As seen in the figure,
in this case the scheme turns out more complex, with an additional intermediate level of static and kinematic variables of
the mortar surface, consisting of the “reduced” vectors of stress traction and relative displacement at the mortar surface
el
el
nodes, ̂t and ̂
r . A “logical path” of kinematic and static relations leading unambiguously from the overall element
displacements uel to overall element forces F el , may be also identified in this case: (i) The displacement interpolation
functions defined over the surfaces A and B provide a unique (strong) relation between overall nodal displacements uel
el
el
and mortar relative displacement vector ̂
r , (ii) the “reduced stiffness” matrix of the mortar surface relates ̂
r with the
el
corresponding reduced force vector ̂t , and (iii) the transfer matrices TAC and TBC obtained via the PVW provide the
el
relation between ̂t and the overall nodal element forces F el . But in this case, the reduced stiffness matrix involved in
step (2) is not simply given by the constitutive equation, but is the result of the inversion of a reduced compliance matrix
resulting from combination of three additional relations: (ii.1) the mortar interpolation of mortar stress tractions at any
el
point t in terms of the reduced mortar forces ̂t , (ii.2) the “compliance-based” constitutive relation between stress tractions
t and relative displacements r at the same point of the mortar contact, and (ii.3) the weak kinematic relation based on the
el
PCVW providing the reduced relative displacement vector of the mortar ̂
r as an integral of the relative displacements
along the mortar, r.

6.2

Numerical implementation for nonlinear constitutive laws

The numerical implementation of a finite element with nonlinear material laws generally involves two types of operations
to be performed at each iteration of the calculation:
(a) Calculation of the stiffness matrix and initial force vectors of each element to be assembled and sent to the
solver.
(b) Calculations after calling the solver and obtaining the new values of nodal displacements: (b.1) evaluation of the
corresponding relative displacements (“strains”) and stress tractions (“stresses”) for the iteration, at each Gauss point
of the mortar/interface elements, (b.2) using the constitutive equations to calculate the real “stress” (if the model is
strain-prescribed) or “strain” (if the model is stress-prescribed) at the Gauss points, and (b.3) integrating those along
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mortar surfaces C to obtain the real internal forces and stiffness of the elements that after being assembled lead to
new global unbalanced forces and stiffness matrix for the following iteration.
In the case of displacement-based formulation, calculations included in “a)” may be done directly with the integral
expressions (10) in the case of traditional interface elements with matching faces, or Equations (25)-(27) for mortar elements with unmatched faces. Calculations included in b) have to be performed in the sequence defined in Figure 5(A),
which coincides with the sequence of steps (b.1)–(b.2)–(b.3) just described.
In the case of the hybrid formulation, the calculation sequence becomes a little longer. Calculations involved in
“a)” include three steps: (i) first obtaining the reduced compliance matrix and initial relative displacement vector
el
el
el
̂ ,̂
̂ , ̂tel0 by integration over the mortar surface of C
r0 and inversion via Equations (38) and (40), (ii) obtaining the
D
transfer matrices TAC and TBC also by integration over the mortar surface via Equations (44) and (46) and, finally,
(iii) making the necessary products of those matrices and vectors (53) to obtain the overall stiffness matrix and force
vectors Kel , Fel0 .
Still for the hybrid formulation, calculations involved in “b)” include the following steps which are related to the
el
scheme of Figure 5(B): (i) mortar relative displacement vector ̂
r is obtained from nodal displacements uel using BA (𝜉),
el
el
BB (𝜉), Equation (21), (ii) the reduced force vector ̂t is obtained as the product of ̂
r with the reduced stiffness matrix
el
̂ , which was used for the element considered to construct the structural stiffness in step “a),” Equation (39), (iii) stress
k
el

