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Abstract: The presence of unsaturated soil is critical in geotechnical engineering since the matric
suction may aid in accommodating the pile shaft capacity. The design of piles can be optimized
by incorporating unsaturated soil mechanics principles. Hence, the amount of waste materials can
be reduced, the duration of pile installation can be expedited, and the amount of energy used for
casting the pile can be optimized, resulting in more sustainable design and construction of piles.
Conventional α, β, and λ methods and modified α, β, and λ methods are the common models that
are used for calculating the shaft capacity by incorporating soil–water characteristic curves (SWCCs).
However, in our opinion, we feel that the investigation of the influence of seepage infiltration due to
rainfall on the shaft capacity of piles, calculated using both analytical means and numerical analysis,
has been dealt with inadequately in past studies. The objective of this study is to investigate changes
in the shaft pile capacity according to suction changes due to rainwater infiltration for the greater
reliability of the pile design, using both analytical and numerical studies with the finite element
method (FEM). Sand and kaolin, which are typical components of coarse-grained and fine-grained
soil, are used in this study. The laboratory results were incorporated into PLAXIS 3D (Version 22),
and a coupled analysis was carried out, utilizing the meteorological conditions in Astana. The results
showed that the decreases in matric suction in sand and kaolin are similar after their subjection
to rainfall, yet sand produces a higher shaft capacity compared to kaolin. The modified β method
offers a higher shaft capacity compared to the other methods due to the effective stress factors being
taken into account. The modified α and λ methods are recommended for short piles because they are
more sustainable, whilst the modified β method is preferable for long piles. Overall, unsaturated
soil conditions should be applied to optimize the foundation design since they generate a higher
shaft capacity.

Keywords: pile shaft capacity; pile foundation; rainfall infiltration; matric suction; unsaturated soil

1. Introduction

It is well recognized that arid or semi-arid regions make up one-third of the Earth’s
surface. Some places in these regions have unsaturated soil and a deep groundwater table.
Three sub-layers make up the unsaturated zone, which is visible above the groundwater
table and below the surface of the Earth. The capillary zone is the topmost stratum
above the groundwater table. The two-phase zone is the name of the second stratum
and the dry zone is the third stratum [1]. One of the properties of unsaturated soil and
the most significant indicator that conveys information on the interaction of the water
and the solid phases of soils is the SWCC, also known as the soil–water characteristics
curve [2]. The SWCC is frequently utilized for both practical activities like optimizing
sustainable agricultural production management and also for conducting research on the
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physical characteristics of soil [1]. The accuracy of the forecast, the suitability of the model,
and, consequently, the management of soil processes will all depend on how well this
dependency is determined [3].

In geotechnical engineering, the assumption of the soil being fully saturated when
designing foundations is common for locations in unsaturated soil [4–6]. Some factors,
such as climate change, which leads to an increase in rainfall intensity year-round, have an
impact on the characteristics of unsaturated soil. Rainfall causes a drop in the negative pore
water pressure, shear strength, and soil strength in unsaturated soil. Thus, it is crucial to
research how rainfall affects the mechanics of unsaturated soil for foundation design since
rainfall reduces the shear strength of unsaturated soil [7]. By improving the concepts of the
unsaturated soil mechanics, the design of piles can be more reliable and comprehensive.
The utilization of unsaturated soil mechanics principles will help engineers to develop
sustainable pile designs that minimize resource use, reduce environmental impacts, and
ensure long-term stability, contributing to more eco-friendly construction practices [7].
Considering unsaturated soil mechanics during the design phase can improve the long-
term performance of piles, making them more resilient to changes in soil moisture content
and environmental conditions over time [7].

To determine the shaft capacity of a pile foundation and saturated soil, three formulae
(α, β, and λ) are utilized [8]. Based on the saturated shear strength parameters and the
SWCC, these three methods are adjusted to determine the fluctuation in the shaft capacity
of pile foundations in unsaturated soil integrating matrices [4]. When planning foundations,
paving, and slopes, the interaction between the soil and the surroundings must constantly
be considered [9]. It is challenging to forecast and deal with expansion modeling of the soil
since environmental factors and water levels are continuously changing [10].

Many studies have been conducted to assess the shaft capacity of a pile, yet they
have only employed one of the available methods and not assessed the data from both
analytical and parametric standpoints. Al-Omari et al. [11] studied the bearing capacity in
unsaturated soil using both theoretical and field test instruments; however, the results did
not give an exact comparison due to the accuracy limitations of the field testing devices.
Tohta and Vahedifard [12] and Santos et al. [13] investigated the analytical method for shaft
resistance using a constitutive model, yet did not incorporate any numerical studies to
verify their findings. Liu and Vanapalli [14] studied the mechanical behavior of floating
piles during seepage using laboratory and analytical techniques, yet the data may not
be accurate due to the human error still taken into account, and they could not mimic
the exact weather conditions in the area. Understanding how unsaturated soil mechanics
impact environmental factors like water retention, drainage, and nutrient transport helps
in designing piles that minimize negative ecological impacts [14].

