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physical interpretation 
of shear‑rate behaviour of soils 
and geotechnical solution 
to the coefficient of start‑up 
friction with low inertial number
Jianbo fei 1, Yuxin Jie2, Xiaohui Sun1* & Hao Xiong1

Shear experiments on soils have revealed the effects of shear rate, confining pressure, and grain size 
on the residual shear strength, but their nature is not well understood. to interpret these behaviours, 

a single dimensionless inertial number I from granular physics is introduced. A linear relationship 

between coefficient of residual friction μr and the natural logarithm of I was found by analysing 

geotechnical test data from other literature and helps to resolve the μ(aI)‑rheology, which was proved 

invalid in the quasi‑static regime. A method is proposed that introduces two three‑dimensional yield 

criteria for soils to classify the frictional properties between grains in the quasi‑static regime. the 

empirical coefficient of start‑up friction is replaced by strength parameters of the soil. When compliant 
with the Mohr–Coulomb yield criterion, this coefficient is positively correlated with the internal 
angle of friction but negatively correlated with the Lode angle. Moreover from further analysis, the 

calculated strength is smallest in the pure tension state, largest in the pure compression state, and 

intermediate in the pure shearing state. this result is consistent with the properties of compressive 

endurable and tensive intolerable for natural geomaterials.

�e residual shear strength of a geomaterial is the minimum strength required to resist an external force. It 
represents the strength of granules undergoing fast shearing in the geomechanically sense or slow shearing in 
the granular physical sense, because the same value of shear speed is regarded diversely as fast and slow in the 
respective study of geomechanics and granular physics. �e dependence of the residual shear strength on the 
displacement rate as well as the con�ning stress has been reported in a number of geotechnical studies over the 
last few  decades1–12. Understanding the e�ect of shear rate and con�ning stress on shear strength is important in 
understanding the initiation of landslides and provides furthermore a potential early warning criterion.

�ere have been strong debates regarding the in�uence of shear rate on residual strength, considering the 
inconsistent test results reported concerning di�erent soil types and test conditions. Positive correlations between 
residual strength and shear rate for clayed soils were reported several decades  ago1–5; for example, Suzuki and 
co-workers5 found kaolin to have shear rates of 0.02–2.00 mm/min. �is result contrasts with the above �ndings, 
even though positive and neutral e�ects on the rate were found for all vertical stresses and displacement rates no 
greater than 100 mm/min with London clay by Carrubba and  Colonna4. Negative e�ects on the rate were noticed 
with Cowden till at certain con�ning stresses and shear rates because of strain so�ening. In addition, three types 
of residual strength were observed (positive, neutral, and negative) in slow shear tests under draining condi-
tions by Tika and co-workers6. Lupini and co-workers7 found three types of residual shear behaviours—sliding, 
transitional, and turbulent—and correlated the divergent shear rate on the coe�cient of residual friction to a 
type of shear behaviour, speci�cally, an increasing coe�cient of residual friction with shear rate in the sliding 
mode and a decreasing or constant coe�cient in the turbulent mode. �e negative or neutral correlation in the 
turbulent mode was likely because the pressure generated in pore water was also rate dependent in a complicated 
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 manner8, and the e�ective stress (indicating a direct interaction between grains) derives by deducing the pore 
water pressure from the total stress following the principle of e�ective  stress9. �e turbulent mode is physically 
complex and may not follow a prescribed law, and hence is not discussed in the present paper.

Apart from the shear rate e�ect,  Tika10 and Tika and  Hutchinson11 pointed out other factors that in�uenced 
the residual shear strength, such as the magnitude of the con�ning stress, physical properties of soils such as 
grain size, and the properties associated with friction between grains. Consistently, Tika and co-workers6 and 
Carrubba and  Colonna4 reported that the residual shear strength depends highly on con�ning stress, and a 
negative correlation between residual shear strength and con�ning stress was  found12.

�e angle of friction re�ects the combined action of friction between particles and the degree of  interlocking13. 
At slow shear rates when rolling or a transition of the particles dominate shear movement, it is revealed that the 
coe�cient of residual friction is equivalent to the angle of  friction14.  Chattopadhyay15 proposed a non–linear 
law for the angle of residual friction ϕr and the e�ective con�ning stress σ ′,

where K denotes an empirical parameter, and τr the residual shear strength. We rearrange this expression and 
obtain for the coe�cient of residual friction µr,

�is law indicates a linear correlation between (σ ′)−
2

3 and the coe�cient of residual friction µr . Another 
non–linear law correlating the residual shear strength with the e�ective con�ning stress was proposed by Mesri 
and  Shahien16,

where σ ′

p denotes the pre-consolidated pressure, ϕ′

r the secant angle of residual friction at σ ′
= σ

′

p , and k the 
exponent of the ratio σ

′

p/σ
′ that is empirically determined, ranging in value from 0 to 1.