traction t at the Gauss points is obtained from ̂t via interpolation functions N C and rotation matrix R, Equation (31), and
(iv) relative displacements r are obtained from stress tractions t by multiplying by the constitutive compliance matrix D−1 ,
which was used for the element and Gauss point considered to construct the element reduced compliance and stiffness
matrices, Equation (36). This completes step “b.1).” Once t are r known, the constitutive equation is called to obtain a
new stress-strain state that will satisfy the material laws and the new constitutive stiffness or compliance (step “b.2)”).
Finally, in step “b.3)” integration of the relative displacements r along the mortar surface leads to the reduced vector
el
of nodal relative displacements ̂
r (35), integral Equation (38) leads to the new reduced compliance and then stiffness
el
el
el
̂ , multiplication by ̂
r to the reduced nodal tractions ̂t (39), and integration over the mortar surface leads to
matrix k
the final vector of nodal forces (43) and (45).
In the workflows just described, note that the displacement-based formulation fits more naturally with constitutive equations which are strain-driven, while the hybrid formulation fits better with constitutive equations that are
stress-driven. This is because strain-driven constitutive formulations provide directly the new stress and the new stiffness
for prescribed strain values, and these are precisely the inputs required for the evaluation of integrals (10) or (25)-(27).
By contrast, stress-driven constitutive equations (such as viscoplasticity, see for instance Aliguer et al.30 ) provide naturally strain and constitutive compliance for prescribed stress increments, which are the inputs required to calculate the
reduced vector of mortar relative displacements and the reduced compliance (38).
The fact that the constitutive compliance matrix C = D−1 is required in the integral expression (38), also sets another
significant limitation for the hybrid formulation: the constitutive compliance has to exist, which means that constitutive
stiffness has to be invertible and therefore it cannot be singular or exhibit negative eigenvalues. This means that for
instance, classical elastoplasticity with softening would not seem an acceptable model for this formulation, unless an
“ad hoc” procedure is established to modify the tangent stiffness so that it remains positive and invertible at all times
(although this arbitrary procedure may have other unpredictable effects in terms of convergence). By contrast, viscoplastic
models would always seem adequate for hybrid formulations, since they may be always written to provide a consistent
compliance matrix for the time increment.30

6.3

Nonlinear mortar/interface constitutive laws

In this study, two constitutive models have been used to represent the behavior of the discontinuity/contact surface represented by the mortar/interface element, one is relative-displacement (“strain”)-driven elastoplastic model, and the other
one is stress-driven viscoplasticity.
The “strain”-driven law is an existing and extensively verified normal/shear cracking constitutive model that incorporates fracture mechanics concepts and parameters.28,29 The initial loading surface is a hyperbola (Figure 6(A), curve “0”)
defined in terms of the normal and shear stresses on the discontinuity plane 𝜎 N , 𝜎 T , and characterized by three geometric
parameters: friction angle 𝜑, cohesion c and tensile strength 𝜒, according to the expression:
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FIGURE 6

Hyperbolic cracking model
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σN

Mode I

(A) Evolution of cracking surface

Mode IIa

(B) Fundamental modes of fracture

F(𝝈) = −(c − 𝜎N tan 𝜑) +

√
𝜎T2 + (c − 𝜒 tan 𝜑)2 .

(67)

The model covers the full range of mixed-mode cracking, with the two limit cases that correspond to the two fundamental fracture modes: (i) Mode I cracking under pure tension with zero shear stresses when the surface is reached along
the horizontal axis and (ii) Mode IIa (“asymptotic” mode II) cracking under shear and very high compression when the
surface is reached in its asymptotic region, where the hyperbola approaches a Coulomb criterion (Mode IIa), as depicted
in Figure 6(B).
Once the stresses reach the initial loading surface and cracking is initiated, the loading surface starts shrinking. The
evolution of its geometric parameters is controlled by a single history variable: the work spent in fracture processes,
W cr , the evolution of which is defined incrementally as the plastic work (in tension), or the plastic work less a basic
friction work (in shear-compression). As W cr grows, the values of tensile strength 𝜒 and cohesion c decay according
to the softening laws, which are defined in such a way that tensile strength 𝜒 vanishes when W cr reaches the value of
the fracture energy in mode I, GF I , and cohesion c vanishes when W cr reaches the value of the fracture energy in mode
IIa, GF IIa , being these fracture energies two of the model parameters. In this way, as the fracture process progresses, the
loading surface in Figure 6(A) evolves from configuration “0” (initial surface) to “1” (surface when the tensile strength is
exhausted but the crack surface is still rough, typical situation after pure tensile cracking) and depending on the type of
loading, eventually to “2” (totally degraded state of the crack, in which no roughness remains, situation only attainable
under shear/compression). Additional details of the constitutive model and results obtained in basic loading situations
may be found in Carol et al.28 and Caballero et al.29
The “stress”-driven law, on its side, is a perfect viscoplastic model defined on the basis of the same hyperbolic
loading surface. The theory and implementation details as well as simple examples of application may be found in
Aliguer et al.30

