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ABSTRACT: 
Geological and geotechnical data are essential for the determination of time and cost of a planned 
tunnel excavation. A distinct geological model, the selection of relevant parameters and a systematic 
and quantitative rock mass characterization form the basis for all further probabilistic evaluations. After 
the definition of key parameters and factors of influence it is important to evaluate the spread of 
parameters and to quantify the probability of the geological prediction.  
To estimate the required excavation and support concepts the rock mass is divided into sections of 
similar properties. Based on geotechnical key parameters the rock mass is classified into different 
Rock Mass Types (RMT) and based on the behavior after excavation of the tunnel into different 
Behavior Types (BT). Different analytical methods are used to determine the rock mass behavior 
depending on the combination of rock mass parameters. The probabilistic processing of the input data 
leads to the probability of occurrence and the distributed percentage of the Behavior Types along the 
tunnel alignment.  
The choice of the appropriate excavation- and support method highly depends on the geotechnical 
properties of the rock mass and its behavior. The probabilistic evaluation allows an evaluation of the 
applicability and the technical risk of different excavation- and support methods. 
By assigning excavation and support classes to the Behavior Types and by evaluating them 
monetarily it is possible to determine the distributed costs of a tunnel based on the geotechnical risk. 
Examples illustrate the procedure of determining the geotechnical risk of tunnel excavations. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Many decisions during the design and the construction of a tunnel are based on a geological model 
and on its geological and geotechnical parameters (1, 2). Throughout the development of a tunnel 
project the quantity and quality of the available data change as well as the influence of different 
parameters. Additionally various kinds of data such as observed, calculated, or estimated data have to 
be processed.  
A key element in the development of a tunnel project is the knowledge of the costs (3). To 
quantify a realistic range of time and costs in each stage of the design it is necessary to use 
distributions instead of singular deterministic values. Only a continuous collection and 
probabilistic processing of geological and geotechnical data allows a reasonable 
determination of the distribution of time and costs in each design stage. This process 
includes geological modeling as well as rock mass characterization, the tunnel design, and 
the assignment of time and costs.  
The geotechnical risk - as the range of possible values of tunnel costs and their likelihood of 
occurrence - can be evaluated based on the variation and the probability of the geological and 
geotechnical data. Additional to the natural distribution of the values of the single parameters the 
reliability of the prediction has to be quantified by describing the probability of the geological model. 
 
1. ProcedureA consistent procedure has been developed to perform a probabilistic risk assessment 
for an underground excavation. Figure 1 shows a flow chart developed for this procedure which 
consists of three major elements: the definition and determination of geological and geotechnical 
parameters, the determination of the rock mass behavior and assignment of time and costs to the 
different Behavior Types. This procedure conforms to the Austrian Guideline for the geomechanical 
design for conventional tunneling (4) and describes a consistent method for the excavation and 
support determination for the design of tunnels (5). 
The first step is to characterize and quantify the rock mass and its parameters. Based on results from 
site investigations a three-dimensional geological model is developed. This model includes the 
expected lithology, geological architecture, intact rock, discontinuity, and hydraulic properties, fault 
zones and groundwater situation. Rock Mass Types – rock masses with similar properties - are 
determined by selecting and quantifying relevant geotechnical key parameters for tunneling from field 
investigations and laboratory tests (6, 7).  
 
 



 
Fig. 1 Procedure for the determination of the geotechnical risk 
Bild 1 Ablaufdiagramm zur Ermittlung des geotechnischen Risikos 
 
By combining these data with system factors such as stress conditions, relative orientation of 
discontinuities to the tunnel axis, the influence of ground water, as well as shape and size of the 
planned opening the behavior of the rock mass around the unsupported excavation can be 
determined. Corresponding to the various rock mass properties and the actual system factors different 
analytical models can be used to evaluate the rock mass behavior. After defining delimiting criteria, 
Behavior Types (BT) can be assigned to the eleven categories of basic Behavior Types distinguished 
in the guideline (4) or to newly defined project specific sub Behavior Types. 
The whole process, as described above, can be split into two parts of discrete analytical modeling. 
The first part involves the calculation of homogenous segments along the tunnel alignment, the 
calculation segments. In the second part all data and results are calculated and combined for the 
entire length of the tunnel.  
After defining project specific requirements the excavation and support of the tunnel is designed. With 
the determined and calculated round length and support measures the excavation classes can be 
calculated for each Behavior Type. By determining and assessing time and costs for each excavation 
class the costs for the entire tunnel can be calculated. 
By using statistical methods during the complete analytical process the distribution of input parameters 
can be considered. This leads to probabilistic results such as the probability of the distribution of 
Behavior Types along the tunnel alignment or the probability distribution of time and costs - the 
geotechnical risk of the tunnel (8). With this method of data processing the risk for varying geological 
and geotechnical conditions can be quantified and evaluated. 
 
