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ABSTRACT 

 
The apparent cohesion is the most widely used strength parameter of unsaturated 

soils that reflects the influence of matric suction, but it is not easy to obtain. A rather 
complicated strength test is needed. Hence, this study investigates the feasibility of 
adopting test results of the unconfined compression strength to assess the apparent 
cohesion of unsaturated lateritic soil. A series of laboratory tests were conducted on 
samples of unsaturated compacted lateritic soil of northern Taiwan. In specific, the 
unconfined compression test was combined with the filter paper test to obtain the 
unconfined compression strength and matric suction of the samples. Soil samples were 
first compacted at designated water content and then subjected to drying and wetting 
using the apparatus developed by the authors. As a result, the correlations among the 
matric suction, the unconfined compression strength and the apparent cohesion can be 
studied. For verification, the unsaturated triaxial tests were also conducted. Test results 
are very promising; however, further study is warranted. 
    
1. INTRODUCTION 

 
With economic growth and urbanization in northern Taiwan, land development and 

construction have extended from plains to laterite terraces. As a result, the shear 
strength characteristics of the compacted lateritic soils are of interest to geotechnical 
engineers. The degree of saturation of the compacted soil is approximately 75% to 90% 
(Wang et al., 2010), and is of unsaturated state. As the terrace is relatively high, the 
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lateritic soil slope is mostly above the groundwater level, thus, it is in the unsaturated 
state for the long-term. As water and air coexist in unsaturated soil pores, the capillary 
action generates matric suction on the air-water interface. This suction varies with the 
water content, which influences the shear strength of unsaturated soil. Therefore, in the 
analysis of slope stability, matric suction shall be considered in the evaluation of 
engineering properties (Lin et al. 2010). Soil parameters including the effective cohesion 

𝑐′, the effective friction angle 𝜙′, and the effect of matric suction on the shear strength 
shall be considered. In specific, the unsaturated soil strength parameters are the 

apparent cohesion 𝐶 and the friction angle 𝜙𝑏 when considering the matric suction.  
According to the principle of unsaturated soil mechanics, the apparent cohesion is 

the key strength parameter that can reflect the influence of matric suction. However, it 
may not be easy to obtain this parameter because one must conduct rather complicated 
unsaturated triaxial tests to obtain this strength parameter. Hence, this study 
investigates the feasibility of adopting test results of the unconfined compression 
strength, which is common in engineering practice, to assess the apparent cohesion of 
unsaturated lateritic soil.  

 
2. TEST PROGRAM 

 
The soil samples were taken from the lateritic slope along National Highway No. 1 

in Linkou District of northern Taiwan. A series of laboratory tests were conducted on 
samples of unsaturated compacted lateritic soil. In specific, the unconfined compression 
test was combined with the filter paper test to obtain the unconfined compression 
strength and matric suction of the samples. Soil samples were first compacted at 
designated water content and then subjected to drying and wetting using the apparatus 
developed by the authors (Wang et al. 2010). As a result, the correlations among the 
matric suction, the unconfined compression strength and the apparent cohesion can be 
studied under the framework of the extended Mohr-Coulomb model. For verification, the 
unsaturated triaxial tests were also conducted (Jiang 2014). In addition, in order to 
effectively control the uniformity of the initial conditions of specimen, this study uses 
static compaction to remold the specimen, a machine to control the compaction energy, 
and molds to control specimen size, thus, reducing human factor errors. 