Thus, the aim of this study is to analyze the shaft capacity design under rainfall in-
filtration coupled with unsaturated soil mechanics using both analytical and numerical
approaches. Prior to numerical modeling investigations, the analytical method was per-
formed to serve as an initial estimation before further investigation of the environmental
conditions and evaluation of the transient seepage with respect to the suction variation.
The environmental conditions were replicated in Astana, Kazakhstan, since groundwater is
located near the ground surface and is susceptible to failure due to the highly saturated con-
ditions of the soil here, according to Buranbayeva et al. [15]. The soil specimen was created
on sand and kaolin, representative of coarse-grained and fine-grained soil, respectively.
Laboratory tests were conducted, and the results were used in numerical and analytical
analyses. The analytical computations were performed using six different approaches (α,
β, and λ and modified α, β, and λ), with varying groundwater table depths taken into
account. Meanwhile, PLAXIS 3D (Version 22) was used for the parametric calculations to
investigate the impact of rainfall on the shaft capacity of the pile foundations with respect
to matric suction fluctuations.
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2. Literature Review

When designing foundations, it is imperative to calculate both the ultimate limit
state, for instance, the shaft capacity of the pile, and take the serviceability behavior into
consideration. Recently, there has been a lot of interest in the application of unsaturated
soil mechanics to geotechnical engineering, notably in the foundation design and analysis
of structures constructed on unsaturated soil [16]. SWCCs are one of the primary features
of unsaturated soil, and consist of soil suction, where a gradient in soil suction, according
to the recognized theory, fosters the flow of liquid in the soil [16]. Soil suction is based on
the concept of the soil water potential, which compares the potential energy of soil water
to that of pure water per unit of volume, mass, or weight [17]. Soil suction is made up of
two distinct forces: matric suction and osmotic suction. Matric suction occurs as a result of
capillary rise, which is defined as the soil matrix’s ability to retain water in the absence of
a solute [18], while osmotic suction is the presence of dissolved solutes in the pore water,
and is frequently ignored in unsaturated soil mechanics [19].

The degree of saturation is one of the factors that influences matric suction; when the
saturation level decreases, there is more air in the soil voids, which changes the permeability,
stiffness, and strength of the soil [20]. Unsaturated soil mechanics revolve around the
concept of the SWCC, where the relationship between the saturation level and the suction
or matric potential of the soil is depicted graphically. The suction, which is brought on
by the attraction of water molecules and soil particles, maintains water in the soil pores
in defiance of gravity’s pull [21]. To put it simply, it may be measured as the amount
of soil moisture at a specific pressure, and this relationship is frequently shown on x-y
axes [22]. Increased soil moisture under persistent pressure may allow the soil to store more
water [23]. The type of soil also influences the SWCC results: for instance, high-clay-content
soils frequently have steeper SWCCs than soils with a low clay content since the removal of
the water from the soil becomes, in this case, more difficult [24]. Kocaman et al. [25] stated
that the soil structure has an effect on the SWCC as well since healthy soils often have
greater voids that facilitate water flow, whereas poor soils typically have fewer pores that
may hold water. The size and distribution of the soil pores can be altered by an increase in
organic matter content, which has. in turn, an effect on the SWCC [26].

The unsaturated soil zone above the groundwater table functions as a distribution
point for the stresses associated with shallow and deep foundations under these conditions.
Such situations are typical in semi-arid and dry regions of the world where pile foundations
are employed to sustain huge loads and prevent settlement. The effect of matric suction or
any great capillary stress on the capacity of deep foundations to support loads, however,
has not so far been discussed in depth in the literature [5,27–29]. Lu [30] mentioned that
failing to account for the fundamental physical processes in the soil–water relationship of
pore water pressure, effective stress, and independent stress variables causes difficulties in
integrating unsaturated soil mechanics into foundation design, indicating that the physical
representation of the soil–water interaction is insufficient.

