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Seismic vulnerability assessment helps to estimate the extent and the probability of
damage to buildings due to the potential earthquake hazard. Determination of
structural fragility curves of buildings is one of the most important steps in seismic
vulnerability assessment. The fragility curve predicts the probability of exceeding
specific damage states for a seismic intensity parameter. This paper is focused on
the development of structural fragility curves for different building types in the
Sarpol-e Zahab city. For this purpose, a reconnaissance survey was conducted
after the Sarpol-e Zahab earthquake of November 12, 2017 to identify the damage
state of various buildings based on the HAZUS Methodology. Then, the improved-
displacement coefficient method implemented in the SELENA software was used for
expressing building loss probabilities. In order to find out which level of the seismic
design can be used in defining the fragility curves, different weights were considered
to apply to the HAZUS fragility curves of high, moderate, low and pre-code to be
used in the logic tree method. Finally, the mean and standard deviation values were
introduced for the construction of fragility curves with the lognormal distribution
for the seven Iranian building types.
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ABSTRACT

1. Introduction

Seismic vulnerability assessment of buildings
in urban areas is one of the priorities of crisis
management institutions for planning to reduce
risks in the future. The results of the vulnerability
assessment are influenced by several factors
including the analysis method and the data needed
to perform the analysis through the selected method
such as fragility curves and attenuation relations.
There is an intense interest in developing seismic
vulnerability assessment models that are able to
generate reliable damage scenarios to support the
decision-making process in disaster prevention
and crisis management policies. In using the

improved-displacement coefficient method, the
most influencing parameters in vulnerability
assessment are the selection of the fragility curves
for the buildings and the seismic hazard model
adopted in the analysis.

Various methods have the capability to assess
seismic vulnerability. For example, in 2016,
Kumar et al. [1] present an approach on how to
conduct Rapid Visual Screening (RVS) for five
types of buildings in Himachal Pradesh state.
They have calculated the RVS scores for 9099
buildings and plotted the normal distribution
curves for each building type to understand the

Keywords:
Structural fragility curves;
Seismic vulnerability
assessment; Damage
state; Building types;
Sarpol-e Zahab 2017
earthquake

http://www.jseeonline.com
mailto:A.yahyaabadi@ub.ac.ir


JSEE / Vol. 20, No. 3, 201894

Fereshteh Izanloo and Aliakbar Yahyaabadi

distribution of buildings in this state. Finally, a new
modified format for performing RVS has been
proposed at the end.

Development of appropriate fragility curves
is the matter of concern in various studies. Del
Gaudio et al. [2] proposed the fragility curves for
RC buildings using a database of 7597 private
buildings after the L'Aquila 2009 earthquake in 2016.
For this purpose, damage grades were derived
from damage data to single building components
according to the European Macro Seismic scale
EMS-98. They also compared the suggested
fragility curves with the main empirical fragility
curves for RC buildings from literature studies.

In another study, observational data collected in
the L'Aquila 2009 earthquake was compared with a
predicted damage scenario. A simplified analytical
method was used for seismic vulnerability assess-
ment of reinforced concrete buildings at large
scale [3].

In 2016, Toma-Danila [4] studied on the possible
seismic damage of residential buildings in Bucharest,
Romania, at neighborhood resolution. They used
the improved displacement coefficient analytical
method to compute damage probabilities based on
the 48 vulnerability curves for buildings included in
the SELENA software. The intensity of earthquake
ground motion was determined using deterministic
seismic hazard scenarios including the maximum
possible earthquake.

The first study on seismic fragility curves in
Iran was carried out by Tavakoli and Tavakoli [5]
in 1993 based on the Manjil-Rudbar earthquake
data in 1990, regardless of the importance of
construction year, seismic code, height, and type of
structures. In 2000, the Japan International
Cooperation Agency (JICA) [6] has developed
the vulnerability curves for nine types of structures
in Tehran using the ATC-13 method, Tavakoli
and Tavakoli fragility curves and engineering
judgment. Mostafaei and Kabeyasawa [7] earned
damage rates to some of Bam's buildings using
the Bam 2003 Earthquake Damage data.