Despite decades of research in the �eld of geotechnics engineering con�rming the relevance of friction on the 
shear rate, the con�ning pressure, and grain diameter, the physical nature associated with the e�ect of shear rate 
and con�ning pressure on the coe�cient of residual friction is not well understood. �e present paper introduces 
the concept of the inertial number, which was initially developed in the �eld of granular physics, and tries to 
interpret the e�ects of shear rate, con�ning pressure, and grain size on soil strength from a physical viewpoint. 
�is latter perspective could be more physically realistic than the geotechnical viewpoint. Conversely, the law 
obtained by inputting the geotechnical testing data of soils may serve as a solution to �xing invalid assertions 
from the μ(I)-rheology pertaining to the quasi-static regime. Hence, a possible regularized form of this μ(I)-
rheology may be achievable. In addition, the present paper also proposes a method to evaluate the coe�cient of 
start-up friction with the introduction of the three-dimensional yield criterion for natural soil. �e strenuous 
e�ort expended when calibrating the empirical coe�cient of friction is resolved using the strength parameter 
as a more convenient substitute. A brief introduction to the inertial number is presented in the next section.

inertial number from granular physics
According to da Cruz and co-workers17, a sheared granular system is closely related to the ratio of the shear 
rate to stress, and the coe�cient of friction μ is controlled by a single non–dimensional parameter, namely, the 
inertial number I,

where d denotes the particle diameter, ρs the particle density (or solid density), P the con�ning pressure, and γ̇ the 
strain rate. �e Savage/Coulomb number equals the square of the inertial number and was initially developed to 
describe the ratio of collisional stress to total stress for rapid granular  �ows18,19. �e inertial number is basically 
a ratio of two time scales, one microscopic and the other macroscopic. �e microscopic time scale t

micro
 refers to 

the duration of a grain of density ρs in transiting a hole of size d under a con�ning pressure P, i.e., a microscopic 
rearrangement scale. To establish the relevance of this physical concept, we start with Newton’s law of motion,

As m ∼ ρsd
3 , d

2z

dt2
∼

d

t
2
micro

 , and Fz ∼ Pd2 , a substitution into the above yields

�e relative speed of the upper layer of grains compared with that of the lower layer is �u = γ̇ d , then the 
mean time duration for a grain to move from one hole to another is

(1)tan ϕr =
Kτr

3
√

σ ′
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�erefore, the inertial number expressed mathematically becomes

A small inertial number (i.e., I → 0 ) implies that the macroscopic deformation is much smaller than the 
microscopic rearrangement, i.e., the quasi-static regime for the motion of a particle in physics, and is associated 
with the start-up stage of slope failures in geophysics. Note that during the collapse process of most slope failures, 
the inertial number become larger as the shear rate increases.

In the dense �ow regime for granules sliding down inclined planes, the mathematical relationship between 
the coe�cient of friction and I in the neutral range has been checked using numerical simulation methods such 
as the discrete element method and laboratory experiments, and a phenomenological analytical expression (i.e., 
μ(I)-rheology) has been  proposed20,21,

where µs and µ2 denote the start-up (or lower) and upper limit values for the coe�cient of friction, and I0 an 
experimental constant. Jop and co-workers22 extended the μ(I)-rheology to a full tensor constitutive relation-
ship that links the strain rate to the deviatoric stress. Integrated with the governing equations of a continuum, 
the well-developed μ(I)-rheology has proven to be e�ective and powerful in the simulation of di�erent types of 
granular motions, such as  slumping23 and con�ned  �ows24.

Despite the success, limitations of the rheology emerge in the quasi-static regime when the inertial number 
approaches zero. �e �nite thickness of the con�ned �ows and the exponential tail of heap �ows in the experi-
ment cannot be captured using the μ(I)-rheology when I approaches  025. In addition, Barker and co-workers26 
found that the governing equations are ill-posed if the inertial number is too small or too large. �ese invalida-
tions indicate that the simple μ(I)-rheology is not physically realistic in the quasi-static regime, and an additional 
physical regularized form of the μ(I)-rheology in the limit of low inertial number is essential.

