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Abstract

This paper presents the outcomes of an extensive experimental investigation on the seismic
performance of an innovative exoskeleton retrofitting system, developed as part of the
ERIES-RESUME project. The proposed system integrates laminated timber and aluminium
components to enhance the structural resilience of existing reinforced concrete (RC) build-
ings, while also offering the potential for thermal upgrading. Two identical 1:3 scale RC
models, representing typical non-ductile structures, were tested on a shaking table at the
IZIIS Laboratory of the Institute of Earthquake Engineering and Engineering Seismology
in Skopje. The first model, initially unstrengthened, was subjected to seismic loads until
significant structural and infill-wall damage was reached. Following appropriate repairs,
the exoskeleton was applied, and the model was retested. The second model was equipped
with an exoskeleton from the outset. Test results demonstrate significant improvements in
seismic performance, including increased stiffness, reduced interstory drifts, reduced accel-
eration amplification, and reduced infill wall damage. The study confirms the feasibility
and effectiveness of the proposed exoskeleton system as a practical solution for retrofitting
vulnerable reinforced concrete buildings.
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Growing awareness of the seismic vulnerability and energy inefficiency of ag-

ing buildings, particularly in earthquake-prone regions, has intensified the need for
This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and integrated retrofitting strategies. Many outdated masonry and reinforced concrete

conditions of the Creative Commons  (RC) structures, built before the introduction of modern seismic codes, present seri-
Attribution (CC BY) license. ous risks during seismic events [1-3]. Consequently, enhancing both structural safety
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and energy performance has become a paramount priority in academic research and
public policy.

Several European countries in the Mediterranean area have experienced firsthand
the devastating impact of earthquakes. In addition to seismic vulnerability, low en-
ergy efficiency represents another widespread challenge for existing masonry and RC
buildings. In the current climate-crisis scenario, increased energy demand, particularly
for heating and cooling, results in higher operational costs and contributes to green-
house gas emissions. Estimates indicate that the building sector accounts for around
35% of total global energy consumption and 38% of greenhouse gas emissions [4]. To
address these challenges, a range of national and regional policies have been adopted.
The European Union, through the European Green Deal, actively promotes large-scale
renovation programs aimed at reducing energy demand and improving environmental
performance [5]. Similar initiatives are being implemented in other regions, such as
China [6], India [7], the United States, and the United Kingdom [8,9]. Against this
background, rising energy costs and global efforts toward sustainability underscore
the importance of combining energy-efficient solutions with seismic upgrades. Stud-
ies have shown that integrated retrofitting approaches not only improve a building’s
resilience and thermal efficiency but also tend to be more economically viable than
isolated interventions [10].

To meet these dual challenges, numerous hybrid retrofitting strategies have been
developed. One of the solutions is to employ fibre- or textile-reinforced mortars combined
with external insulation, providing both structural strengthening and thermal upgrad-
ing [11-13]. Parallel to these approaches, timber-based fagade systems, such as laminated
or prefabricated timber panels applied externally to RC frames, have shown the ability
to improve stiffness, architectural quality, and energy performance within a single inter-
vention [14-16]. A widely adopted concept consists of installing external reinforcement
layers on building fagades together with thermal insulation. Several configurations have
evolved from this approach, including cast-in-place RC walls formed using insulating
formwork [10,17], timber-cement composite panels offering both structural and thermal
enhancement [18], and cold-formed steel exoskeletons with diagonal bracing to increase
lateral resistance while accommodating insulation layers [19], as well as other configura-
tions of steel exoskeletons [20-22]. In addition to these systems, growing attention has
been directed toward metal shear-panel retrofits, particularly those made of aluminium,
which offer low self-weight, high deformability, and efficient energy dissipation. Re-
cent studies demonstrate that aluminium shear panels can markedly improve the seismic
performance of existing RC frames and integrate effectively within facade-based energy
retrofit strategies [23,24].

This study contributes to the field by assessing the performance of an innovative
exoskeleton retrofitting system consisting of laminated timber and aluminium panels
applied to a reinforced concrete building tested on a shaking table. In addition to enhancing
seismic resistance and ductility, the aluminium panels are coupled with bio-based insulating
layers (e.g., cork, hemp), offering the possibility of improving the building’s thermal
performance, thereby supporting energy efficiency and climate resilience against heat
waves and cold extremes. However, thermal performance is not assessed in this study and
is not a focus of the present work.