To overcome the aforementioned difficulty, the total shaft resistance of piles was
computed utilizing unsaturated soil mechanics using the novel method presented in this
work. This study solely considered the skin friction capacity of the pile and did not address
both the end-bearing and lateral capacity. However, future works will incorporate studies
on the other capacities of the pile. The approaches in this study were taken by modifying
the methods of Skempton [31], Burland [32], and Vijayvergiya and Fotch [33]. Utilizing
the saturated soil features and the SWCC, these approaches are functionally offered to
estimate the variation in shaft capacity with reference to matric suction. The proposed
modified equations employ the conventional form of the α, β, and λ techniques for saturated
soils when the matric suction value is set to zero [6]. According to Becker [34], several
uncertainties must be considered while designing a foundation, including load estimation,
geological conditions, soil material properties, and the precision of the numerical model to
the actual behavior of the foundation. This study aimed to reduce uncertainties by using
unsaturated soil mechanics and comparing the results from both analytical and numerical
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approaches in order to justify the behavior of the foundation owing to transient seepage.
Furthermore, Vanapalli et al. [6] also stated that not only should the design and construction
be thoroughly studied, but also the net loading of the shaft should not be larger than its
capacity. This is to guarantee that all movement is regulated and constant, and to prevent
structural damage, implying that the expected building settling must be taken into account
during foundation design. Therefore, to find prospective building techniques that may be
useful, it is critical to examine the entire architecture of the foundation, superstructure, and
ground [35]. The foundations can be calculated using a finite element software such as
PLAXIS 3D (Version 22), which takes the aforementioned considerations into account.

The unsaturated soil analysis in PLAXIS 3D (Version 22) simulates the behavior of
soil with both air and water in its pores. This is different from saturated soil analysis,
which involves completely submerging the soil in water. When investigating unsaturated
soil, environmental factors such as changes in temperature, humidity, or rainfall might
have an impact on the soil’s moisture content [36]. The effects of soil suction and swelling
or shrinking on the soil behavior may also be simulated using PLAXIS 3D (Version 22).
Modeling the soil as a multi-phase material with separate solid, liquid, and gas phases is
another option offered by PLAXIS 3D (Version 22). This makes it possible to examine the
behavior of unsaturated soil more thoroughly while taking the influence of capillary forces
and air pressure into consideration [37].

3. Research Methodology

Because of the current state of rapid construction development in Astana, Kazakhstan,
and the city heavy summer rainfall, the study specifically examines how rainfall affects the
qualities of unsaturated soil in that area. According to Astana’s geological distribution, the
groundwater table’s maximum depth is 10 m, while the average depth is between 2 and
10 m [15]. The length of the pile was accordingly assumed to be the same as the GWT level.

3.1. Mathematical Equations

Based on the fluctuation in shear strength with respect to matric suction, which can be
calculated from the SWCC and effective shear strength parameters, a modified approach
is used to calculate the shaft capacity. Equation (1) presents a β method for calculating
the shaft capacity based on the saturated soil mechanics theory. Equation (2) presents
the improved approach for calculating the shaft capacity based on the unsaturated soil
mechanics theory [6].

Q f = fs × As = β× σ′v (1)

Q f (us) =
[
c′a +β

(
σ′z
)
+ (ua − uw)

(
Sk
)(

tan δ′
)
] (2)

where β—Burland–Bjerrum coefficient; As—surface area of the pile (m2); σ′v—vertical
effective stress at the midpoint of the pile shaft (kPa); L—length of the pile (m); d—diameter
of the pile (m); c′a—adhesion component of cohesion for saturated conditions (kPa); and
δ′—effective angle of the interface along the soil and pile. The β values vary from 0.30 to
0.60 for fine- and coarse-grained soils [6].

The modified α method is used to determine the variation in shaft capacity with
respect to matric suction based on the SWCC and on the undrained shear strength of the
soil [6] and is represented using Equations (3) and (4).

Q f = fs × As = α× cu × π × d× L (3)

Q f (us) = α× cu(sat)

[
1 +

(ua − uw)( pa
101.3

) Sv

µ

]
π × d× L (4)

where α—adhesion factor between the soil and pile; (ua − uw)—matric suction (kPa);
S—degree of saturation; cu—undrained shear strength along the pile length (kPa); ν and
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µ—fitting parameters. The ν value depends on the soil type (1 for coarse-grained soil or
2 for fine-grained soil) and µ is a function of the plasticity index (PI).

The modified λ method combines both previous methods, the total stress (undrained)
and the effective stress (drained) conditions for calculating the shaft capacity of the pile
foundation according to Vanapalli et al. [6], and is shown in Equations (5) and (6).

Q f = λ
(
σ′v + 2cu

)
π × d× L (5)

Q f (us) = λ

[
σ′v(avg) + 2×cu(sat)

(
1 +

(ua − uw)( pa
101.3

) Sv

µ

)]
π × d× L (6)

where σ′v (avg)—mean effective stress (kPa) and λ—the frictional capacity coefficient (varies
from 0.12 to 0.5 for pile penetration down to 70 m) [6].