We shall next use the geotechnical parameter d50 (i.e., the nominal grain size) to represent parameter d in 
Eq. (4), and integrate d50, γ̇ , P, and ρs to form a single physical parameter that can be used to classify natural soils,

In geotechnical sieve test, percentage retained on each sieve p is calculated as the ratio of the weight of soil 
retained to the total soil weight. �us, the percentage �ner than sieve size PF can be obtained by subtracting the 
cumulative percent retained �p in each sieve from 100% as

In practice, the sieve analysis for soil is conducted by drawing a cumulative grain size distribution graph 
(curve), in which the ordinate represents the cumulative percent passing that equals to PF and the abscissa rep-
resents the particle size. In the graph, the nominal grain size d50 corresponds to the cumulative percent passing 
of 50%, which indicates half the grains are larger and the rest are smaller than the size.

Hence, with the input of the test data from the geotechnical apparatus, the relevance of the physically reason-
able parameter (i.e., inertial number I) and the strength parameter can be explored, and the correlation between 
I and the coe�cient of residual friction μr can be quantitatively determined.

correlation between I and μr from test data
In most cases, the unstable slope deforms initially at extremely small rates and may then accelerate to form a 
rapid-�owing avalanche at extremely large speeds. �e displacement rates of the deforming slopes at di�erent 
sliding states vary by an order of  magnitude27. Li and co-workers28 conducted direct shear tests at shear rates with 
di�erent orders of magnitude (i.e., 0.06, 0.6, and 6.0 mm/s) under di�erent con�ning stresses (i.e., 50, 100, and 
200 kPa) on mixtures of kaolin (grain size d < 2 × 10−6 m) and glass beads (grain size ranged from 6.3 × 10−5 m to 
8 × 10−3 m). Di�erent sets of specimens were set up by blending kaolin and glass beads in various proportions 
(100%–0%; 80%–20%; 60%–40%; 50%–50%; 40%–60%; 20%–80%; 0%–100%). With reference to the test results, 
the coe�cient of residual friction was found to decrease with increasing con�ning stress but increased with shear 
rate and grain diameter. To explore the physical essence of the experimental results, we �tted the data of the 
inertial number I and coe�cient of residual friction μr (Fig. 1), to visualize their correlation.

Scaringi and Di  Maio29 performed laboratory tests on kaolin (d50 ≈ 0.7 × 10−6 m; 74% clay, 25% silt, and 1% 
sand) using di�erent test devices, in which the specimens were �rst subjected to given normal stresses (i.e., 
125, 150, 205, 285, 305, and 350 kPa) and shear rates of di�erent magnitudes ranging from 0.00011–66.5 mm/
min. Note that according to AASHTO (ASTM D3282-09)30, the grain size of sands is the between 2 × 10−3 to 
7.5 × 10−5 m, that of silts is 7.5 × 10−5 to 2 × 10−6 mm, and that of clays is smaller than 2 × 10−6 mm. �e cor-
relation between I and μr is displayed in Fig. 2. Suzuki and co-workers5 conducted ring shear tests on kaolin 
(d50 = 7 × 10−6 m, maximum diameter dmax = 2 × 10−4 m) and mudstone (d50 = 2 × 10−5 m, dmax = 8.5 × 10−4 m) vary-
ing the shear rate over di�erent orders of magnitude in the range 0.02–2.0 mm/min; the con�ning pressure was 
�xed at 196 kPa. �e relationship between I and μr was also plotted by inputting test data (Fig. 3).

(7)tmacro = d
/

γ̇ d = γ̇
−1

(8)I =
tmicro

tmacro

=
|γ̇ |d√
P/ρs

(9)µ(I) = µs +
µ2 − µs

I0/I + 1

(10)I =
|γ̇ |d50√
P/ρs

(11)PF = 100% −

∑
p
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We see from Figs. 1, 2 and 3 that, despite the scatter of the data points, μr roughly increases linearly with the 
natural logarithm of I, i.e.,

where the �tting parameters are a = 0.9299 and b = 0.0175 from Li and co-workers28, a = 0.5085 and b = 0.0106 
from Suzuki and co-workers5, a = 0.3867 and b = 0.0059 from Scaringi and Di  Maio29.

�ree soil samples taken from distinctive natural landslide areas by Bhat and  Yatabe31 were composed of 
clay, silt and sand, whose content weight percentage were 21%–60%–19%, 20%–68%–12%, and 24%–55%–21%, 

(12)µr = a + b ln(I)

Figure 1.  Relationship between inertial number I and coe�cient of residual friction μr using the data obtained 
by Li and co-workers28.

Figure 2.  Dependence of the coe�cient of residual friction on the inertial number compared with the shear 
rate obtained by Scaringi and Di  Maio29.