The experimental phase involves shaking table tests conducted at the IZIIS Labo-
ratory in Skopje, using two identical 1:3 scale reinforced concrete (RC) structures with
equivalent geometric and mechanical properties [25]. The first specimen, initially tested
without reinforcement, serves as the baseline model. After undergoing appropriate repairs,
this specimen is retrofitted with the exoskeleton system to assess its seismic performance
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enhancement under renewed testing. In parallel, the second specimen, representing an
undamaged existing structure, is directly equipped with the exoskeleton system to eval-
uate its effectiveness on the intact model. The primary objective is to assess the seismic
improvement provided by the exoskeleton in both retrofit scenarios, thereby evaluat-
ing its feasibility and effectiveness as a practical seismic upgrading solution for existing
RC buildings.

The novelty of this work lies in three aspects: (i) introducing a hybrid timber—
aluminium exoskeleton that broadens current fagade-based retrofit concepts; (ii) estab-
lishing a controlled framework for evaluating its performance under different initial
structural conditions; and (iii) providing new evidence on how pre-existing damage af-
fects  retrofit effectiveness,  addressing a gap in current seismic
rehabilitation research.

2. The Structures Under Study
2.1. The 3D RC Frames

At the Institute of Earthquake Engineering and Engineering Seismology (IZIIS) in
Skopje, a comprehensive full-scale experimental program was carried out to test and
validate 1:3 scale structural models. These models represent typical reinforced concrete
(RC) frames commonly found in structures that were not designed in accordance with
modern seismic codes. In particular, the RC prototypes were designed to replicate typical
pre-1970s non-ductile concrete buildings in Southern Europe, characterized by the absence
of capacity-design principles, frames resisting laterally in only one direction, and limited
and widely spaced transverse reinforcement.

Each model was constructed as a two-story system, having a total length of 4.2 m along
its longitudinal axis. The ground story height is 1.5 m, while the upper story measures
1 m. The structural system is defined by two longitudinal RC frames with a spacing of
1.4 m, connected in the transverse direction by the RC slab and edge beams. The model
was established on reinforced concrete strip footings, with cross-sectional dimensions of
85 x 25 cm in the longitudinal direction, reinforced with 11€J10 bars in both top and bottom
zones, and 80 x 25 cm at the transverse ends, reinforced with 1010 bars, providing stable
support and uniform load transfer to the testing platform. All footings included &4 stirrups
spaced at 10 cm.

Beams and columns had cross-sections of 10 x 15 cm and 10 x 10 cm, respectively.
Both elements were reinforced longitudinally with 8 mm diameter bars positioned at the
corners, while the transverse reinforcement consisted of 4 mm diameter stirrups spaced
every 10 cm. Infill walls made of hollow bricks were placed only in the end bays along the
longitudinal direction. Two reinforced concrete slabs were cast between the longitudinal
frames, positioned at heights of 1.5 m and 2.5 m.

Both slabs had a thickness of 6 cm and were reinforced with 6 mm diameter bars spaced
at 7 cm in both orthogonal directions, placed in both the top and bottom reinforcement
zones. Construction drawings are provided in Figure 1.

The lower slab included an opening in the central bay to allow access for instru-
mentation and testing, while the upper slab spanned the entire floor area. To simulate
vertical loads, eight steel ingots weighing 400 kg each were placed on top of the upper slab,
resulting in a total added weight of 3200 kg.
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Figure 1. Construction drawings for the RC structure.

2.2. The Exoskeleton System

The proposed strengthening system combined GIl24h laminated timber frames and

aluminium alloy shear walls as the main structural materials. Timber frames were con-

nected using galvanized steel plates and screws. The system was anchored to the existing

reinforced concrete structure with steel pins installed at the beam—column joints and at the

foundation strips, ensuring a stable and flexible connection. The exoskeleton was installed

on all exterior facades, except for the central longitudinal bay, which remained uncovered

to allow for visual inspection and monitoring during testing.
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A key component of the system is the use of 2 mm thick aluminium shear panels,
which act like structural shear walls. These panels improve the seismic performance by
increasing stiffness and limiting lateral deformations.