Numerous formulae have been presented to assess the potential of soil moisture due
to the great mechanical variability of soils and the difficulty of experimentally determining
the whole SWCC. Fredlund and Xing [38] improved the equation (Equation (7)) by adding
the independent parameters of a, n, m, and θs, respectively, as a result of their collaborative
research on discovering the optimal approach to fitting the SWCC.

θ =

1−
ln
(

1 + ψ
Cr

)
ln
(

1 + 106

Cr

)

 θs{

ln
[
e + ψ

a

]n}m

 (7)

where θ—the volumetric water content according to different matric suction (m3/m3);
θs—saturated volumetric water content (m3/m3); ψ—matric suction (kPa); e—base of
natural logarithm; a—fitting parameter related to the air entry value of the soil; n—fitting
parameter related to the maximum slope of the curve; m—fitting parameter related to the
curvature of the slope; and Cr—correction factor. The Cr value was set to 1 to simplify the
best-fitting calculation as proposed by Leong and Rahardjo [39].

3.2. Laboratory Experiment

This study includes laboratory tests to evaluate the saturated and unsaturated proper-
ties of a sand–kaolin mixture. The laboratory test results were used in numerical studies;
the technique and determination of soil’s physical and hydrological parameters are based
on the ASTM standard given in Table 1.

Table 1. Laboratory tests based on ASTM standard.

Index Property Tests ASTM Code

Compaction standard proctor D698-12

Grain size distribution
Sieve analysis D6913-04

Hydrometer analysis D7928-21

Atterberg limits D4318-10

Soil–water characteristic curve using HYPROP D6836-92

Permeability test using constant head D2434-19

Triaxial testing using consolidated undrained soil D4767-11

The following mechanical properties were obtained for the soil samples (both kaolin
and sand) and are shown in Table 2. Figure 1a depicts the results of measuring the saturated
permeability of the sand using the constant head test. Figure 1b shows the results of the
falling head test for kaolin for determining the permeability of fine-grained soil. The
collected results were then utilized to calculate the unsaturated permeability using the
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statistical method [40]. Under unsaturated conditions, it can be seen that kaolin generated
a higher permeability compared to sand.

Table 2. Laboratory tests based on ASTM standard.

Soil Cohesion, c′

(kPa)
Friction Angle,

φ′ (◦)
Unit Weight, γ

(kN/m3)

Unsaturated
Friction Angle,

φb (◦)

Kaolin 18 23 14 11.5

Sand 0 45 15 22.5
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Figure 1. Unsaturated permeability of (a) sand and (b) kaolin using Leong & Rahardjo [40].

Figures 2 and 3, which were produced using the HYPROP unsaturated devices, depict
the best-fitting line of SWCCs for sand and kaolin, respectively. For this curve, the best fit
was employed using the Fredlund and Xing [38] equation. The SWCC was subsequently
mapped by drawing a tangent line in the upper and lower halves of the sigmoidal curves
to represent the air-entry-value (AEV), residual suction, and residual water content of the
sample. The inflection point thereafter lies in the center of the curves that represent the
sample’s desaturation approaching the residual state.
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3.3. Numerical Analysis

PLAXIS 3D (Version 22) with fully coupled deformation analysis was applied to
determine the shaft pile capacity. The lateral and end-bearing capacity of the pile are
neglected in this study, which is solely concerned with the skin friction capacity. During
the study, the following steps were utilized to create a 3D model in the software:

• Setting for a new model—10 nodded elements, full model type, units as meters, area
of 12 × 12 square foot (sqf).

• Construction of the model geometry—creation of boreholes and indication of GWT depth.
• Defining the parameters for each material of the model in the “Materials” section—according

to the triaxial test; the parameters utilized are shown in Tables 3 and 4.
• Defining the unsaturated soil properties by entering the values for the matric suction,

unsaturated permeability, and degree of saturation in the groundwater phase for each
material using a user-defined method.

• Mesh properties where a fine mesh size for this modeling is chosen and the minimum
element dimension of the mesh is 0.918 mm. This is to ensure that the calculation
was accurate.

• The Mohr–Coulomb failure criterion was chosen for the soil, considered an isotropic
and non-isolated material. Given the flexibility of the equation and the straightforward
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physical meanings of the material properties, this method is extensively utilized for
stability analysis and critical stress prediction [41].

• The boundary conditions in this model are the pressure head (GWT depth) and the
rainfall that was applied to the surface of the entire model. The assigned rainfall
patterns were a 12-day rain period followed by a 12-day drying period. The most
precipitation in Astana, Kazakhstan, in 12 days is 20 mm per day [42]. Using fully cou-
pled analysis, the volume and cycle of rainfall were incorporated into the groundwater
phase of simulation.

Table 3. Soil data used for foundation modeled in sand soil using PLAXIS 3D (Version 22).