Figure 3.  Data from Suzuki and co-workers5 illustrating the dependence of the coe�cient of residual friction μr 
at low shear rate to the inertial number I.
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respectively. By including the data set from Bhat and  Yatabe31 with the above mentioned three sets of data in a 
single graph (Fig. 4), we obtain the entire correlation between I and μr at di�erent shear rates obtained from a 
variety of experiments on diverse soil types using di�erent equipment. As a whole, these experimental data also 
generally indicate a linear relationship between the natural logarithm of I and μr.

It deserves to compare our results with the well-posed regularized form of the μ(I)-rheology below the low 
inertial number limit proposed by Baker and  Gray32. �ey used the natural logarithm function based on their 
neutral stability analysis to describe the power-law decay of μ as I approaches 0, expressed in the form

where α and A denote two �tting parameters. Di�erent from our �nding, Eq. (13) describes e−α2/µ2

 is propor-
tional to I. It is also noted that Eq. (13) diverges when I approaches 1.

It also deserves mentioning that the �tting parameters a and b are obtained by inputting the geotechnical 
testing data with various kinds of soils from other literatures. �ese two empirical parameters change with the 
type of soils and can serve as indicators for the material properties. Considering the complexity of natural soils, 
we admit that the acquirement of a universal �tting solution with constant �tting parameters that is applicable 
to di�erent types of soils is still challenging.

Adoption of three‑dimensional yield criterion for soil
With the focus on granular motion in the quasi-static regime, the previous two sections investigated the fric-
tional behaviours of natural soils with extremely small inertial number. As inertial numbers corresponding to 
the quasi-static regime is negligibly small compared with that in the rapid �ow regime, a common way of cover-
ing the complex frictional behaviour when modelling rapid granular �ow is the use of a simple parameter, i.e., 
the coe�cient of start-up friction µs . In contrast to the above sections, this section seeks the description of the 
physical parameter µs from a geotechnical perspective.

Natural avalanches are made of geomaterials with complex compositions. Considering the test materials 
of the μ(I)-rheology are initially homogeneous dry grains (e.g., sands and glass beads), the parameter settings 
may be ine�ective for natural avalanches that are composed of complex sediments with branching grain sizes. 
In addition, the three empirical parameters in the μ(I)-rheology, i.e., μs, μ2, I0, were obtained in the calibration 
of a large number of test data, which is time-consuming and inconvenient. �is section suggests a simple and 
practical method to obtain the coe�cient of start-up friction for natural geomaterials, inspired by the traditional 
non-Newtonian �uid, the Bingham �uid, and the Savage–Hutter (S–H)  model33, for which the yield criterion 
is reached when a mass is on the move. Two widely recognized three-dimensional yield criteria for geomateri-
als—the Drucker–Prager criterion and the Mohr–Coulomb criterion—are introduced to describe the coe�cient 
of friction in the quasi-static regime. At the same time, the deviatoric stresses still obey a constitutive framework 
proposed by Jop and co-workers27, i.e., they are related to the strain rate, con�ning pressure, and coe�cient of 
friction. �ere, the strength parameter values of natural materials, which are readily available, replace the empiri-
cal coe�cient of start-up friction derived from experiments.

Drucker–prager criterion. �e Drucker–Prager  criterion34 can reveal the in�uence of the mean principle 
stress on the strength of a geomaterial. �e three-dimensional yield criterion can be mathematically expressed as

where am and k m denote the strength parameters. km is a material constant related to cohesive strength, for 
cohesionless granular material km = 0. Following Jop and co-workers27, we suppose that the internal stress tensor 
is linearly dependent on the strain rate  tensor35,36, then the internal stress tensor of a moving granular mass is 
expressed as

(13)µ(I) = α
[

ln(A · I
−1)

]

−0.5

(14)
√
J2 − αmI1 − Km = 0

Figure 4.  Normal-log plot of the coe�cient of residual friction at low shear rate and the inertial number using 
data obtained by: Bhat and  Yatabe31: red; Suzuki and co-workers5: pink; Scaringi and Di  Maio29: yellow; and Li 
and co-workers28: blue.
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where γ̇ij is the strain rate tensor, and |γ̇ | = (γ̇ijγ̇ij/2)
1/2 is the second invariant of γ̇ij . Equation (16) describes 

that the shear stress depends not only on the product of pressure and coe�cient of friction (as in Coulomb-type 
frictional materials), but also on the shear rate (as the visco-plastic law). We then determine the �rst invariant 
of the normal stress I1, and the second invariant of the shear stresses J2 to be

where sij is the deviatoric stress tensor. By substituting Eqs. (17) and (18) into Eq. (14), we �nd the coe�cient of 
start-up friction is only related to the strength parameter am,