Galvanized steel angles were used to connect the aluminium panels to the timber
frame. These connections also allow for the installation of recycled cork insulation panels,
which enhance thermal performance and contribute to environmental sustainability. All
the connections were verified according to the relevant Eurocodes and Italian Technical
Code. The insulation layer was a 10 mm thick pure expanded cork panel having a density
of 108-120 kg/m3 and a thermal conductivity of 0.0375 W/mK according to the technical
data sheet of the producer. The configuration and details of the exoskeleton system are
reported in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Construction drawings for the exoskeleton system (units: mm).
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2.3. Material Properties of the Structural and Retrofitting Components

Table 1 provides a summary of the mechanical properties of the materials used in
the experimental model and the exoskeleton system. The listed values are based on
laboratory tests conducted as part of the experimental campaign and include the properties
of the reinforcement bars, aluminium panels, steel connectors, masonry units, mortar,
and concrete. Timber elements were not laboratory-tested and are therefore not included
in the table.

Table 1. Material mechanical properties.

Material Property Value Standard/Source
Yield strength (®4) 697.4 MPa
Ultimate strength (®4) 739.3 MPa
Yield strength (P6) 339.3 MPa
, Ultimate strength (®6) 428.6 MPa
Reinforcement bars Yield strength (®8) 570.0 MPa MKC EN 15630-1 [26]
Ultimate strength ($8) 682.1 MPa
Yield strength ($10) 573.9 MPa
Ultimate strength ($10) 673.9 MPa
. Tensile strength 168.3 MPa
Aluminium panels Breaking strength 299.2 MPa MKC C.A4.002 [27]
Tensile strength 411.7 MPa
Steel connectors/angles Breaking strength 552.5 MPa MKC C.A4.002
Compresivesinglh 71
Masonry units p . MKC EN 771-1 [28]; EN 772-1 [29]
Compressive strength
; 1.40 MPa
(perpendicular)
Flexural strength 2.62 MPa
Mortar Compressive strength 9.63 MPa MKC 13412 [30]
Modulus of elasticity 16.4 GPa
Compressive strength 22.9 MPa )
Concrete Modulus of elasticity 26.8 GPa MKC EN 12390-3 [31]; -13 [32]
2.4. Scaling Factors
The physical model was treated as an adequate replica with artificial mass simulation,
following the principles of a lumped-mass system. The RC elements and the exoskeleton
components were scaled according to the adopted similitude laws, while the seismic
effective mass was introduced separately from the structural material. Since the model was
built of concrete, the mass density could not be scaled to satisfy the theoretical ratio E/p.
The structurally effective mass, therefore, accounted for 3.7% of the prototype mass. To
improve the inertial similarity, steel ingots amounting to a total of 3.2 t were added on the
roof slab as lumped masses, resulting in a total model mass equal to 5.0% of the prototype
mass. The applied scaling factors are listed in Table 2.
Table 2. Scaling factors.
Parameter Required Scaling Factor Obtained Scaling Factor
Length I, =1/3 1/3
Time tr =1, =+1/3 V1/3
Frequency wy = # =3 (experimentally identified on the model only)
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Table 2. Cont.

Parameter Required Scaling Factor Obtained Scaling Factor
Mass density pr = %—’ =27 1

Inertia force F, = E,I?2 =0.10 0.099
Modulus of elasticity E, = % =09 0.89

Strain e =1 1
Acceleration a, =1 1

3. The Experimental Activities
3.1. The Investigated Models

As part of the experimental study, two models, Model X and Model Y, were built with
identical geometry and material properties. The testing was divided into three phases to
evaluate the effectiveness of the exoskeleton system as a seismic strengthening method:

e  Phase 1: The unstrengthened Model Y was subjected to increasing seismic loads until
significant structural and infill-wall damage was observed.

e  Phase 2: After the damage, the ground-floor infill masonry walls were rebuilt to restore
the original configuration, while no strengthening was performed on the reinforced
concrete members. The exoskeleton system was then applied to Model Y to assess
its ability to restore strength, stiffness, and ductility, as well as its effectiveness in
preventing infill wall overturning.

e  Phase 3: Model X, which included the exoskeleton from the beginning, was tested under
the same loading conditions to compare its performance with the retrofitted model.

Figure 3 shows the laboratory view during the construction of the two-twin scaled
reinforced concrete building specimens, with Model Y on the left side of the image and
Model X on the right.

Figure 3. Building of the RC structure.

Figure 4 shows, on the left, Model Y mounted on the shaking table during the pre-
liminary testing phase, without the retrofitting system implemented, while on the right, it
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shows Model X, which is already equipped with the retrofitting system and ready for the
subsequent testing stages.