Soil type Sand

Soil model Mohr–Coulomb

Drainage type Drained

Unsaturated unit weight, γunsat 16 kN/m3

Saturated unit weight, γsat 20 kN/m3

Void ratio, e 0.71

Modulus of elasticity, E 430 kPa

Cohesion, c′ 0 kPa

Friction angle, φ′ 45◦

Table 4. Soil data used for foundation modeled in kaolin soil using PLAXIS 3D.

Soil type Kaolin

Soil model Mohr–Coulomb

Drainage type Drained

Unsaturated unit weight, γunsat 18.3 kN/m3

Saturated unit weight, γsat 20.83 kN/m3

Void ratio, e 0.2

Modulus of elasticity, E 15.76 kPa

Cohesion, c′ 18 kPa

Friction angle, φ′ 14◦

The fundamental equation for the PLAXIS calculation is taken from Bentley [43],
whose article discusses the PLAXIS 3D (Version 22) manual. The water infiltration in
PLAXIS is based on Equation (8), which is a variant of the well-known Richards equation
that describes the saturated–unsaturated groundwater flow. Meanwhile, in Equation (9),
we are shown the original Richards equation based on Dogan and Motz [44].

−n
[

S
kw
− ∂s

∂pw

]
∂pw

∂t
+∇T

[
kr

ρw × g× ksat(∂pw + ρw × g)

]
= 0 (8)

{
∂

∂x

[
kx(h)× ∂h

∂x

]
+

∂

∂y

[
ky(h)× ∂h

∂y

]
+

∂

∂y

[
kz(h)× ∂h

∂z
+ 1
]}

= [C(h) + S× ss]
∂h
∂t

(9)

The specific storage (ss) is a material property which, neglecting the compressibility of
the soil particles, can be expressed as Equation (10):

ss =
n× ρw × g

kw
(10)
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The term C(h) in the Richards equation can be expanded in Equation (11). By sub-
stituting Equations (10) and (11) into the original Richards equation (Equation (9)) and
changing from a head-based equation to a pore-water-pressure-based equation, Equation (8)
is obtained.

C(h) =
∂θ

∂h
=

∂

∂h
(nS) = n

∂s
∂h

(11)

where kx, ky, and kz—the permeability coefficients in the x, y and z directions, respectively;
(∂θ/∂h)—specific moisture capacity (L−1); Ss—specific storage (L−1); ρw—density of water
(kg/m3); g—gravitational acceleration (m/s2); ksat—permeability under saturated condi-
tions (m/s); kw—unsaturated hydraulic conductivity (m/s); kr—relative water coefficient
of permeability (kw/ks); S—degree of saturation of soil; and n—porosity of soil.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Analytical Calculations
4.1.1. β and Modified β Methods

Using the mechanical properties obtained from the laboratory experiments that are
shown in Tables 3 and 4, the shaft capacity of a 10 m pile was calculated for different GWT
depths (2 m, 4 m, 6 m, 8 m, and 10 m). Figures 4 and 5 show a comparison of the shaft
capacity found using the conventional and modified β methods for coarse- and fine-grained
soils. The computation was performed using pile lengths and groundwater table depths
of 10 m, 8 m, 6 m, 4 m, and 2 m. Based on the fluctuation in the shear strength and the
vertical effective stress with respect to the matric suction, which can be calculated from the
SWCC [45], and effective shear strength parameters, the updated technique is utilized to
calculate the shaft capacity [46].
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Figure 5. Shaft capacity of pile with groundwater table (GWT) at 10 m, 8 m, 6 m, 4 m, 2 m in
fine-grained soil using β and modified β methods.

The analytical calculations show that effective stress and matric suction significantly
increase the pile foundation’s shaft capacity. In both cases, the modified method showed a
greater shaft capacity value than the conventional method. Moreover, the shaft capacity
reached its maximum in the middle of the embedded pile. That is to say that for coarse-
grained soil (sand), the maximum capacity for a 10 m pile is at 5 m depth, showing 1280 kPa
with the modified and 1180 kPa with the standard β method. Similarly, for fine-grained soil
(kaolin), a pile of 10 m has a maximum capacity of 340 kPa and 240 kPa using the modified
and conventional methods, respectively. All the other examples show the same trend, with
a 100 kPa difference in shaft capacity with the modified β method, showing bigger values.

The function of the shaft capacity using the β and modified β methods has a D-shape,
reaching its maximum capacity in the middle of the pile and decreasing to zero at the
end of the total length. This can be explained using Equations (1) and (2). According
to Vanapalli and Taylan [8], for the modified β method, the unsaturated conditions are
dependent mainly on matric suction. This implies that when the pile reaches saturated
conditions, the shaft capacity is set to zero, due to the absence of suction, and the capacity
of the pile is fully dependent on the end-bearing.