Mohr–coulomb criterion. �e Mohr–Coulomb yield criterion is more accurate than the Drucker–Prager 
criterion for friction-dominated geomaterials and hence has been widely adopted in modelling and calculations 
of strength-related geotechnical problems. By including the two-dimensional Mohr–Coulomb yield criterion 
into the depth-averaged continuum governing equation, the S–H model has simulated successfully the rapid 
motion of shallow granular �ow. �e present paper introduces this same yield criterion, which we express as

in which φ denotes the angle of internal friction, c cohesion, and θL the Lode angle, which is determined from 
the ratio between the intermediate principal stress and the minor/major principal stresses. As the classical μ(I)-
rheology is initially developed for cohesionless granular materials, the present paper neglects cohesion c in the 
calculation. Introducing Eqs. (17) and (18) into Eq. (20) produces

�e neglect of cohesion limits the application of the derived equation to merely cohesionless granular mate-
rials. Based on Eq. (21), Fig. 5 displays the in�uence of the internal angle of friction and the Lode angle on the 

(15)σij = −Pδij + τij

(16)τij =
µsP

|γ̇ |
γ̇ij

(17)I1 = σ1 + σ2 + σ3 = σxx + σyy + σzz = 3P

(18)J2 =
1

2
sijsji =

3µ2
sP

2

|γ̇ |2
(γ̇ 2

xy + γ̇ 2

yz + γ̇ 2

zx) = 3µ2

sP
2

(19)µs =
√
3αm

(20)
I1

3
sin ϕ −

√
J2

(

1
√
3
sin θL sin ϕ + cos θL

)

+ c cosϕ = 0

(21)µs =
sin ϕ

sin θL sin ϕ +
√
3 cos θL

Figure 5.  Contour lines of the coe�cient of start-up friction as a function of internal angle of friction and Lode 
angle.
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coe�cient of start-up friction. It is noted that the empirical value of the coe�cient of start-up friction μs obtained 
by Andreotti and co-workers25 ranged from 0.26 to 0.384, that by Barker and co-workers26 was 0.383, that by 
 Pouliquen37 ranged from 0.378 to 0.422. Considering that the input range of the internal angle of friction (i.e., 
5°–70°) covers the properties of most natural granular materials, the calculated range of the coe�cient of start-
up friction covers the empirical value obtained from the laboratory  experiments25,26,37.

Moreover, in Fig. 5, the coe�cient of start-up friction, which represents shear strength, increases with internal 
angle of friction but decreases with Lode angle. �e Lode angles θL = – 30°, 0°, and 30° represent pure tension, 
pure shearing, and pure compression, respectively. �erefore, considering Eqs. (15) and (16), under the same 
con�ning pressure and with the same strain rate, we conclude that, to reach the yield state for a moving mass, 
small stresses are needed in the pure tension state, large stresses in the pure compression state, and median 
stresses in the pure shearing state. �is is consistent with the real nature of the strength of granular materials 
such as soil, which well-resist compression but collapse easily when under tension.

conclusion. Understanding the nature of the start-up of landslides (or avalanches) has been a common 
focus in the communities of engineering geology, geotechnical engineering, and other related research areas. 
At present, the research in the �eld of "engineering geology" mainly starts from a geological site investigation, 
and focuses for example on the examination of geological properties of landslides and the analysis of hazard 
causes. In geotechnical engineering, research methods such as solid mechanics are commonly used to study 
the stress–strain properties assuming an "in�nitesimal deformation" before the landslide occurs. Leaving aside 
the engineering viewpoint, the present paper introduced a widely accepted concept of “inertial number” from 
particle physics, and used it to interpret the e�ects of shear rate, con�ning pressure, and particle size on soil 
strength, thereby bridging the gap between engineering and physics. By introducing the single dimensionless 
number I, we explained a well-known phenomenon, that being the shear rate, con�ning stress, and grain size 
were fundamental in�uencing factors on the coe�cient of residual friction. By analysing the test data obtained 
from laboratory experiments performed by Bhat and  Yatabe30, Suzuki and co-workers5, Scaringi and Di  Maio29, 
Li and co-workers28, a linear correlation was found between the natural logarithm of I and the residual shear 
strength. Considering the μ(I)-rheology with low inertial number is not physically realistic, this also helps to 
interpret the frictional properties of granular motion in the quasi-static regime.