Bakhshi and Karimi [8] by considering the
cumulative absolute velocity as an intensity measure
(IM), have conducted a study on the vulnerability
assessment of reinforced and unreinforced masonry
buildings in Iran. Jalalian [9] developed a PGA-
based analytical fragility function for Tehran's

masonry buildings in 2006. In 2013, Kazemi
et al. [10] conducted the study on the effects of
different strong ground motion records on fragility
curves for Mashhad city in Iran. They defined
structural limit states on each incremental dynamic
analysis curve and estimated the corresponding
damage measures.

In 2009, the fragility curve of a typical unrein-
forced brick masonry buildings was developed
through a nonlinear analysis of the selected building
in Tehran by Dare-Zereshki et al. [11]. In 2015,
Sadeghi et al. [12] studied determining the vul-
nerability curves of 42 types of Iranian buildings.
They used the logic-tree method to combine
different curves by weighting in accordance with
the condition of seismic code, construction pro-
visions, and engineering judgment. In 2017,
Kazemi et al. [13] determined fragility curves for
steel braced frame structures using new spectral
shape indicators and a weighted damage index.
Their results show that the predicted median
structural capacities are strongly influenced by
spectral shape indicators.

Considering that damage and loss data from
actual earthquakes can contribute to improvements
of the vulnerability assessment methods, this study
was focused on the development of fragility curves
for various building types with respect to the
realistic results observed after the Sarpol-e Zahab
2017 earthquake. To identify the real damage
scenario, 200 buildings of different types were
surveyed in various neighborhoods of the city. The
HAZUS methodology was used to determine the
structural damage state of each building [14].
Considering the collected damage data, we studied
the possibility of using the fragility curves proposed
by HAZUS in vulnerability assessment of the
Sarpol-e Zahab city. The aim of this study is to
determine which level of the seismic design can be
used in defining the fragility curves for various
building types according to the HAZUS approach.
This study proposed the weights to apply to the
HAZUS fragility curves of high, moderate, low and
pre-code to be used in the logic tree method in the
vulnerability assessment procedure.

2. Real Damage Scenario

The collected information includes the geo-
graphical location of the building, the address, the
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number of floors, the year of construction, building
area with precision square meters, the type of the
structure and the damage state. According to the
HAZUS approach, damage states are categorized
into four ranges: slight, moderate, extensive and
complete. For example, the moderate damage state

ranges from the threshold of the moderate damage
up to the threshold of the extensive damage. General
descriptions of the four structural damage states for
various building types are provided as the field
survey form, adapted from reference [14], in
Figure (1).

Figure 1. Building vulnerability assessment form used for surveying (adapted from reference [14]).
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Different types of the surveyed buildings are
shown in Table (1). Overall, there are three main
building types: concrete, steel, and masonry bearing
wall and these can be further subdivided into
seven classes according to the structural system
and the building height as shown in the first column
of Table (1). Figure (2) provides the area and the
number of buildings surveyed for each of the seven
building types. Besides, the area of the surveyed
buildings in each district of Sarpol-e Zahab can be
found in Table (2).

Figure 1. Continue.

Figure 2. Area and number of surveyed buildings for various
building types.
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Table 1. Building types surveyed in Sarpol-e Zahab city. Table 2. Area of surveyed buildings in each district.

Figure 4. Observed damage scenario for all building types in the Sarpol-e Zahab city.

Figure 3. Observed damage scenario for all buildings.