 
2.1 Soil property and specimen preparation  
In this study, the specific gravity of soil Gs is 2.64, the liquid limit LL is 48.5, and the 

plastic limit PL is 23.7. The soil specimen is mainly fine-grained soil consisting of 5% 
sandy soil, 40% silt, and 55% clay content. It is classified by USCS as low plastic silty 
clay (CL). For sample preparation, the modified compaction test were conducted 
according to ASTM D1557 (soil is compacted in five layers, each layer is tamped 25 
times). Compaction test results show that the optimum moisture content (OMC) is 19.5% 
and the corresponding maximum dry soil unit weight is 16.8 kN/m3. In order to simulate 
the dry/wet side state of the specimen, three different initial compaction states 
(OMC-3%, OMC, OMC+3%) are selected as the base of the specimen preparation. The 
corresponding unit weights are 16.3 kN/m3, 16.8 kN/m3, and 16.3 kN/m3, respectively. 
The soil weight and water content of the remolded specimen are proportioned according 
to the modified compaction result. The well-mixed soil sample is put into a zipper bag for 



 

 

24 hours to assure uniform distribution of water content. Afterwards, the soil is placed in 
the mold and compacted in five layers by static pressure into a remolded specimen with 
a diameter of 5cm and height of 10cm. 

 
2.2 Unsaturated unconfined compression test  
In order to study the effect of water content change on shear strength the 

unsaturated compacted lateritic soil is subjected to the drying and wetting paths using 
the environmental simulation equipment. The drying and wetting apparatus was 
developed by this research team and has been demonstrated to work satisfactory 
(Wang et al. 2010, Lin et al. 2015). Using this apparatus, soil specimens at different 
initial compaction conditions can be imposed upon designated drying and wetting 
scenarios. Afterwards, the unconfined compression test (UC test) for the specimen is 
conducted according the test procedure specified by ASTM D2166-13. 

 
2.3 Matric suction measurement  
 In this study, the filter paper method was adopted for matric suction measurement 

because it is a relatively simple and can cover the full range of soil suction (10 
kPa~100MPa) (Yang et al. 2008). The filter paper method has been specified in ASTM D 
5298-94 including the calibration and test procedures for measuring matric suction. 

 
2.4 Unsaturated triaxial test  
This study uses a self-developed facility for unsaturated triaxial testing (Jiang, 

2014). The confining pressure, water pressure, and air pressure on the specimen can 
be simultaneously controlled in the unsaturated triaxial test, and the specimen water 
volume change can be observed at any time by using the volume change device. 
Subsequent strength testing can be conducted when the specified unsaturated stress 
state is reached, and the shear strength parameter of unsaturated soil can be obtained. 
Constant water content control is used in strength testing, meaning that when the 
deviator stress is applied, the back water valve is turned off to measure the excited pore 
water pressure. The air pressure valve is kept on, and fixed air pressure is applied to the 
specimen. The effective confining pressure (𝜎𝑛 − 𝑢𝑎) is 50kPa, and matric suctions are 
40kPa, 100kPa, and 200kPa, respectively. In terms of the test procedure, the high 
intake suction ceramic plate is saturated, and the specimen is saturated in the triaxial 
cell. The specified suction is controlled after saturation is completed. When the specified 
suction is balanced, the loading action is implemented. When the deviator stress 
increasing amplitude is mild, the decompression is implemented immediately. The 
aforesaid loading/unloading is repeated to obtain the strength parameters of 
unsaturated soil under different predetermined suctions. In general, the testing 
procedures proposed by Ho and Fredlund (1982) and Nyunt et al. (2011) are adopted in 
this study. 

 
3. APPARENT COHESION OF UNSATURATED SOIL 
 

3.1 Apparent cohesion of the extended Mohr-Coulomb failure criterion 
Fredlund et al. (1978) considered the contribution of matric suction in the 

unsaturated soil to shear strength, and proposed the extended Mohr-Coulomb Criterion, 



 

 

which expands the two-dimensional normal stress-shear stress Mohr circle for saturated 
soils to three-dimensional. The shear stress (𝜏) is used as vertical coordinates, while 

the net normal stress (𝜎𝑛 − 𝑢𝑎) and matric suction (𝑢𝑎 − 𝑢𝑤) are horizontal coordinates. 
The first plane represents the relationship between shear stress and normal stress, 
while the other plane represents the relationship between shear stress and matric 
suction. When the effect of matric suction is considered, the equation for the shear 
strength of the unsaturated soil is expressed, as follows: 