2 Geological model and Rock Mass Types 
 
A sound geological model together with carefully investigated and reasonably selected rock mass 
parameters build the basis for all further probabilistic investigations. Based on the evaluation of the 
results from geological site investigations, which may be core drillings, laboratory and in-situ tests, 
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detailed geological mapping, outcrop studies and geophysical surveys, a three-dimensional rock mass 
model is developed and geotechnically homogenous areas are defined. 
Geological singularities of this rock mass model such as faults, lithologic boundaries and aquifers have 
a significant influence on tunnel projects. A very suitable aid to handle the uncertainties in prediction is 
the use of probabilistic distributions. The necessary data to describe these singularities can be either 
measured in boreholes, outcrops, aerial and satellite images or estimated. In any case, these results 
have to be reconsidered after each new investigation campaign. 
In addition to the lithologic discrimination between rock types, significant differences within a certain 
rock type e.g. spacing and frequency of discontinuity sets, matrix characteristics and the uniaxial 
compressive strength, are used to define project specific Rock Mass Types. These Rock Mass Types 
cover all relevant engineering geological characteristics known at that stage of the design phase. 
The key parameters can be described either by using singular deterministic values or, better, by 
frequency distributions. For example, the spacing of discontinuities can be obtained by applying 
scanline- or window mapping techniques on selected outcrops or along rock cores (9). Also the results 
of laboratory tests, which are usually performed in great numbers on rock core samples to evaluate 
mechanical and mineralogical properties, can be presented statistically (Fig. 2). When a sufficiently 
large number of data cannot be obtained, the parameter distribution can be estimated by using 
statistical methods (10). 

Fig. 2 Statistical data evaluation of laboratory test results 
Bild 2 Statistische Datenauswertung von Versuchsergebnissen 
 
 
3. Rock Mass Behavior Types 
 
An important element in the quantitative rock mass characterization is the classification of Rock Mass 
Types into Rock Mass Behavior Types. These Behavior Types are defined as the potential failure 
modes of the unsupported tunnel, such as gravity controlled sliding of blocks, rock burst, or shear 
failures in the rock mass. To determine the rock mass behavior analytical methods are used. To 
improve the accuracy of the results, the analytical model can be adjusted to the results of numerical 
calculations or to the experience gained from previous projects under similar conditions. The 
advantage of analytical models is the possibility to use simple statistical methods such as Monte Carlo 
simulations. 
The main influencing factors for the determination of the Behavior Types are the Rock Mass Types, 
the stress conditions, relative orientations of the main discontinuity sets to the tunnel axis, the 
influence of ground water, as well as shape and size of the planned opening. According to their 
appearance in nature these input parameters have to be computed as deterministic values or 
probabilistic parameters with various distributions. Especially in the early stage of a project parameters 
with a low reliability can be implemented into the analytical process with wide distributions. The 
probabilistic data processing gives an idea about the sensitivity of the result to the input parameters 
and helps to identify the necessity for further specific field and/or laboratory investigations. 
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Depending on the rock mass properties and the predominant influencing factors different kinds of rock 
mass behavior are evaluated: 

• Displacements, depth of failure and plastic zone  
• Volume and depth of overbreak 
• Potential for rock burst and/or spalling 
• Progressive roof and/or shear failure 
• Influence of groundwater 
• Swelling 
• Time dependence 
• Frequently changing deformation characteristics. 

 
Delimiting criteria are established to limit the different calculated failure modes. With these criteria, the 
obtained rock mass behavior of the particular calculation segments can be classified into the 
predefined Rock Mass Behavior Types.  
 