6.4

Numerical integration over the mortar/interface elements

The integrations necessary to calculate all matrices and vectors of the mortar/interface elements, such as kAA , kAB , kBA ,
e el
̂ ,̂
kBB (26); f A0 , f B0 (27); C
r0 (38); TAC (44) or TBC (46), are carried out numerically over the mortar surface C using the
trapezoidal integration rule, that is, using the two end points of the midplane surface C of each mortar/interface element,
and equal weighs. In the case of traditional interface elements, the integration rules with integration points in between
each pair of nodes were shown to lead to stiffness matrices with diagonal structure that minimizes the coupling between
the nodes, and therefore reduce the jumps or oscillations in the results related to the development and evolution of sharp
sliding fronts.2,35 In the case of the mortar/interface elements, the nodes on both sides A and B are no longer facing
each other; however, the concept has been equally applied to surface C, with satisfactory results as it will be seen in the
application examples in the following section.
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EXAMPLES OF APPLICAT ION
Example 1

The first example consists of a direct shear test or a rectangular specimen of dimensions 12 × 8 m. The specimen is
formed by two horizontal layers of the same thickness and the same elastic material which are discretized with different, nonmatching meshes. These two layers are separated by a surface of 11 zero-thickness mortar/interface elements as
represented in Figure 7. During the first loading step, vertical stress is applied on the top of the mesh, while the bottom
remains fixed vertically and the laterals are left free to expand horizontally. The second loading step consists of adding
an increasing tangential displacement up to 0.1 m applied on the nodes on the upper side of the mortar/interface surface, while fixing the horizontal movement of the lower nodes of the same elements. The test is repeated for different,
progressively increasing values of the vertical load applied during the first load step.
The first series of results in this example are obtained using for the mortar/interface elements the displacement-based
formulation of Section 3, and the elastoplastic constitutive law described in Section 6.3. The constitutive parameter values used for the continuum are E = 250 MPa and ν = 0.2, and for the interface: normal and tangential elastic stiffness
KN = KT = 25,000 MPa/m, initial friction angle tanϕ0 = 0.8785, initial tensile strength χ0 = 3.0 MPa, initial cohesion c0
= 4.5 MPa, fracture energy mode I, GF I = 0.03 MPa⋅m, energy mode IIa, GF IIa = 0.06 MPa⋅m and normal stress at which
dilatancy vanishes, σdil = 20 MPa.
The results of this example are depicted in Figures 8 and 9. In Figure 8, the evolution of the shear stress versus the
shear relative displacement is represented for different values of the applied normal stress, at a point of mortar/interface.
As it should be expected in this case of uniform stresses, the family of shear softening curves obtained reproduce exactly
the constitutive behavior. After the initial elastic response till the stress peak, the curves show a postpeak behavior with
softening which is progressively less steep and approaches asymptotically a horizontal line representing residual friction.
The peak and residual stress values for different curves are higher for higher normal stress. The descending curves show a
little slope discontinuity corresponding to the point at which the history variable W cr reaches the value of energy fracture
mode I, GF I , for which the tensile strength parameter χ vanishes. After that, shear stress decreases at a slower pace while
the history variable continues increasing toward the mode IIa fracture energy value, GF IIa .
Figure 9 represents the evolution of the normal relative displacement (dilatancy) versus the prescribed shear relative
displacement, for different values of the applied normal stress. It can be seen that dilatancy is lower for higher values of
the normal stress applied.
The calculation of Example 1 is repeated again, but now for a single value of normal stress 10 MPa, and considering the hybrid formulation of the mortar/interface element and the elastic-perfectly viscoplastic constitutive model. The
parameter values used for the continuum are the same as before. For the viscoplastic interface law, most parameters
which are common to the previous elastoplastic law are given also the same values (KN = KT = 25,000 MPa/m, friction
angle tanϕ0 = 0.8785, cohesion c0 = 4.5 MPa), except the initial tensile strength which is assumed to be zero (χ0 = 0).
The viscosity parameter value is taken as η = 106 MPa⋅s. The loading history is accommodated to the nature of the
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Direct shear under
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F I G U R E 8 Results of the shear test: shear traction versus
relative shear displacement, for different values of σ