 

𝜏𝑓 = 𝑐′ + (𝜎𝑛 − 𝑢𝑎)𝑓 𝑡𝑎𝑛𝜙′ + (𝑢𝑎 − 𝑢𝑤)𝑓 𝑡𝑎𝑛𝜙𝑏 (1) 

 
Ho and Fredlund (1982) proposed the concept of apparent cohesion, and used it 

in the three-dimensional extended Mohr-Coulomb Failure Criterion. The obtained failure 
envelope is projected on the plane with zero matric suction, and the intersection point 
with the shear stress axis is the apparent cohesion, as shown in Fig. 1. Where C1, C2, 
and C3 are apparent cohesion under different matric suction, which can be expressed, 
as follows: 

 

𝐶 = 𝑐′ + (𝑢𝑎 − 𝑢𝑤)𝑓 𝑡𝑎𝑛𝜙𝑏 (2) 

 

 
 

Fig. 1 Apparent cohesion under Extended Mohr-Coulomb theory 
 
3.2 Relationship between unconfined compression test and apparent cohesion  
As the unsaturated soil has matric suction, the Mohr circle of the unsaturated soil 

at triaxial test failure shall be on the (𝑢𝑎 − 𝑢𝑤) ≠ 0 plane (see Mohr circle a in Fig. 2). 
The apparent cohesion corresponding to the failure envelope is C value. For the same 
soil specimen (i.e. same soil fabric and engineering behavior), if the unsaturated 
unconfined compression soil test is implemented under the same matric suction, and 

there is no change in pore air pressure 𝑢𝑎 or pore water pressure 𝑢𝑤 (i.e. if the pore 
air pressure and pore water pressure are not excited in the test process), the failure 
envelope shall be the same as the unsaturated triaxial test result. Therefore, the Mohr 



 

 

circle of the unsaturated unconfined compression test is Mohr circle b in Fig. 2. Although 

the changes in pore water pressure 𝑢𝑤 cannot be measured during the unsaturated 
unconfined compression test, the measurement of pore water pressure 𝑢𝑤  in the 

unsaturated triaxial test shows that the variation of 𝑢𝑤 during specimen loading is 
4~6kPa, which is only about 1% of deviator stress 400~600kPa. Based on this 
observation, pore water pressure is assumed unchanged during the unconfined 

compression test. However, the pore air pressure 𝑢𝑎 excited in the test process is 
expected to be more significant than pore water pressure change and its effect shall not 
be neglected. The Mohr circle size of unsaturated unconfined compression testing shall 
be different from Mohr circle b, thus, the actual unconfined compression test result is 
Mohr circle c in Fig. 2. 

In order to use the unsaturated unconfined compression test result to evaluate the 
triaxial apparent cohesion C value of unsaturated soil, this study assumes that the 
unsaturated triaxial and unsaturated unconfined compression test results have the 

same friction angle ϕ′ . Therefore, the apparent cohesion 𝐶𝑢𝑐  of unsaturated 
unconfined compression test can be obtained, as shown in Fig. 2. It is observed that 

there shall be a proportion function relation between the cohesion 𝐶𝑢𝑐 value obtained 
by the unsaturated soil unconfined compression test and the apparent cohesion C value 

of the unsaturated triaxial test, expressed as Eq. (3), where α is the proportion function. 

The relationship between the unsaturated unconfined compression strength q𝑢 and 
𝐶𝑢𝑐 value is expressed as Eq. (4). The unsaturated triaxial apparent cohesion C can be 
evaluated by Eq. (2), as suggested by Ho and Fredlund (1982). If the proportion function 
can be determined with sound rationale it may be possible to develop a simple 
alternative to estimate the apparent cohesion using the unconfined compression test.  
 