Figure 4. Test models: Model Y (left), Model X (right).

3.2. Shaking Table and Instrumentation

The shake table tests were conducted at the Laboratory for Dynamic Testing within
the Institute of Earthquake Engineering and Engineering Seismology (IZIIS) in Skopije,
Republic of North Macedonia. The shake table, operational since 1980, consists of a
5.0 m x 5.0 m pre-stressed concrete waffle slab with a total weight of 33.0 tons, and is
capable of carrying payloads of up to 40 tons. The system provides five degrees of freedom,
enabled by two lateral and four vertical MTS hydraulic actuators, and is controlled using
an MTS Digital Controller 469D (MTS Systems Corp., Eden Prairie, MN, USA). Data
acquisition was performed using a PXI modular system, connected to multiple types of
transducers. The software used for data acquisition was LabVIEW 2020 version 20.0f1.

To monitor the dynamic response of the models during testing, various sensors were
installed, including accelerometers (ACCs), linear potentiometers (LPs), linear variable
differential transformers (LVDTs), and strain gauges (5Gs). These instruments were used to
measure accelerations, absolute and relative displacements, and strains.

The instrumentation setup included 15 accelerometers, positioned at different heights
and oriented in two horizontal directions. Four linear potentiometers were installed at the
slab levels to capture interstory displacements. A total of 10 LVDTs were used, two placed
between the model and the shake table, and eight positioned around the beam—column
joints to monitor local deformations. For strain measurements, a total of 30 strain gauges
were applied. Out of these, 24 were mounted on reinforcement bars within the columns at
various heights, and 6 were installed directly on the concrete surface of the columns.

3.3. Testing Methodology

The experimental program consisted of a total of 66 tests, grouped into three phases.
A consistent testing methodology was applied throughout all phases, involving two types
of dynamic input: resonant frequency tests and seismic excitation tests.

The resonant frequency tests were used to evaluate the dynamic characteristics of the
models. These were conducted in three key states: at the beginning of each phase (initial
state), during the testing campaign (intermediate states), and at the end of each phase (final
state), to monitor changes in the stiffness and integrity of the models.

https://doi.org/10.3390 /buildings16010073
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To assess the seismic performance of the models under earthquake loading, three
different ground motion records were used: (a) EQl: Adana 1998 (Mw 6.3); (b) EQ2:
Umbria 2016 (Mw 6.2); (c) EQ3: a synthetically generated earthquake based on the Eurocode
8 spectrum for Soil Type C.

All three input records (EQ1, EQ2, and EQ3) were selected based on their spectral
shape and frequency content, as they are representative of the expected seismic demand
for the assumed site conditions of the tested building typology. The ground motions were
scaled according to the 1:3 similitude requirements of the physical model. Time scaling was
applied following tpodel = tprototype/ /3, while the amplitudes were adjusted to reach the
target excitation levels used in each test phase.

The intensity levels used in the testing campaign (e.g., 75%, 100%, 120%, and 140%)
represent amplitude scaling of the input acceleration record. The percentages indicate a
direct multiplication of the original acceleration time history. For example, “120% EQ3”
corresponds to the EQ3 input scaled by a factor of 1.20 in terms of its acceleration amplitude,
including the PGA and all recorded acceleration values. A time history record of the
synthetically generated ground motion (THS) is presented in Figure 5.

0.60

’ —ITH8_100% ‘Max: 0.50 ‘

0.401
0.20
0.00

-0.20 T

Acceleration [g]

-0.40T

-0.60 +—+——+—— } ——+ } } ; ; } ; } } } } } }
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 100 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
Time [s]

Figure 5. Time history of the synthetically generated ground motion (THS).

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Phase 1 (Tests 1-19)

Phase 1 began with a sequence of random excitations (Tests 1-3) applied to Model Y
with increasing amplitudes and a frequency range of 1-45 Hz, conducted to determine the
initial dynamic characteristics of the bare frame. The dominant frequency recorded during
this phase was approximately 10.2 Hz (Test 3).

The first seismic excitations were applied from Tests 4 to 6 using EQ1, EQ2, and EQ3,
all at relatively low intensities (up to 0.13 g).

Between Tests 7 and 11, seismic inputs with increasing intensity were applied, rang-
ing up to 75% of EQ3 (Test 10), combined with additional random tests to monitor
frequency changes.