Additionally, the present paper also provided a solution to determine the coe�cient of start-up friction by 
introducing the three-dimensional yield criterion for soil. �e main advantage is that the empirical law for the 
coe�cient of friction, which required enormous e�ort and was hard to obtain for natural geomaterial, can be 
replaced by strength parameters for soils. Two expressions for the coe�cient of start-up friction were derived 
using the Drucker–Prager and the Mohr–Coulomb yield criteria. �e coe�cient of start-up friction was found 
to be closely related to the strength parameter am when the Drucker–Prager criterion was introduced, and to 
the internal angle of friction along with the Lode angle when the Mohr–Coulomb yield criterion was adopted. 
When described by the latter, the coe�cient of start-up friction is positively related to the internal angle of fric-
tion, but is negatively correlated with the Lode angle. �e required yielding stress, that is, the smallest calculated 
in the pure tension state, the largest calculated in the pure compression state, and the median calculated in the 
pure shearing state, were consistent with the natural properties of the soil; i.e., geomaterials are good at resisting 
compression, rather than tension. Apart from the above �ndings, the following issues related to the physical 
interpretation of shear-rate behaviour of soils should also be noted:

1. �e nominal grain size d50 was used in the present paper to represent the mean diameter of grains, and the 
test materials of clays were composed of grains for which the sizes cross several orders of magnitude. Nev-
ertheless, the real nature of the complex composites may be more complicated than described by a law with 
the mean grain diameter parameter.

2. It can be concluded from Eq. (6) that the microscopic time scale regarding to the typical time scale of rear-
rangements is closely related to the grain size. �us, we can see from Eq. (8) that the scale of inertial number 
varies consistently with that of grain size, which may explain the origins of complex phenomena such as size 
segregation. In the simulation using discrete element method (DEM), Rognon and co-workers 38 and Tripathi 
and  Khakhar39 used a concept of local mean particle diameter d (related to the local particle volume fractions) 
to de�ne I when describing a polydisperse granular media. To convey the macroscopic constitutive law of 
a polydisperse granular media, the present paper adopts the geotechnical concept of the nominal grain size 
d50 as an alternative to represent the equivalent mean diameter. Research results in this paper indicate that 
the rheology initially developed for grains of relatively uniform size could also be relevant to polydisperse 
granular media. Note that though the frictional properties of granular motion in the quasi-static regime is 
well interpreted by the introduction of “inertial number” given under the condition of relatively uniform 
soil grain size distribution, the e�ect of the uniformity of grain size on the inertial number as well as the 
μ(I)-rheology needs further investigation, considering multiscale grain sizes in natural soils.

3. Cohesion was neglected in the analysis of the relation between the residual shear strength and the inertial 
number because its magnitude is negligibly small compared with that of the con�ning pressure. Moreover, 
the derived expression for the coe�cient of start-up friction is merely applicable to cohesionless granular 
materials such as sands. A more detailed analysis should take cohesion into consideration.

4. Negative or neutral correlation between the residual shear strength and shear rate cannot be re�ected by the 
introduction of the inertial number because the physical law for the turbulent mode is complex and may not 
follow a perspicuous rule, most likely because we do not take into account the e�ect of water.

5. Broadly graded and irregular-shaped particles are o�en encountered in real granular materials used in 
industries and natural geomaterials in geophysics. �e μ(I)-rheology was initially developed for a simple 
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deformed granular system composed of nearly identical spherical grains that interact through solid contacts. 
�e limitations cannot be denied when the rheology is applied to natural soils that are made of broadly 
graded and irregular shaped grains.�e role of the particle shape has been considered in some studies (e.g., 
GDR  MiDi40), and it is found that nonlocal e�ects become non-negligible owing to the irregular shape of 
particles. �is has motivated the investigation of an e�ective nonlocal rheology, which is able to account 
for such geometric e�ects (e.g., Karmin and  Koval41). In the discrete element method, one of the strategies 
to include the complexity of broadly gradation and irregular particle shape is gluing spherical particles 
together to create angular particles of various scales of size and shapes. Another strategy is including addi-
tional features to particle interactions such as the rotation e�ect to mimics the macroscopic behaviour of 
facetted  grains42. In the introduced μ(I)-rheology that describes the constitutive law of a deforming granular 
continuum, the complex friction behaviors of broadly graded and angular soil particles can be characterized 
by di�erent values or even mathematical expressions for the parameters μs, μ2, and I0. So, the μ(I)-rheology 
initially found for spherical grains could re�ect, to some extent, basic features of natural soils by adopting 
appropriate parameters.

Received: 5 March 2020; Accepted: 29 June 2020

References
 1. Kenney, T. C. Slide behaviour and shear resistance of a quick clay determined from a study of the landslide at Selnes, Norway. Proc. 