4. Probabilistic data processing and results 
 
The tunnel alignment is divided into segments of homogeneous geotechnical properties based on 
Rock Mass Types or zones of similar influencing factors such as tunnel shape or primary stress 
conditions. All deterministic and/or probabilistic input parameters, like laboratory data or fault zone 
thickness are assigned to the segments and the Behavior Types are determined for each of these 
units using analytical methods as described above.  
To evaluate the influence of the scatter and the uncertainties of the input parameters on the results 
Monte Carlo simulations are used. The Monte Carlo simulation is an analytical technique in which a 
large number of simulations are run using random quantities for uncertain variables. The result of the 
simulation is a histogram of the calculated values that can be reduced to a most likely value or a 
statistical distribution. The method is adaptable, accurate, and very simple to use (11). 
Due to the probabilistic input data of the geotechnical properties the rock mass model along the tunnel 
alignment changes geometrically and/or mechanically in each run of the simulation. This can lead to 
different Behavior Types in each calculation segment from one run to the other. Due to the large 
number of calculation cycles it is possible to obtain the probability of occurrence of each Rock Mass 
Type in every single calculation segment or, by considering the length of the calculation segments, the 
distribution of the percentage of one ROCK MASS TYPE along one rock mass unit or the entire tunnel 
alignment.  
Fig. 3 shows a detailed flow chart of the described process and a chart, which shows the probability 
distribution of the calculated Rock Mass Behavior Types by variation of the input parameters within 
one homogeneous section of a tunnel. 
 

 
 
Fig. 3 Probability of occurrence of determined Behavior Types for one calculation segment 
Bild 3 Eintrittswahrscheinlichkeit der ermittelten Gebirgsverhaltenstypen in einem 
Berechnungssegment 
 
 
Based on the Behavior Type the excavation and support concepts can be determined and time and 
costs can be assigned. This results in a probabilistic distribution of costs for the entire tunnel. The 
integration of probabilistic concepts into this process is not discussed in this paper. 
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5. Application of geotechnical risk determination 
 
In this chapter an example is given to show the practical applicability of the discussed procedure 
including the use of statistical and probabilistic methods for a tunnel project. 
Based on the results of site investigations a spatial rock mass model was developed and the expected 
lithology, geological architecture, fault zones and ground water situation was characterized. The key 
parameters of the rock mass model were determined and their values presented by probabilistic 
distributions. For example, fault zones were described by fault zone frequency and fault zone 
thickness. 
The distributions of fault zone thickness for each geotechnically homogenous area were determined 
from the results of core logging and the evaluation of optical scanner measurements. The density of 
major fault zones (thickness greater than 5 meters) was derived from the results of detailed geological 
mapping by applying scanline and window mapping techniques (Figure 4). 
 

Fig. 4 Distribution of fault zone frequency 
Bild 4 Verteilung der Abstände von Störungszonen 
 
 
The Rock Mass Types were defined by the following key parameters: lithology, anisotropy, block size, 
weathering and karst phenomena, discontinuity parameters such as spacing, persistence and surface 
properties as well as mechanical intact rock properties like uniaxial compressive strength, cohesion, 
friction angle or elasticity parameters (9, 12). The strength characteristics of the rock mass were 
estimated on the basis of the Geological Strength Index (13). 
Fig. 5 shows the results of a statistical evaluation of fracturing and weathering data obtained from rock 
cores in a 166 m deep borehole. The diagram shows a changing distribution for weathered and 
unweathered rock mass.  
 

 
Fig. 5 Statistical evaluation of a drill core log 
Bild 5 Statistische Auswertung einer Bohrkernaufnahme 
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The borders of the lithological units and the fault zones divided the tunnel alignment into homogenous 
sections, the so-called calculation segments. The values of the key parameters were assigned and the 
combination of the different parameter values resulted in a Rock Mass Type for each calculation 
segment. These Rock Mass Types were then combined with the influencing factors, which are the 
default tunnel geometry as a deterministic parameter, the estimated primary stresses and groundwater 
inflow as probabilistic parameters with an estimated distribution, and the measured relative orientation 
of the main discontinuities to the tunnel axis as a naturally distributed parameter.  

Based on the different rock mass properties and the occurring combinations of influencing factors 
different analytical models were used to calculate the rock mass behavior. The deformations of the 
unlined tunnel and the depth of plastic zones were calculated with models by Feder (14, 15) and 
Hoek (16). The volume and depth of overbreak for blocky rock masses was determined with the 
geometrical key block model by Goodman & Shi (17) in combination with joint properties and the 
influence of the secondary stress regime around the excavation (18, 19). The potential of rock burst 
was evaluated by investigating the property and characteristics of strain energy accumulation in the 
rock (20) including the potential energy in elastic strain, the rock brittleness, the stress level and the 
fracturing of the rock mass. Brittle failure of the rock mass was estimated based on the failure criteria 
for spalling (21). For other Rock Mass Types the cohesion, the pore water pressure or the percentage 
of swelling minerals dominates the rock mass behavior.  
In sections of heterogeneous ground the influence of the variation of stiff and soft zones was 
quantified by assessing the stress redistribution and the deformations based on three-dimensional 
numerical studies (22) and the evaluation of the geotechnically significant zone length, as described 
by Medley (23). 
 