4.1.2. α and Modified α Methods

Figures 6 and 7 represent the values of the calculated shaft capacity for piles and GWTs
of 10, 8, 6, 4, and 2 m. Computations are applied to both fine-grained soil (kaolin) and
coarse-grained soil (sand) using the α and modified α methods.
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Figure 6. Shaft capacity of pile with groundwater tables (GWTs) at 10 m, 8 m, 6 m, 4 m, 2 m in
coarse-grained soil (sand) using α and modified α methods.
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Figure 7. Shaft capacity of pile with GWTs at 10 m, 8 m, 6 m, 4 m, 2 m in fine-grained soil (kaolin)
using α and modified α methods.
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Overall, the modified α method results in a greater shaft capacity than the conventional
one. The maximum shaft capacity of a 10 m pile in sand is at a depth of 7 m for the modified
method (222 kPa) and at 10 m for the conventional method (94 kPa). For kaolin, the
maximum capacity of a 10 m pile is at the same depth as in sand for both the modified α
(150 kPa) and conventional α methods (63 kPa). For 8, 6, 4, and 2 m piles, for both sand
and kaolin, the maximum shaft capacity using the modified α method is at 5.5, 4, 2.75 and
1.25 m, respectively. For the conventional method, its maximum, Q f , is at the bottom of the
pile length.

Unlike the β methods, the conventional and modified α methods have different shapes
for the function. For the conventional approach, the behaviour is linear, whereas for the
modified approach, it is D-shaped. In addition, the shaft capacity in any of these cases does
not reduce to 0 even when matric suction disappears. This is because the undrained shear
still contributes to the shaft capacity of the pile and thus the value is never zero.

4.1.3. λ and Modified λ Methods

Figures 8 and 9 show the values of the calculated shaft capacity for piles and GWTs
of 10, 8, 6, 4, and 2 m. Computations are applied to both fine-grained soil (kaolin) and
coarse-grained soil (sand) using the λ and modified λ methods.
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using λ and modified λ methods.
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Figure 9. Shaft capacity of pile with GWTs at 10 m, 8 m, 6 m, 4 m, 2 m in fine-grained soil (kaolin)
using λ and modified λ methods.

The maximum shaft capacity for coarse- and fine-grained soil occurs when the GWT
is at 10 m, and both are positioned at a pile depth of 6 m. The maximum value for the
coarse-grained reaches close to 600 kPa, whereas the fine-grained reaches roughly 450 kPa.
Overall, the behavior of each method reveals that the maximum capacity occurred when
the GWT location was distant from the ground surface, as matric suction plays a vital
role in supporting the extra capacity of the pile. When the GWT height accumulates
near the ground surface, the capacity decreases, yet the modified approach still takes into
account the residual state of the soil. Thus, the value remains higher than when using the
original method.

In a similar fashion to the α method, the shaft capacity of the pile calculated using
the λ method does not decrease to zero, even at the bottom of the pile. According to
Equation (6), even if the suction is set to zero, the vertical effective stress and undrained
shear strength will significantly contribute to the shaft capacity, not allowing it to reach
the zero value. Both the conventional and modified λ methods have D-shape behavior,
reaching the maximum value at approximately 67% of the embedded depth.

4.2. Numerical Analysis Using PLAXIS 3D (Version 22)
4.2.1. Results in Coarse-Grained Soil (Sand)

Rainfall-related variation in suction was examined using numerical analyses in PLAXIS
3D (Version 22). For the sake of this computation, a 10 m pile length was used. Equally,
12 days of rain were followed by 12 days of a dry period. According to Zhussupbekov et al. [42],
the largest amount of rainfall in Astana was 20 mm for 12 days. For the purposes of the
experiment, this was taken as the daily rainfall for a period of 12 days. The amount and the
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time interval of rainfall may be entered into the attribute library during the stage creation
phase of modeling using PLAXIS. Editing the flow function in the settings will allow for
the addition of a discharge function, where the time and quantity of precipitation can be
included. Figure 10a,b represents the variation in suction at the initial phase and after the
12-day rainfall, respectively.
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Figure 10 shows how the suction at the ground’s surface changes from 100 kPa to
30 kPa after 12 days of rainfall and decreases from 10 kPa to 0 kPa at a 9 m depth. The
shaft capacity of the pile is reduced as a result of this drop in suction. In the coarse-grained
soil (sand), the negative pore water pressure (matric suction) diminishes during periods of
rainfall and during the ensuing dryness, as seen in Figure 11. In the first phase, the suction
is contributing at its maximum rate of 100 kPa (day 0). It descends in a downward direction
until it hits 10 kPa at the end of the simulation. After 12 days of rainfall, the soil suction
drops from 100 kPa to 30 kPa, and then drops to 10 kPa at the end of the time, showing
a 70 kPa reduction after 12 days of rainfall and a 90 kPa reduction over the course of the
whole 15-day period.
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The results from PLAXIS 3D (Version 22) were then incorporated into the modified
β, α, and λ equations. In modified β, the soil’s shaft capacity was altered as a result of the
rainfall, and the variations in the soil suction and the shaft capacity of the pile during the
rainfall and drying period were calculated. The analytical computation results using the
modified β method are shown in Figure 12a. According to the results of the modified β
approach, the shaft capacity of the pile foundations decreases by 90 kPa as a result of the
infiltration of rainwater, going from 1320 kPa during the initial phase to 1120 kPa after
12 days of rainfall. The shaft capacity falls from 1220 kPa to 1190 kPa over the 12 days of
the dry period, a shift of 30 kPa. This pattern indicates that, due to the variations in suction,
the shaft capacity decline will persist in dry periods after rainfall, but the change will be
noticeably slower.