Geotech. Conf. Oslo 1, 57–64 (1967).
 2. Garga, V. K. Residual shear strength under large strains and the e�ect of sample size on the consolidation of �ssured clay. PhD 

thesis, University of London, UK (1970).
 3. La Gatta, D. P. Residual strength of clays and clay–shales by rotation shear tests. Harvard Soil Mechanics Series No. 86, Cambridge 

(1970).
 4. Carrubba, P. & Colonna, P. Monotonic fast residual strength of clay soils. Ital. Geotech. J. 40, 32–51 (2006).
 5. Suzuki, M., Yamamoto, T. & Tanikawa, K. Variation in residual strength of clay with shearing speed. Mem. Fac. Eng. Yamagushi 

Univ. 52, 45–49 (2001).
 6. Tika, T. E., Vaughan, P. R. & Lemos, L. J. Fast shearing of pre-existing shear zone in soil. Géotechnique 46, 97–233 (1996).
 7. Lupini, J. F., Skinner, A. E. & Vaughan, P. R. �e drained residual strength of cohesive soils. Géotechnique 31, 181–213 (1981).
 8. Matsui, T., Ohara, H. & Ito, T. E�ects of dynamic stress history on mechanical characteristics saturated clays. J. Jpn. Soc. Civ. Eng. 

257, 41–51 (1977) ((in Japanese)).
 9. Terzaghi, K. Erdbaumechanik auf bodenphysikalischer Grundlage (F Deuticke, Leipzig und Wien, 1925) ((in German)).
 10. Tika, T. M. �e e�ect of fast shearing on the residual strength of soil. PhD thesis, University of London, UK (1989).
 11. Tika, T. & Hutchinson, J. N. Ring shear tests on soil from the Vaiont landslide slip surface. Géotechnique 49, 59–74 (1999).
 12. Gratchev, I. & Sassa, K. Shear strength of clay at di�erent shear rates. J. Geotech. Geoenviron. Eng. 141, 06015002 (2015).
 13. Lambe, T. W. & Whitman, R. V. Soil Mechanics 559 (Wiley Eastern Limited, New York, 1969).
 14. Saito, R., Fukuoka, H., & Sassa, K. Experimental study on the rate e�ect on the shear strength. In: Disaster Mitigation of Debris 

Flows, Slope Failures and Landslides, Tokyo, 421–427 (2006).
 15. Chattopadhyay, P. K. Residual shear strength of some pure clay minerals. PhD thesis, University of Alberta, Edmonton (1972).
 16. Mesri, G. & Shahien, M. Residual shear strength mobilized in �rst-time slope failures. J. Geotech. Geoenviron. ASCE 129, 12–31 

(2003).
 17. da Cruz, F., Emam, S., Prochnow, M., Roux, J. N. & Chevoir, F. Rheophysics of dense granular materials: Discrete simulation of 

plane shear �ows. Phys. Rev. E. 72, 254–271 (2005).
 18. Ancey, C., Coussot, P. & Evesque, P. A theoretical framework for granular suspensions in a steady simple shear �ow. J. Rheol. 43, 

1673 (1999).
 19. Savage, S. Granular �ows down rough inclines—review and extension. Stud. Appl. Mech. 7, 261–282 (1983).
 20. Jop, P., Forterre, Y. & Pouliquen, O. Crucial role of sidewalls in granular surface �ows: consequences for the rheology. J. Fluid Mech. 

541, 167–192 (2005).
 21. Pouliquen, O., Cassar, C., Jop, P., Forterre, Y., & Nicolas, M. Flow of dense granular material: towards simple constitutive laws. J. 

Stat. Mech., P07020 (2006).
 22. Jop, P., Forterre, Y. & Pouliquen, O. A constitutive law for dense granular �ows. Nature 441, 727–730 (2006).
 23. Lagrée, P. Y., Staron, L. & Popinet, S. �e granular column collapse as a continuum: validity of a two-dimensional Navier–Stokes 

model with a µ(I)-rheology. J. Fluid Mech. 686, 378–408 (2011).
 24. Baker, J. L., Baker, T. & Gray, J. M. N. T. (2016) A two–dimensional depth-averaged μ(I)-rheology for dense granular avalanches. 