No significant response changes were observed until Test 12, where EQ3 was applied
at 100%. This test marked the onset of visible damage, including moderate cracking of the
bare frame and detachment of the infill walls.

Subsequent tests (13-15) included additional excitations, combining random input and
EQ3 at 100%. The previously formed cracks remained visible and continued to develop.

Test 16 (120% EQ3) led to a noticeable increase in the extent of damage, with clearly
visible cracks developing in the bare frame.

The highest level of observed damage occurred during Test 18 (140% EQ3), which
resulted in extensive cracking and collapse of approximately 80% of the ground floor infill.

https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings16010073


https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings16010073

Buildings 2026, 16, 73

10 of 17

The final random excitation (Test 19) indicated a substantial reduction in the dominant
frequency, which dropped to around 2.0 Hz, equivalent to a reduction of about 80%
compared to the initial state.

Figure 6 presents the condition of Model Y after Phase 1.

Figure 6. Model Y after Phase 1.

Additionally, Figure 7 presents the time history comparison between the input acceler-
ation at the shaking table (black line) and the output acceleration recorded by accelerometer
ACC9 (red line) located at the top of Model Y during Test 18 (140% EQ?3).

150

1 0()—- —ACC09 Max: 1.897
i ——SYS ACC-Y Fbk |Max: 0.646
= 050+
=
2 0.007
] E
—g —().50-“
Z

=100

=150

-2.00 +
0 5 10 15 20 25
Time [s]

Figure 7. Time history comparison of input and output accelerations during Test 18.

The results clearly indicate a strong amplification of the structural response, with the
peak acceleration measured by ACC9 (1.897 g) being approximately three times higher than
the maximum input acceleration (0.646 g). This amplification reflects the significant stiffness
degradation of the bare frame and correlates well with the observed severe cracking and
partial collapse of the ground floor infill walls.

4.2. Phase 2 (Tests 20-38)

Phase 2 began with a random excitation (Test 20) to assess the initial state of the Phase
1-damaged Model Y strengthened with the exoskeleton system. The dominant response
frequency was recorded at 7.4 Hz, indicating a significant recovery in global stiffness
compared to the end of Phase 1.

From Tests 21 to 25, seismic excitations were applied starting with EQ1 (15%), followed
by EQ2 (10%), and subsequently EQ3 at intensity levels of 18%, 27%, and 50%. No visual
damage was observed during this sequence, and the infill walls remained intact.

Tests 26 and 28 were random excitations used to monitor the evolution of the dynamic
response. EQ3 was further applied at 75% and 100% in Tests 27 and 29, respectively. Up to
this point, the model continued to perform without visible structural changes.

Following Test 31, in which EQ3 was applied at 120% (0.52 g), detachment of infill
walls was observed along with the appearance of cracks in the bare frame. Although the
damage was moderate, it marked the beginning of a reduction in stiffness and integrity.
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Tests 32 to 37 included a combination of random and seismic inputs at increased
intensity. The final seismic test in this phase (Test 37, conducted with EQ3 at 180%
(0.90 g)) resulted in limited additional damage. Approximately 10% of the ground floor
infill collapsed, while the exoskeleton system remained unaffected. The final random
excitation (Test 38) indicated a reduction in the dominant frequency to approximately
4.8 Hz, representing about a 35% decrease compared to the initial state of Phase 2.

Figure 8 presents photographs of the structural condition after Phase 2. The images
show localized cracking in the bare frame and partial detachment of infill walls.

Figure 8. Model Y after Phase 2.

In Figure 9, the time history comparison is shown between the input acceleration
at the shaking table (black line) and the output acceleration recorded by accelerometer
ACC11 (red line) during Test 37 (180% EQ3). The response demonstrates a pronounced
amplification, with the peak acceleration at ACC11 (2.73 g) reaching nearly three times the
maximum input acceleration (0.91 g). Accelerometer ACC11 was positioned at the top of
the model, diagonally with respect to ACC9. This amplification highlights the effectiveness
of the exoskeleton system in constraining damage progression, as only limited additional
cracking was observed while the overall structural integrity was maintained.
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Figure 9. Time history comparison of input and output accelerations during Test 37.

4.3. Phase 3 (Tests 39-66)

Phase 3 began with a random excitation (Test 39) to define the initial state of the second
model, which was equipped with the exoskeleton system from the start. The recorded
dominant frequency at this point was approximately 11.9 Hz.