F I G U R E 9 Results of the shear test: normal opening
displacement versus shear displacement, for different values of σ

viscoplastic constitutive model. Each increment of the tangential displacement is applied instantaneously and is followed
by a number of time increments until stress stabilizes.
Figure 10 depicts the results of this calculation, together with the results obtained with the previous
displacement-based mortar formulation and the elastoplastic model with equivalent parameters (perfect elastoplasticity). Figure 10(A) depicts the shear stress evolution with the prescribed shear relative displacements. As
expected, after each elastic increment, the relaxation that takes place during the viscoplastic time steps takes
shear stress down to the inviscid elastoplastic response limit. Figure 10(B) represents the normal and shear
stress profiles obtained along the specimen interface (normal stress is the bottom line; shear stress is the
top line).
Note that, although loading and constitutive behavior are very simple, the above calculations involve nonmatching
meshes using both mortar formulations and different constitutive models. In spite of that, the results turn out perfectly
smooth without any spurious oscillation or anomalies, and viscoplastic results coincide with perfect elastoplasticity as
they should in the limit case of sufficient time elapsed after each load increment.

7.2

Example 2

The second example consists of a 2 × 4 m vertical specimen with an inclined discontinuity crossing the specimen
at 45◦ , and nonmatching meshes on both sides of the discontinuity leading to three mortar/interface elements,
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F I G U R E 10

Results of the hybrid mortar formulation and viscoplastic constitutive law, for the shear test with 10 MPa normal stress:
(A) shear stress traction versus relative displacements, and comparison to similar results obtained with the displacement-based formulation
and perfect elastoplasticity and (B) normal and shear stress profiles obtained along the mortar surface at the end of the test

see Figure 11. The specimen is subject to a triaxial stress state created by a constant horizontal confinement
distributed loads, and a variable vertical load which is applied via progressively increasing vertical displacement of negative sign prescribed at the top face of specimen. Various values are considered for the horizontal
confinement.
Same as in the previous example, the continuum elements are assumed linear elastic with E = 105 MPa and ν = 0.2,
and calculations are repeated using two different assumptions for the mortar/interface elements: (i) displacement-based
formulation of the mortar elements equipped with elastoplastic constitutive model with softening and (ii) hybrid mortar
element with perfect viscoplasticity.
In the first case, the mortar/interface constitutive parameters are: normal and tangential elastic stiffness
KN = KT = 107 MPa/m, initial friction angle tanϕ0 = 0.8785, initial tensile strength χ0 = 3.0 MPa, initial cohesion c0 = 4.5 MPa, fracture energy mode I, GF I = 0.5 MPa⋅m, fracture energy mode IIa, GF IIa = 5 MPa⋅m and
normal stress at which dilatancy vanishes, σdil = 0 MPa. The results obtained for various confinement levels
(q): 0%, 5%, 10% and 20% of the uniaxial compressive strength value of the specimen 36.65 MPa, are depicted in
Figures 12, 13 and 14.
Figure 12 shows the evolution of the total vertical force against the vertical prescribed displacement, for the various levels of confinement (note specimen width 2 m.). The initial elastic response ends when the peak strength of the
discontinuity is reached, followed by postpeak softening response.
Figure 13(A,B) depict the evolution of shear and normal stresses on the discontinuity surface vs the corresponding shear and normal relative displacements, for the various levels of lateral confinement. In contrast to Example
1, in this case normal stresses on the discontinuity are not statically determined by fixed external loading values,
but are an outcome of the structural calculation, and similarly are shear stresses. Due to equilibrium considerations,
however, the values of shear and normal stresses have to be in a constant proportion given by the discontinuity
angle.
Similar to the previous section, Example 2 is also solved using the hybrid formulation of the mortar/interface
element with perfect viscoplasticity, for the cases of no confinement and 20% confinement. The results are
represented in Figures 14 and 15, together with the same curves obtained with the displacement-based formulation and perfect elastoplasticity. The parameter values are the same as in Example 1 and, also in this
case, each increment of the vertical displacement is applied instantaneously and followed by a number of
time increments until the solution becomes stationary. Figure 14 represents the evolution of the total vertical force against prescribed displacement applied on the specimen, and Figure 15 the evolution of shear stress
on the discontinuity surface vs the corresponding shear relative displacements, for the two levels of lateral
confinement.
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F I G U R E 11

Specimen with inclined discontinuity: geometry and boundary conditions

F I G U R E 12

Specimen with inclined discontinuity:
vertical force versus vertical displacement, for different values of
lateral confinement, given as the percentage of the specimen
uniaxial compression strength (note specimen width 2 m)

The curves show that, after each instantaneous elastic load increment, the pass of time and the corresponding
viscoplastic deformations cause the stress to relax and progressively approach their inviscid elastoplastic limit. Note
that in this case, the stress relaxation paths do not follow vertical lines as in Example 1 but inclined lines; this is
due to the structural (statically undetermined) configuration. The results obtained show that, also in this second
example involving a structural response, the two formulations lead to smooth results in spite of the nonmatching
meshes.