The results of the modified α method are depicted in Figure 12b. The modified
α method results show that rainwater infiltration causes the shaft capacity of the pile
foundation to drop by 115 kPa, from 168 kPa in the first phase to 44 kPa at the conclusion
of the 12-day rainy period. The shaft capacity changes from 44 kPa to 20 kPa throughout
the dry period of 12 days. As a result, the shaft capacity diminishes in dry periods at
a far slower rate than it does in wet periods. Furthermore, the shaft capacity using the
modified α method is highly affected by changes in suction, which can result in some
uncertainties during computation and design. The results of an analytical computation
utilizing the modified λ approach are shown in Figure 12c. Rainwater infiltration causes
the shaft capacity of the pile foundations to decrease by 650 kPa, going from 1000 kPa in the
beginning to almost 350 kPa at the end of the 12-day rainfall period. After 12 days of the
dry period, the shaft capacity has decreased from 350 kPa to 130 kPa, indicating a 130 kPa
variance in the pile’s shaft capacity. The modified λ method, similar to the modified α
method, was severely affected by changes in the matric suction.
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4.2.2. Results in Fine-Grained Soil (Kaolin)

Figure 13a displays a cross-section representation of the foundation and surrounding
soil that was designed using PLAXIS 3D (Version 22). The cross-sectional view was obtained
from a 3D model. The cross-section of the pile shows that the rainfall infiltration in the
kaolin causes the matric suction to diminish. Before rain, it was 100 kPa, and by the end
of the period under consideration, it was 12 kPa. Furthermore, it shows how the negative
pore water pressure drops during the 12 days of dry time that follow the 12 days of rainfall
due to water seeping into the groundwater table and into the depths. Figure 13b depicts the
process by which suction changes to 33 kPa at the ground surface after 12 days of rainfall
and then drops to 0 kPa at a depth of 10 m below the groundwater table. This suction
reduction causes the shaft capacity of the pile to decrease.
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The matric suction diminishes with rainfall and the subsequent dry interval. This is
seen in Figure 14, where, in the first phase, the suction operates at its maximum rate of
100 kPa. It descends in a downward direction until it hits 12 kPa at the conclusion of the
time. There is a 34 kPa maximum suction after 12 days of rain. The maximum suction after
the dry period is 12 kPa. After 12 days of rainfall, the soil suction drops from 100 kPa to
34 kPa, and then it drops to 12 kPa by the conclusion, showing a 66 kPa reduction after
12 days of rainfall and an 88 kPa reduction after the whole 15-day period.
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Similar to the coarse-grained soil, the results from PLAXIS 3D (Version 22) have also
been analyzed with the modified β, α, and λ equations, which are illustrated in Figures 15a,
15b and 15c, respectively. The modified β method’s findings show that rainfall infiltration
causes the shaft capacity of the pile foundations with fine-grained soil (kaolin) to decrease
by 45 kPa, going from 320 kPa in the first phase to 275 kPa at the conclusion of the 12-day
rainy period. In the dry period following a rainstorm, the shaft capacity of a pile within
the kaolin soil reduces from 275 kPa to 155 kPa. According to the modified α method’s
findings, the shaft capacity of the pile foundations decreases by 120 kPa as a result of the
rainwater infiltration, going from 170 kPa during the first phase to 50 kPa after 12 days
of rain. In the 12 days of the dry period, the shaft capacity of the pile foundation in the
kaolin soil falls. It decreases from 50 kPa to 20 kPa, a difference of 30 kPa. In contrast, we
see that the modified λ method’s findings show that rainwater infiltration causes the shaft
capacity of pile foundations in fine-grained soil (kaolin) to decrease by 820 kPa, going from
1000 kPa in the first phase to almost 180 kPa at the conclusion of the rainy period. Due to
reduced suction, the pile’s shaft capacity will continue to decline over the dry period. It
changes from 180 kPa to 70 kPa, which is a change of 110 kPa.
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According to the outcome of the numerical calculations, rainfall infiltration in both
fine- and coarse-grained soil causes a decrease in suction. For coarse-grained soil (sand),
the initial suction is 100 kPa (before rainfall infiltration), declining to 80 kPa after one day
of continuous rain, 30 kPa after 12 days, and 10 kPa at the conclusion of the time. Similarly,
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the analyses indicate that the suction within the fine-grained soil decreases from 100 kPa on
the day before the rainfall to 90 kPa on the first day of rainfall and to 34 kPa after 12 days
of rainfall, continuing to decline to 12 kPa at the end of the 15-day period. This shows that
even after 12 days of rain, water continues to flow into the water table and attempts to
equalize with the surrounding environment, lowering the negative pore water pressure.
Additionally, due to rainfall, the GWT depth lowers from its original assumption of 10 m
to 9 m at the conclusion of the time. The outcome also shows that as a result of the water
infiltration into the groundwater table and into the depths, the negative pore water pressure
decreases during the 12 days of the drying period that follows the 12 days of rainfall.