 
 

Fig. 2 Relationship between C and Cuc 

 

α 𝐶𝑢c = 𝐶 (3) 
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2
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4. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS AND PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS 
 

4.1 Unconfined compression test 
Soil specimens compacted at different initial compaction conditions (OMC -3%, 

OMC, OMC+3%) are simulated by drying/wetting simulation equipment, and then, the 
unconfined compression test and filter paper test are implemented for the dried and 
wetted specimens. The test results are as shown in Fig. 3. It is observed that the 
unconfined compressive strength increases with the matric suction. As the matric 
suction increases, the strength increasing amplitude of the OMC specimen is much 
larger than the specimens on dry and wet sides, which may be because the fabric of the 
OMC specimen has good compactness and water retaining capacity. The slope of 
strength changes of specimens on the drying path is far larger than that on the wetting 
path. As the water content is gradually saturated on the wetting path, the variation of 
matric suction is limited. Therefore, the strength change is less than that on the drying 
path. When the dry side specimen approaches to saturation, the strength is lower than 
the other two sides, which may be because the initial state of the dry side soil is 
flocculated fabric, and when the water is absorbed, the large swelling amount reduces 
the dry density, thus, the dry side soil strength decreases greatly. Regarding the 
apparent cohesion of unconfined compression test, the Cuc value can be obtained by Eq. 
(4). 

 

 
Fig. 3 The relationship between unconfined compression strength and matric suction 

 
4.2 Unsaturated triaxial test 
The specimens in different initial states (OMC-3%, OMC, OMC+3%) are placed in 

the unsaturated triaxial cell, all of the samples are pre-saturated and the specified 
suction is applied and maintained until balance. The OMC multistep load test result is 
shown in Fig. 4. The test result shows that the deviator stress increases with the matric 
suction. While the test results of the dry side and wet side states exhibit the same trend. 



 

 

According to Eqs. (1) and (2), the apparent cohesion of unsaturated compacted 
lateritic soil specimens of different initial compaction condition and matric suction can be 

obtained. The 𝜙𝑏 value also can be calculated by the apparent cohesion equation of 

Eq. (2). The results are summarized in Table 1, where 𝑐′ and 𝜙′ are obtained from the 
saturated triaxial consolidated undrained test result, i.e. the effective cohesion and 
effective friction angle corresponding to zero matric suction. The test results show that 

regardless of the initial compaction state the 𝜙𝑏  value decreases gradually as the 
matric suction increases. This tendency and the range of the ϕb value are all in good 
agreement with previous findings reported in the literature. In other words, the apparent 
cohesion of unsaturated soil exhibits nonlinear increasing relation with the matric 
suction. It may be note that the specimen compacted at dry-of-optimum swelled most 
significantly during the pre-saturation process and thus exhibits lower ϕb value than the 
wet side specimen. The effects of pre-saturation warrant further study. 

 

 Table 1 Apparent cohesion and 𝜙𝑏 value of unsaturated triaxial test 

DRY OMC WET 

𝑢𝑎 − 𝑢𝑤 
(kPa) 

𝐶 
(kPa) 

𝜙𝑏(°) 
𝑢𝑎 − 𝑢𝑤 
(kPa) 

𝐶 
(kPa) 

𝜙𝑏(°) 
𝑢𝑎 − 𝑢𝑤 
(kPa) 

𝐶 
(kPa) 

𝜙𝑏(°) 

0 43.09 27.12 0 47.54 36.65 0 66.26 32.12 

40 63.07 26.54 40 78.00 37.28 40 94.02 34.76 

100 94.81 27.34 100 95.48 25.61 100 121.62 28.97 

200 132.49 24.08 200 118.86 19.63 200 150.36 22.81 

Note: 𝜙𝑏 = 𝜙′ and 𝐶 = 𝑐′ when matric suction equals to zero. 
 