7.3

Example 3

Aiming at geomechanical applications, the third example corresponds to a soil reinforcement pull-out test consisting
of a rectangular soil domain, with a thin steel layer sitting on top which is first compressed against the soil, and then
pulled out laterally from the left side. In between soil and reinforcement, a discontinuity or contact is assumed with basic
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F I G U R E 13

Specimen with inclined discontinuity: (A) shear stress versus shear relative displacement and (B) normal stress versus
normal relative displacement, both on the discontinuity plane and for different values of lateral confinement

F I G U R E 14 Results of hybrid formulation with perfect
viscoplasticity: vertical force versus vertical displacement for
different values of lateral confinement, and comparison to the
displacement-based formulation with perfect elastoplasticity

F I G U R E 15 Results of hybrid formulation with perfect
viscoplasticity: shear traction versus relative shear displacement,
and comparison to the displacement-based formulation with
perfect elastoplasticity
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Soil

Interface

Reinforcement
0.01 m

F I G U R E 16 Pull-out test: Geometry and
boundary conditions

0.35 m

1 m

F I G U R E 17 Results of the pull-out test:
load–displacement curve

frictional behavior, see Figure 16. This example was used in early papers on traditional zero-thickness interface elements
with matching meshes.2 In the present calculations, however, the meshes for soil and reinforcement are nonmatching,
and the contact is represented by 33 mortar/interface elements. Although normal stress on the interface is practically
prescribed, the main difference with the previous two examples is the nonuniform distribution of shear stresses and
relative displacements along the discontinuity, and the emergence of a sharp sliding front that moves progressively from
left to right as the reinforcement is being pulled out from the left. All these make this problem a nontrivial case suitable
to test the performance of the mortar/interface element formulations proposed.
Soil and reinforcement are both assumed linear elastic materials with elastic moduli Es = 1 MPa for soil, and
Er = 100 MPa for reinforcement, and Poisson ratio 𝜈 = 0.3 for the soil, and zero for steel (this just for convenience, in
this way shear stresses between soil and steel will remain strictly zero during the first loading step with normal loading, as described below). For the mortar elements, the displacement-based formulation is used, with perfect elastoplastic
frictional behavior with the following interface constitutive parameters: elastic stiffness KN = KT = 10 MPa/m, friction
angle tangent tanϕ0 = 0.57735, asymptotic cohesion c0 = 0.1 kPa and zero tensile strength χ0 = 0.0 kPa. In the model used
(described in Section 6.3), perfect elastoplasticity is recovered for very high fracture energy values, here GF I = 100 MPa⋅m,
and GF IIa = 1000 MPa⋅m are adopted and, finally, the normal stress at which dilatancy vanishes, σdil = 10 kPa.
As already mentioned above, the loading sequence consists of first applying a vertical load on top of the steel layer, of
value 10 MPa. Then the second load step consists of prescribing increasing value of horizontal displacements to the left
end face of the steel layer. The results of the analysis are shown in Figures 17, 18, and 19. In Figure 17, the total force
applied on the left end of the steel reinforcement (sum of nodal reactions on the nodes with prescribed displacements), is
represented against the displacement values prescribed. The total force increases at a progressively slower rate as a larger
part of the contact is sliding, until reaching a maximum value, which corresponds to the final stage in which the entire
contact surface is sliding. This limit value corresponds very well to the product of the contact area times the shear stress
that by friction corresponds to the normal stress applied on the steel.
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F I G U R E 18 Results of pull-out test: distribution of shear
stresses along the contact surface

F I G U R E 19 Results of the pull-out test: distribution of
total axial force along the reinforcement