The analytical calculations using modified β, α, and λ were used to calculate the shaft
capacity of piles at various GWT depths. The results were then incorporated into PLAXIS
3D (Version 22) to determine the shift in the shaft capacity of piles due to transient seepage.
This method shows that the analytical method serves as an initial forecast of the pile shaft
capacity. The PLAXIS results were more accurate than the analytical results since they
were based on finite element analysis with a fine mesh division. As can be observed from
the results, parametric studies produce different results from analytical studies due to the
complexity of the model with the boundary conditions and the possibility of human error
during the computation process.

Overall, both datasets provide us with information about the rate of decline in the
shaft capacity of piles due to the presence of soil suction. For instance, the shaft capacity
of a 10 m pile in coarse-grained soil reduces from 1280 to 1120 kPa (modified β method),
from 168 to 44 kPa (modified α method), and from 1000 to 350 kPa (modified λ method)
during the 12 days of rainfall. Similarly, the shaft capacity of a 10 m pile in fine-grained
soil reduces from 320 to 275 kPa (modified β method), from 170 to 50 kPa (modified α
method), and from 1000 to 180 kPa (modified λ method) during the 12 days of rainfall.
According to the results, the pile foundation within the coarse-grained soil has a higher
shaft capacity as compared to the fine-grained soil. The shaft capacity of a pile calculated
using the modified β method is higher compared to the modified α and modified λ methods
due to the influence of effective stress. The modified β method was found to be the most
resistant to changes in suction due to rainfall infiltration as compared to the modified α
and λ approaches. It was concluded that the modified β method can be used for longer
piles, but for short piles, the α and λ methods are more sustainable.

5. Conclusions

According to the obtained results in this research, unsaturated soil mechanics create
a larger shaft capacity for pile foundations. Rainfall also weakens the suction in the soil,
which lowers the pile foundation’s shaft capacity in both coarse- and fine-grained soil. With
regards to this paper’s research work, the following conclusions were obtained:

1. Rainfall has an effect on the rate of suction in the soil, which reduces even after the
rain has stopped. This is due to water equalization in the surrounding environment,
which is taken into consideration. Because there is no additional water seeping into
the ground, the suction reduction rate tends to slow throughout the drying period.

2. Analytical calculations incorporating negative pore water pressure indicated that the
modified methods (β, α, and λ) consistently produced higher shaft capacities for pile
foundations. The differences between the conventional and modified methods were
significant, emphasizing the importance of considering negative pore water pressure.
Unsurprisingly, the study recommended the use of unsaturated soil in the foundation
design for a higher shaft capacity and pile optimization.

3. The analytical calculation, incorporating PLAXIS 3D (Version 22) for the numerical
study, showed a decline in the shaft capacity of piles with increasing soil suction. The
study provided specific examples, indicating that coarse-grained soil generally has a
higher shaft capacity compared to fine-grained soil.
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4. The modified β method was found to have a higher shaft capacity, attributed to the
influence of effective stress. It was suggested that the modified β method is suitable for
longer piles, while the modified α and λ methods are more sustainable for short piles.

5. Sustainable pile design involves using resources efficiently and minimizing environ-
mental impact. Understanding unsaturated soil mechanics can aid in optimizing
the design to utilize local soil conditions effectively, reducing the need for excessive
material use or environmental disruption.

In summary, the research underscores the importance of considering unsaturated soil
mechanics, a negative pore water pressure, and the influence of rainfall in designing pile
foundations. The findings provide valuable insights for optimizing the pile design based
on the soil type and environmental conditions.
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