Delimiting criteria have been defined to classify the calculated rock mass behavior into one of the 
eleven basic Behavior Types distinguished by the Austrian Guideline (4) and the defined sub Behavior 
Types, for example a certain value of over break volume is used to differentiate between Behavior 
Type 1 and Behavior Type 2. Due to these delimiting criteria the different Behavior Types were 
computed for the calculation segments. 

 
The software @RISK (24) was used to realize the Monte Carlo simulation. Figure 6 shows the 
calculated depth of plastic zone and the distribution of the project specific defined sub Behavior Types 
for one calculation segment on the left hand side and the distributed percentage of the Behavior Type 
4.1 for the entire tunnel on the right hand side. Fitting them to distribution functions or reducing them to 
probable ranges of values by truncating the distribution can simplify these result data. 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 6 Results of individual calculation phases 
Bild 6 Ergebnisse aus verschiedenen Berechnungsphasen  
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6. Geotechnical risk relevancy due to the excavation- and support method 
 
The variation in the geotechnical risk for each potential excavation and support method must be 
evaluated. 
Figure 7 clearly shows the consequence of the specific risk-relevant behavior. 
It shows the difference in geotechnical risk for two excavation methods (D&B and TBM) for a railway 
tunnel project in Austria in very heterogeneous ground with high overburden, where both methods 
were compared. The conventional method shows a wide deviation and lower basic costs whereas the 
mechanical method shows a narrow deviation at higher basic costs. The higher flexibility of the 
conventional method allows a variation of the measures to be applied depending on the rock mass 
behavior encountered on site. With the mechanical excavation method higher basic investments into 
the technology are required to cope with the expected rock mass behavior on the major part of the 
tunnel with small variations in excavation and support. The costs of the TBM excavation are further 
increased in this project, as in some sections the high risk identified would require a conventional 
excavation. 

Fig. 7 Example for distribution of costs for conventional and mechanical excavation method  
Bild 7 Beispiel für die Kostenverteilung für konventionellen und mechanischen Vortrieb 
 
Figure 8 shows the interdependence between rock mass behavior, time dependence, advance rate 
and the technological (geometrical) restrictions of a TBM-system. Variations in the rock mass 
parameters spread the characteristic line, which results in different time-displacement lines. It also 
shows, that the required advance rate for an open TBM is considerably smaller than for a DS -TBM 
with the same displacements and support due to the length of the shield. Support installation slows 
down a DS-TBM less than an open TBM. In order to prevent disintegration of the rock mass or 
trapping of the shield by squeezing, the advance rate must be relatively high. Consequently, 
considerable care has to be taken in the decision on a system depending on the geotechnical hazard.  

 
Fig. 8 Interdependence between rock mass and TBM parameters (modified from (25)) 
Bild 8 Zusammenhang zwischen Gebirgs- und TBM Parametern (nach (25)) 
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7. Conclusion 
 
In this paper a coherent method for the probabilistic determination of the geotechnical risk is outlined. 
Using distributions for input data, a consistent procedure for rock mass characterization and 
excavation and support determination, and by assigning time and costs to the construction the 
geotechnical and consequently the economic risk can be quantified. Monte Carlo simulations are used 
to achieve probabilistic results. Following this procedure the significant influence of the geological and 
geotechnical uncertainties can be considered and its sensitivity to time and costs of a tunnel can be 
assessed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. References 
 
                                                 
(1)  Dudt, J.-P., Descoeudres F. 1999. Quantifizierung der Prognose(un)sicherheit im Tunnelbau am 

Beispiel AlpTransit-Basistunnel. Symp. GEAT99: 293 - 302, Zürich, Switzerland. 
(2)  Einstein, H.H., Habale, V.B., Dudt J.-P., Descoeudres, F. 1996. Geologic Uncertainties in 

Tunneling. In Shackelford, C.D., Nelson, P.P., Roth, M.J.S. (eds.), Uncertainty in the Geologic 
Environment: From Theory and Practice: Vol.1: 239-253. New York. ASCE. 

(3)  Vavrovsky, G.-M. 2001. Kostencontrolling im Verkehrswegebau. Festveranstaltung 60/30/20, 
Institut f. Baubetrieb und Bauwirtschaft, TU Wien. 

(4)  ÖGG - Österreichische Gesellschaft für Geomechanik (ed.), 2001. Richtlinie für die 
Geomechanische Planung von Untertagebauarbeiten mit zyklischem Vortrieb. Salzburg, Austria. 

