
Prestressed Structures Monitoring 

Role of Structural Health Monitoring (SHM) in Detecting Prestressed 
Structural Defects: 

Structural Health Monitoring (SHM) plays a critical role in detecting defects in prestressed 
structures, which are widely used in bridges, buildings, parking garages, and other infrastructures. 
Prestressed structures, such as beams, slabs, and girders, rely on the tensioning of steel tendons or 
cables to increase their strength and resistance to tensile stresses. Over time, these structures can 
develop defects due to various factors such as material degradation, environmental conditions, and 
excessive loading. SHM systems provide real-time monitoring and early detection of issues that can 
compromise the structural integrity of prestressed structures. Here’s how SHM helps in detecting 
defects: 

Common Defects in Prestressed Structures 

1. Tendon or Cable Corrosion: 

o Description: Corrosion of steel tendons or cables, often caused by exposure to 
moisture, chloride ingress, or poor grouting, can weaken the prestressed system. 

o Impact: Corrosion leads to the reduction of the tendon’s cross-sectional area, 
weakening the structure’s ability to withstand loads. 

2. Loss of Prestressing Force: 

o Description: Over time, the tension in prestressed tendons or cables can diminish 
due to creep, relaxation, or accidental damage. 

o Impact: Loss of prestress reduces the structure’s strength and load-carrying 
capacity, potentially leading to cracks or failure. 

3. Cracking in Concrete: 

o Description: Cracking can occur in prestressed concrete due to inadequate 
prestressing, overload, environmental factors, or tendon failure. 

o Impact: Cracks compromise structural integrity, reduce stiffness, and can lead to 
water ingress, which accelerates corrosion. 

4. Grouting Defects: 

o Description: In post-tensioned systems, improper or incomplete grouting around 
tendons can lead to voids, allowing moisture ingress and corrosion. 

o Impact: Poor grouting increases the risk of tendon corrosion and can reduce the 
efficiency of load transfer in the prestressed system. 

5. Tendon Fracture or Breakage: 



o Description: Tendons can fracture due to overloading, fatigue, corrosion, or 
accidental cutting during construction or retrofitting. 

o Impact: The failure of one or more tendons can lead to a significant loss of load-
bearing capacity and possible collapse of the structure. 

6. Delamination of Concrete: 

o Description: Delamination occurs when layers of concrete detach from the main 
structure, often due to corrosion of the embedded tendons or stress concentration 
at weak points. 

o Impact: Delamination compromises the protective cover of tendons and may cause 
spalling or structural failure. 

Role of SHM in Detecting Prestressed Structure Defects 

1. Tendon and Cable Corrosion Monitoring: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems equipped with corrosion sensors monitor the condition of 
steel tendons or cables, detecting early signs of corrosion. 

o Methods: 

▪ Electrochemical Sensors: These sensors measure the electrical potential 
and corrosion rate of steel tendons, providing data on the onset and 
progression of corrosion. 

▪ Impedance-Based Sensors: Monitor changes in electrical impedance, 
which may indicate corrosion in the tendons or surrounding concrete. 

▪ Environmental Monitoring: Sensors track factors such as humidity, chloride 
levels, and pH in the environment surrounding the tendons, helping to predict 
corrosion risk. 

2. Monitoring Loss of Prestressing Force: 

o SHM Role: Sensors installed on or near tendons can detect the loss of prestressing 
force over time, ensuring that the structure maintains its designed load-carrying 
capacity. 

o Methods: 

▪ Fiber Optic Strain Sensors: Measure the strain in tendons or concrete to 
assess the level of prestressing force remaining in the structure. 

▪ Load Cells and Force Sensors: Directly measure the force in tendons or 
anchors to detect loss of prestressing force. 

▪ Displacement Sensors: Monitor movements or deformations in the 
structure that may result from a loss of prestress. 



3. Crack Detection in Concrete: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems use a variety of sensors to monitor cracks in prestressed 
concrete structures, providing early detection of issues that could compromise 
structural integrity. 

o Methods: 

▪ Acoustic Emission Sensors: These sensors detect the high-frequency sound 
waves emitted by crack formation and growth in concrete. 

▪ Fiber Optic Strain Gauges: Measure strain in concrete to detect the onset of 
cracking or excessive deformations. 

▪ Crack Width Monitors: Track the development of cracks in concrete, 
providing data on crack growth and its impact on structural performance. 

4. Grouting Defects Detection: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems help detect grouting voids or defects that can lead to 
corrosion or poor load transfer between tendons and concrete. 

o Methods: 

▪ Ultrasonic Testing: Measures the sound waves passing through the grouted 
areas to detect voids or incomplete grouting. 

▪ Thermographic Imaging: Detects temperature variations in the structure 
that may indicate voids in the grout. 

▪ Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR): Identifies areas where grouting may be 
missing or incomplete by detecting anomalies in the radar signal. 

5. Tendon Fracture or Breakage Detection: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems can detect sudden tendon fractures or breaks that could 
lead to structural failure. 

o Methods: 

▪ Acoustic Emission Sensors: Detect the sound waves generated by tendon 
fractures or breaks, allowing for immediate detection and response. 

▪ Fiber Optic Sensors: Installed along tendons to monitor changes in strain, 
which can indicate a tendon break or loss of tension. 

▪ Vibration Monitoring: Detects changes in the natural frequencies of the 
structure, which may indicate the failure of tendons or cables. 

6. Delamination Detection: 

o SHM Role: SHM systems monitor the integrity of concrete layers, detecting 
delamination that can compromise the structural protection of tendons. 



o Methods: 

▪ Acoustic Emission Testing: Detects the sound produced by the separation 
of concrete layers from the main structure. 

▪ Impact-Echo Testing: Measures the response of concrete to sound waves to 
detect delamination or voids. 

▪ Laser Scanning Systems: Provide detailed 3D models of the structure, 
identifying areas where concrete may have separated or deteriorated. 

Benefits of SHM in Detecting Prestressed Structure Defects: 

1. Early Detection: SHM systems provide real-time monitoring of critical structural 
components, allowing for early detection of defects such as corrosion, cracking, and loss of 
prestressing force. 

2. Enhanced Safety: Continuous monitoring of prestressed tendons and cables ensures that 
potential failures are identified before they lead to catastrophic consequences. 

3. Cost-Effective Maintenance: SHM data allows for targeted maintenance, reducing the need 
for costly repairs by addressing issues early. 

4. Minimized Downtime: SHM enables predictive maintenance, allowing for repairs to be 
scheduled at optimal times, minimizing service interruptions. 

5. Prolonged Service Life: By monitoring and addressing defects early, SHM helps extend the 
life of prestressed structures, ensuring they remain safe and functional over time. 

6. Risk Mitigation: SHM provides valuable data to mitigate risks associated with structural 
defects, especially in critical infrastructure such as bridges and buildings. 

 