From Tests 40-44, seismic inputs from different ground motions (EQ1, EQ2, and EQ3)
were applied at intensity levels between 10% and 50%, and the structural response remained
stable, with no visible damage to the bare frame or infill walls. Tests 45, 46, and 48 were
random excitations used for frequency tracking, with the measured dominant frequency
remaining close to the initial value observed at the beginning of this phase.
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EQ3 was applied at 100% in Test 49, followed by Test 50, where the frequency dropped
to 10.6 Hz. Up to Test 51 (120% EQ3), only small cracks were observed in the mortar
joints between infill elements, with a corresponding frequency of 9.9 Hz. After Test 53
(140% EQ3), detachment of the infill walls was observed, along with shallow cracking near
the joints of two corner columns.

Test 54 was a random excitation for tracking, after which Test 55 (160% EQ3) caused
further degradation. Following Test 56 (random excitation), the dominant frequency was
measured at 8.9 Hz. By Test 57 (180% EQ3), a small portion of the ground floor infill
collapsed, and after Test 58, the frequency had further reduced to 8.1 Hz.

Despite the application of EQ3 at 200% in Test 59, no additional structural damage was
observed. A following random excitation (Test 60) indicated a further drop in frequency to
7.4 Hz. Since the shake table had reached its displacement capacity, it was not possible to
increase the seismic input further.

Therefore, Tests 61-66 were conducted using random excitations with 50 s duration,
frequency content between 4-12 Hz, and input accelerations of 0.1 g and 0.3 g. After
the third excitation in this sequence (Test 65), approximately 30% of the ground floor
infill collapsed. The final recorded frequency at the end of testing (Test 66) was 5.6 Hz,
corresponding to a reduction of more than 50% compared to the beginning of the phase.

Throughout the entire testing sequence, the exoskeleton system remained undamaged
and maintained its structural integrity. No local buckling, yielding, or in-plane distortion
was observed in the aluminium panels during Phase 3, indicating that the panels remained
fully within the elastic range throughout the testing.

It is important to note that the absence of damage to the exoskeleton during this phase
reflects the maximum excitation levels that the shake-table facility was able to generate.
Due to displacement limitations, Phase 3 was carried out using random excitations instead
of scaled ground motions, which restricted the achievable seismic demand. Consequently,
the undamaged condition of the exoskeleton should be interpreted within the bounds of

these test-level limitations.
The final state of the model after Phase 3 is illustrated in Figure 10.

Figure 10. Model after Phase 3: infill loss and undamaged exoskeleton.

Additionally, Figure 11 presents the time history comparison between the input accel-
eration at the shaking table (black line) and the output acceleration recorded by ACC11
(red line) during Test 65 (random excitation, 4-12 Hz, 0.3 g). The peak acceleration at
ACC11 (2.455 g) was slightly more than twice the input (1.002 g). ACC11 was positioned
at the same location as in the previous phases, at the top corner of the model. The lower
amplification in Phase 3, compared to the previous model, confirms the benefits of having
the exoskeleton system in place from the beginning, ensuring improved seismic perfor-
mance and reduced damage. Despite the high excitation level and partial collapse of the
infill walls, the exoskeleton remained undamaged and preserved the overall stability of
the model.
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Figure 11. Time history comparison of input and output accelerations during Test 65.

A comparison of the peak acceleration ratios across the three phases shows that both
the damaged configuration (Phase 1) and the repaired frame (Phase 2) exhibited strong
dynamic amplification, with the top-floor accelerations reaching roughly three times the
input motion. In contrast, the retrofitted configuration (Phase 3) showed a noticeably lower
amplification level, remaining below a factor of 2.5. This reduction is consistent with the
significantly improved dynamic stability provided by the exoskeleton system and the more
controlled deformation pattern observed during the tests.

4.4. Frequency Degradation

The natural frequency was monitored throughout the testing programme to quantify
changes in the global dynamic properties of the structure. Figure 12 presents the frequency
values obtained in each phase. In all cases, the first point (“Initial”) corresponds to the
frequency measured before the start of seismic excitation, while the subsequent points
represent the frequencies recorded after each input level.
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Figure 12. Natural frequency variation across the three phases.