(5)  Schubert, W., Goricki, A., Button, E.A:, Riedmüller, G., Pölsler, P., Steindorfer, A. & Vanek, R. 
2001. Excavation and Support Determination for the Design and Construction of Tunnels. ISRM 
Reg. Symp. Eurock 2001, Espoo, Finland. In P. Särkkä, P. Eloranta (eds.), Rock Mechanics a 
Challenge for Society: 383 -388. Rotterdam. Balkema. 

(6)  Riedmüller, G. & Schubert, W. 2001. Project and rock mass specific investigation for tunnels. 
ISRM Reg. Symp. Eurock 2001, Espoo, Finland. In P. Särkkä, P. Eloranta (eds.), Rock 
Mechanics a Challenge for Society: 369-376. Rotterdam. Balkema. 

(7)  Steidl, A., Goricki, A., Schubert, W., Riedmüller, G. 2001. Geological and Geotechnical Ground 
Characterisation for the Koralm Tunnel Route Selection. Felsbau 19(6): 14-21. 

(8)  Goricki, A., Schick, K.J.,  Steidl, A. 2002. Quantification of the Geotechnical and Economic Risk 
in Tunneling. Probabilistics in GeoTechnics: Technical and Economic Risk Estimation, Graz, 
Austria, Sept. 2002, in press. 

(9)  Priest, S.D. 1993. Discontinuity Analyses for rock engineering. Chapman & Hall, London. 
(10)  Thurner, R. 2000. Probabilistische Untersuchungen in der Geotechnik mittels deterministischer 

Finite Elemente-Methode. Doctoral Theses, Graz University of Technology. 
(11)  Schneider, J. 1994. Sicherheit und Zuverlässigkeit im Bauwesen: Grundwissen für Ingenieure. 

Verlag der Fachvereine Zürich. 
(12)  ISRM Commission on Testing Methods. (1993). In Brown, E. T. (ed.) Rock Charac-terization 

Testing and Monitoring. Pergamon Press. 
(13)  Hoek, E. & Brown, E.T. 1997. Practical Estimates of Rock Mass Strength. Int. J. Rock Mech. & 

Min. Sci. & Geomech. Abstracts, 34(8): 1165-1186. 
(14) Feder, G. 1978. Versuchsergebnisse und analytische Ansätze zum Scherbruchmechanismus im 

Bereich tiefliegender Tunnel. Rock Mechanics (6): 71-102. 
(15)  Feder, G. 1981. Firstniederbrüche im Tunnelbau. Forschung und Praxis, 27: 52-63. 
(16)  Hoek, E. 1999. Support for very weak rock associated with faults and shear zones. Rock 

Support and Reinforcement Practice in Mining, Proc. intern. Symp.. Australia, Kalgoorie, March 
1999. 

(17) Goodman, R.E., Shi, G.-H. 1985. Block Theory and Its Application to Rock Engineering. 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., New Jersey. 

(18)  Yow, L.J., Goodman, R.E. 1987. A Ground Reaction Curve Based Upon Block Theory, Rock 
Mechanics and Rock Engineering, 20: 167-190. 

(19)  Pötsch, M. 2001. Influence of the three-dimensional stress condition at the tunnel face and on 
the stability of removable blocks. Diploma Thesis. Institute for Rock Mechanics and Tunneling, 
Graz University of Technology. 



                                                                                                                                                         
(20)  Wang, J.-A., Park, H.D. 2001. Comprehensive prediction of rockburst based on analysis of strain 

energy in rocks. Tunnelling and Underground Space Technology, Vol.16: 49-57. 
(21)  Kaiser, P.K., Diederichs, M.S., Martin, C.D., Sharp, J., Steiner, W. 2000. Underground Works in 

Hard Rock Tunnelling and Mining. In M. C. Ervin (ed.), GeoEng 2000; Proc. intern. symp., 
Melbourne: CD. 

(22)  Grossauer, K. 2001. Tunnelling in Heterogeneous Ground – Numerical Investigation of Stresses 
and Displacements. Diploma Thesis. Institute for Rock Mechanics and Tunneling, Graz 
University of Technology. 

(23) Medley, E.W. 2001. Orderly Characterization of Chaotic Franciscan Melange. Felsbau 19(4): 20-
33. 

(24) @RISK, Palisade Corporation, New York, USA, (http://www.palisade.com). 
(25)  Vigl, A., Jäger, M. 1997. Double shield TBM and open TBM in squeezing rock – a comparison. 

In: Golser, Hinkel&Schubert (eds).  Tunnels for People. World Tunnel Congress 97, Vienna, 
Austria. Balkema, Rotterdam. 