Figure 18 depicts the shear stress distribution along the contact surface, showing that higher shear stresses take place
and sliding indeed starts at the left end of the reinforcement layer, but they also reach a second maximum and start
early sliding at the opposite (right) end (this effect is caused by the steel layer being free on its right end and much
stiffer than the soil, together with the fact that the soil layer is assumed anchored to the vertical right boundary; similar
shear stress profiles were reported in early calculations of this problem using traditional interface elements2 ). Shear stress
profiles at later stages of the pull-out show as the central part of the reinforcement has a minimum shear stress level that
progressively increases till the final situation in which the whole contact surface is in sliding condition.
As a final result of this example, Figure 19 represents the profiles at different times of the total axial force transmitted
by the reinforcement. These forces are obtained using two different procedures: (1) indicated by crosses are the forces
obtained as the integral of σxx across the steel reinforcement cross-section and (2) as dots connected by solid lines are the
forces resulting from summing appropriate nodal forces on individual elements of the steel layer which can be obtained by
postprocessing. As seen in the figure, the results obtained by the two methods are basically coincident except for the little
differences due to the fact that elements are linear and stress at Gauss points do satisfy equilibrium in a weak (average)
sense, which causes stresses to be constant within the element, while nodal forces do satisfy equilibrium in the strict
sense and therefore lead to a continuous line. Overall, the force profiles shown in the figure seem totally consistent with
the shear stress distributions above, since the variation of the steel axial force from one cross-section to the next has to
be in equilibrium with the shear stress applied by frictional contact with the soil base. Therefore, the slope at any point
of the axial force diagram of Figure 19, has to be proportional to the shear stress value at the same point in Figure 18.
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This seems satisfied, leading, in the final situation of sliding all along the reinforcement with constant shear stress, to a
straight line with constant slope of the axial force diagram.
A final series of calculations of this example have been run to investigate the comparison of using a matched mesh with
traditional zero-thickness interface elements, and also the effect of mesh size. To this end, the various meshes represented
in Figures 20 and 21 have been considered. Note that the coarsest unmatched mesh is the one already used in previous
calculations.

F I G U R E 20

F I G U R E 21

Various mesh sizes used in the calculations

Comparison of results obtained with matched and unmatched meshes of coarsest size, of (left) tau distributions along
contact, and (right) force-displacement diagram
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F I G U R E 22

Comparison of results obtained with different sizes of (top) unmatched meshes and (bottom) matched meshes, of (left)
tau distributions along contact, and (right) force-displacement diagram

The comparison of the results obtained using the various meshes of Figure 20 are shown in Figures 21 and 22. In
Figure 21, the tau stress profiles and load-displacement curves obtained with the coarsest meshes using matched and
unmatched nodes are represented together. In Figure 22, the same is done for the three matched meshes, and also for the
three unmatched meshes.
As clearly seen in the comparison diagrams, the results are quite coincident and therefore do not seem
exhibit mesh sensitivity except for minor details linked to the spatial resolution of each mesh along the contact
surface.

8

CO NCLUDING REMARKS

A mortar/interface element with unmatched nodes has been formulated. The mortar/interface elements are not arbitrarily attached to any of the two side surfaces in contact, but they are the smallest segments resulting from the projection
of the two surfaces on an independent intermediate mortar surface. In this way, a symmetric treatment is ensured of
the mortar/interface formulation w.r.t. both surfaces in contact. The new element formulation has been developed in
two different versions: (i) a displacement-based formulation which is more adequate to be combined with (strain-driven)
elastoplastic interface constitutive models and (ii) a hybrid formulation which is more adequate to be combined with
(stress-driven) viscoplasticity. The displacement-based formulation may be considered an extension of the traditional
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zero thickness element formulation to the case of unmatched nodes, and the numerical implementation scheme may
also be similar to classical interface elements. On the other hand, the new hybrid formulation may be seen as a dual formulation in which stress is interpolated along the contact surface rather than relative displacements, which leads to a
more complex implementation scheme. Both formulations have been proven to be equivalent to each other in the particular case of linear elasticity and constant stiffness. In the first and second examples of application, the two formulations
have been tested numerically, leading to smooth stress distributions with the expected values for all variables. The third
example is a less trivial pull-out test leading to nonuniform state of shear stresses along the contact surface, and a sharp
moving slide front moving along the contact surface. The results obtained in this case seem to capture well the sliding
front and also lead to smooth stress profiles. A study of mesh size and comparison with traditional zero thickness interface elements with matched nodes, has also been carried out for this example, with the conclusions that: (1) the quality
of the solution using the new mortar/interface elements with unmatched meshes is similar as using classical interface
elements and matched meshes and (2) both approaches seem free of mesh sensitivity in the classical sense of element
size.
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