J. Fluid Mech. 787, 367–395 (2011).
 25. Andreotti, B., Forterre, Y. & Pouliquen, O. Granular Media: Between Fluid and Solid (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 

2013).
 26. Barker, T., Schae�er, D., Bohorquez, P. & Gray, J. M. N. T. Well-posed and ill-posed behaviour of the µ(I)-rheology for granular 

�ow. J. Fluid Mech. 779, 794–818. https ://doi.org/10.1017/jfm.2015.412 (2015).
 27. Varnes, D. J. Slope movement and types and processes. In landslides: analysis and control, special report 172, chap. 2. Washington: 

Transportation Research Board, National Academy of Sciences (1978).
 28. Li, Y., Chan, L., Yeung, A. & Xiang, X. E�ects of test conditions on shear behaviour of composite soil. Proc. ICE Geotech. Eng. 166, 

310–320. https ://doi.org/10.1680/geng.11.00013  (2013).
 29. Scaringi, G. & Di Maio, C. In�uence of displacement rate on residual shear strength of clays. Procedia Earth Planet. Sci. 16, 137–145 

(2016).
 30. ASTM D3282-09. Standard Practice for Classi�cation of Soils and Soil-Aggregate Mixtures for Highway Construction Purposes, 

ASTM International, West Conshohocken https ://www.astm.org (2009).
 31. Bhat, D. R. & Yatabe, R. E�ect of shearing rate on residual strength of landslide soils. In Engineering Geology for Society and Ter-

ritory  Vol. 2 (eds Lollino, G. et al.) 1211–1215 (Geological Society, London, 2015).
 32. Barker, T. & Gray, J. M. N. T. Partial regularisation of the incompressible μ(I)-rheology for granular �ow. J. Fluid Mech. 828, 5–32. 

https ://doi.org/10.1017/jfm.2017.428 (2017).
 33. Savage, S. B. & Hutter, K. �e motion of a �nite mass of granular material down a rough incline. J. Fluid Mech. 199, 177–215 (1989).
 34. Drucker, D. C., Prager, W. & Greenberg, H. J. Extended limit design theorems for continuous media. Q. Appl. Math. 9, 381–389 

(1952).

https://doi.org/10.1017/jfm.2015.412
https://doi.org/10.1680/geng.11.00013
http://www.astm.org
https://doi.org/10.1017/jfm.2017.428


9

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific RepoRtS |        (2020) 10:12162  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-69023-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 35. Silbert, L. E., Ertas, D., Grest, G. S., Halsey, D. & Levine, S. J. Plimpton granular �ow down an inclined plane: Bagnold scaling and 
rheology. Phys. Rev. E Stat. Nonlinear So� Matter Phys. 64, 051302 (2001).

 36. Depken, M., Lechman, J. B., van Hecke, M., Saarloos, W. V. & Grest, G. S. Stresses in smooth �ows of dense granular media. 
Europhys. Lett. 78, 417–429 (2007).

 37. Pouliquen, O. Scaling laws in granular �ows down rough inclined planes. Phys. Fluids 11, 542 (1999).
 38. Rognon, P. G., Roux, J. N., Naaim, M. & Chevoir, F. Dense �ows of bidisperse assemblies of disks down an inclined plane. Phys. 

Fluids 19, 058101 (2007).
 39. Tripathi, A. & Khakhar, D. V. Rheology of binary granular mixtures in the dense �ow regime. Phys. Fluids 23, 113302 (2011).
 40. MiDi, G. D. R. On dense granular �ows. Eur. Phys. J. E 14, 341–365 (2004).
 41. Kamrin, K. & Koval, G. Nonlocal constitutive relation for steady granular �ow. Phys. Rev. Lett. 108, 178301. https ://doi.org/10.1103/

PhysR evLet t.108.17830 1 (2012).
 42. Estrada, N., Azéma, E., Radjai, F. & Taboada, A. Identi�cation of rolling resistance as a shape parameter in sheared granular media. 

Phys. Rev. E Stat. Nonlinear So� Matter Phys. 84, 011306. https ://doi.org/10.1103/PhysR evE.84.01130 6 (2011).

Acknowledgements
�e research is funded by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC) under Grant No. 41790434 
and 51938008, and the Key Research and Development Program of China Railway (Grant No. K2019G033). We 
thank Richard Haase, Ph.D for editing the English text of a dra� of this manuscript.

Author contributions
J.F. was a major contributor in performing the set-up of the model, and writing the manuscript. Y.J. supervised 
the whole work and helped to obtain the funding. X.S. was responsible for review and editing the manuscript. 
H.X. helped with project administration. All authors read and approved the �nal manuscript.

competing interests 
�e authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to X.S.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional a�liations.

Open Access  �is article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. �e images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/.

© �e Author(s) 2020

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.108.178301
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.108.178301
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevE.84.011306
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Physical interpretation of shear-rate behaviour of soils and geotechnical solution to the coefficient of start-up friction with low inertial number
	Anchor 2
	Anchor 3
	Inertial number from granular physics
	Correlation between I and μr from test data
	Adoption of three-dimensional yield criterion for soil
	Drucker–Prager criterion. 
	Mohr–Coulomb criterion. 
	Conclusion. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