 
Fig. 4 Stress-strain curve of unsaturated triaxial test at OMC condition 

 
 
 



 

 

4.3 Relationship between apparent cohesion of unconfined compression Cuc value 
and unsaturated triaxial apparent cohesion C value 

Fig. 5 shows the relationship of the apparent cohesion (C) obtained from the 
unsaturated triaxial test results (Table 1) and the apparent cohesion (Cuc) derived from 
the unconfined compression results (Fig. 3). Because the matric suction used for the 
unsaturated triaxial tests are 40kPa, 100kPa, and 200kPa the apparent cohesion of 
unconfined compression Cuc corresponding to these suction values was determined by 
interpolation of the results shown in Fig. 3. The analytical results show that the 
unsaturated triaxial apparent cohesion C value is approximately in linear increasing 
relation to the apparent cohesion of the unconfined compression Cuc value, where the 

proportion function α value is about 0.65~1.04, as shown in Fig. 5. 
Fig. 6 shows the comparison of the apparent cohesion (Cuc) directly obtained from 

the unconfined compression tests (Fig. 3) and the derived traxial apparent cohesion (C).  
For the unconfined compression tests, the matric suction was measured by the filter 
paper method and covered a wide range. Some of the specimens exhibit very high 
matric suction and exceed the limit that can be conducted by the unsaturated triaxial test. 
Therefore, an alternative was adopted to estimate the corresponding apparent cohesion 

(C) by applying Eq. (2). With c’ value known if 𝜙𝑏is reasonably assumed then the 
apparent cohesion at different matric suction can be calculated form this equation. This 

linear relationship is related to the 𝜙𝑏 value decreasing as the matric suction increases. 

According to previous studies of Linkou lateritic soil, the reasonable range of 𝜙𝑏 value 

is 140 to 340. If 𝜙𝑏=250, then the proportion function α values are about 0.64~1.17, as 

shown in Fig. 6. When 𝜙𝑏 =140 and 340, the α values are 0.44~0.82 and 0.83~1.51, 
respectively. 

Based on all the results discussed above, the apparent cohesion (Cuc) estimated 
by the unconfined compression test exhibit a strong positive relationship with the actual 
apparent cohesion (C). The difference may be because of the pore air pressure 
excitation and dissipation in the soil specimen. When the specimen is being sheared in 
an unconfined compression test, the pores in the soil are compressed, and the pore air 
pressure is changed, thus, the net normal stress is no longer zero at failure. Further 
study is being conducted to clarify this phenomenon and to develop a more 
comprehensive method to quantify the proportion function for practical application. 
 
5. CONCLUSIONS 

 
1. The apparent cohesion (Cuc) of the unsaturated compacted lateritic soil estimated by 

the unconfined compression test together with the filter paper test exhibits a strong 
positive relationship with the actual apparent cohesion (C). The matric suction has 
been shown to act as a key parameter to bridge these two apparent cohesions. 
Based on the unsaturated triaxial test results of matric suction below 200 kPa, the 
proportion ratio of C to Cuc ranges from 0.65 to1.04. Further study is being conducted 
to develop a comprehensive method to quantify the proportion function for practical 
application. 

 



 

 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 5 Comparison of apparent cohesion 
C and interpolated Cuc 

Fig. 6 Apparent cohesion Cuc vs. derived 

apparent cohesion with 𝜙𝑏=25° 
 

 
2. The unconfined compressive strength increases with the matric suction for 

specimens compacted at OMC-3%, OMC, and OMC+3%.  When the matric suction 
increases, the strength of the OMC specimen increases much larger than the 
specimens of dry and wet sides, probably due to compact soil fabric of high water 
retaining capacity. Regardless of the compaction condition, the strength change on 
the drying path is far larger than that on the wetting path. Because along the wetting 
path he specimen is gradually saturated, thus, the change in matric suction and the 
strength are limited. 

 
3. A series of multi-step unsaturated triaxial tests were conducted on specimens of 

different initial compaction conditions and pre-saturation before deviator loading. 
Test results show clear trend of strength increase with matric suction despite of its 

compaction condition. The unsaturated triaxial test result also shows that the 𝜙𝑏 
value decreases as the matric suction increases. This tendency and the amount are 
in good agreement with previous findings reported. 
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