In Phase 1, the frequency shows a continuous reduction as the input intensity increases,
consistent with the progressive loss of stiffness in the RC members and the cracking and
loosening of the infill walls. In Phase 2, after the repair, the frequency decreases at a slower
rate, indicating a more stable stiffness profile under increasing excitation. In Phase 3, the
configuration with the exoskeleton exhibits the highest initial frequency and maintains
higher values across all input levels, reflecting the increased lateral stiffness and structural
stability provided by the exoskeleton system.
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4.5. Interstory Drift Response

Figure 13 presents the interstory drift ratios for the three testing phases. The highest
drift demand was observed in Phase 1, reaching approximately 2.5% at 140% of THS.
In Phase 2, the maximum drift was significantly reduced to about 0.8% at 180% of THS,
reflecting the increased stiffness after the rebuilding of the ground-floor infill walls and the
addition of the exoskeleton. Phase 3 exhibited the lowest drift values, with a maximum of
only 0.5% at 200% of THS, confirming the superior deformation control provided by the
exoskeleton when installed prior to any structural degradation.

3

25
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Figure 13. Interstory drift ratios for the three testing phases.

5. Conclusions

The experimental campaign conducted within the ERIES-RESUME project has demon-
strated the structural effectiveness and practical viability of an innovative exoskeleton
system composed of laminated timber and aluminium panels for the seismic retrofitting of
existing reinforced concrete (RC) buildings.

Key conclusions drawn from the shaking table tests are as follows:

e  The exoskeleton system substantially enhanced the seismic behaviour of both tested
RC models. In particular, it increased the overall stiffness, reduced interstory drifts,
and limited damage to the infill walls.

e The application of the exoskeleton to the previously damaged Model Y effectively
restored a large portion of its initial stiffness, as reflected in the recovered dominant
frequencies and reduced interstory drifts. This confirms its suitability not only for
preventive retrofitting but also for post-damage rehabilitation.

e  Throughout all test phases, including increasing seismic intensities up to 200% of
the design spectrum, the exoskeleton remained structurally intact, demonstrating its
durability and robustness under extreme loading conditions.

e Model X, equipped with the exoskeleton from the beginning, outperformed the
retrofitted Model Y in terms of residual stiffness and minimal damage progression,
indicating the advantages of early implementation.

e  Although the input motions used in the test campaign are limited in number, the
excitation levels were selected such that the structure was driven close to its funda-
mental resonance in all phases. This ensured that the models were tested under highly
demanding dynamic conditions, where the structural response is governed primarily
by the system’s stiffness, mass distribution, and inherent deformation mechanisms.
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While the results should not be generalised to earthquake scenarios with substantially
different spectral characteristics, the resonance-driven response captured in the tests
provides a reliable basis for assessing the relative performance of the two models and
the effectiveness of the exoskeleton system.

e The system’s modular assembly, along with the inclusion of recycled cork ther-
mal insulation, offers the potential for simplified installation, thermal upgrad-
ing, and architectural integration, making it a multifunctional and sustainable
retrofitting solution.

e  Studies on seismic retrofit of RC buildings show that adding RC shear walls or steel
exoskeletons typically produces large increases in global stiffness and drift reductions,
while timber-panel solutions can also produce large stiffness gains, but results are
more case-sensitive. Reported outcomes in the literature include shear wall /bracing
interventions, which increase global capacity and stiffness up to 250% and 160%,
respectively, and often achieving marked drift reductions [33,34], and cold-formed
steel exoskeletons produce stiffness and capacity gains in the order of 8% and 30%,
respectively [19], while CLT panels combined with friction dampers provide lateral
stiffness increases between 90 and 165% but smaller effects when infills dominate the
stiffness [35]. In comparison, the proposed hybrid timber-aluminium exoskeleton
achieved stiffness gains and interstory drift reductions of similar magnitude, lying
toward the upper end of the ranges reported for established retrofit systems. These im-
provements were obtained using a lightweight and modular assembly that introduced
minimal additional mass, exhibited no panel damage even under 200% input intensity,
and provided inherent compatibility with fagade-level thermal upgrading, thereby
offering both structural and functional advantages over more traditional interventions.

The conclusions presented in this work reflect the structural response within the
excitation levels achievable by the shake-table facility and do not capture the ultimate
capacity of the exoskeleton system. The proposed exoskeleton system presents a promis-
ing approach for the integrated seismic and potential thermal upgrading of aging RC
buildings, particularly in seismic-prone areas. Future research may focus on long-term
performance, life-cycle assessment, cost-benefit analyses, and full-scale applications in real
building contexts.
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