The area and the number of surveyed buildings
with the damage states Slight (S), Moderate (M),
Extensive (E), and Complete (C) have been derived
from the statistical elaboration of the surveyed
data collected after the earthquake, shown in
Figure (3). From this figure, it can be said that
28%, 35%, 23% and 14% of the surveyed buildings
have experienced slight, moderate, extensive, and
complete damage states, respectively. Damage
scenario for each type of building is shown in
Figure (4). This figure reveals that the observation
of complete damage state is mainly related to
unreinforced masonry buildings (URML) and low
rise moment frames (C1L and S1L).
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3. Analytical Damage Scenario

The objective is to statistically assess the seismic
risk of areas at the territorial-administrative zone
level, and not at a single building level. For this
reason, a similar approach to HAZUS was used to
estimate the physical damage in this study [15].
HAZUS approach is based on the analytical
methods used for calculation of the building failure
probability. These methods essentially involve the
calculation of the "performance point" of a building
used with fragility curves of a certain damage state
to determine a damage probability. To estimate the
performance point of buildings, the first method
employed by an earthquake loss estimation software
was the capacity-spectrum method. Since then, new
improved methods were developed. One of them is
the Improved-Displacement Coefficient Method
(I-DCM). In I-DCM, the maximum nonlinear
displacement demand of the building is estimated
by multiplying the displacement demand of the
equivalent SDOF by a series of coefficients [16].

This study used the SELENA open-source
software to apply the I-DCM method. The overall
process of achieving physical damage to buildings
in Selena software is schematically presented in
Figure (5). This figure implies that for deterministic
seismic risk assessment, information about the
earthquake, the attenuation relationships, the type
of soil in each district and building inventory are
required.

4. Earthquake Scenario

The parameters of Sarpol-e Zahab 2017 earth-
quake, obtained from Iranian Seismological Center
report, are as follows: moment magnitude is equal
to 7.3, focal depth is equal to 18 km, fault mechanism
is reverse, and the latitude and longitude of the
epicenter are 34.77° and 45.76°, respectively. The
equation proposed by Earthquake Model of Middle

East (EMME) used to calculate the surface wave
magnitude [18].

5. Soil Type

The amplitude and frequency content of the
surface seismic ground motion are dependent on the
sedimentary soils on the site. According to the field
observations and the report of International Institute
of Earthquake Engineering and Seismology (IIEES)
[19], the soil type for the various neighborhoods was
assumed to be of type III, except for Ahmadabad
and Tarvij street neighborhoods, which assumed to
be of type II.

6. Attenuation Relationships

Considering that there is no real-time data
comply with the center points of the defined
geographical units, the reliable ground motion
prediction equations were used to predict the dis-
placement demand of the equivalent SDOF at
different geo  units. For this purpose, the six
attention relationships proposed by the Iranian
guidelines for seismic hazard analysis [20] were
considered, shown in Table (3). The logic tree
method was used to consider the uncertainty
associated with the attenuation relationships.
Table (4) provides the comparison between the
spectral  accelerations with 5% damping obtained
from various GMPEs with those obtained from the
ground motion recorded at the Sarpol-e Zahab
station. This table provides a reliable insight into
the identification of GMPEs that appropriately
incorporated the effects of the source to target
region of the dataset. It can be observed that the
attenuation relationships proposed by Akkar and
Bommer [21], Boore et al. [22-25], and Campbell
and Bozorgnia [26] can predict the real data at the
Sarpol-e Zahab station with the minimum error
regarding other considered GMPEs.

Figure 5. Principle flowchart of a deterministic analysis using
the SELENA-tool [17].

Table 3. Empirical ground motion prediction equations.
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Table 4. Comparison between the spectral accelerations (5% damping) of the ground motion recorded at the Sarpol-e Zahab station
with those obtained from various GMPEs (in terms of g).

7. Defining the Various Fragility Curves to be
Considered

Seismic performance of buildings during an
earthquake depends on the various factors, including
the building type, the building height, the seismic
zone location, the seismic design level, and the
construction quality. Accordingly, the HAZUS meth-
odology provides building damage functions in four
states of high, moderate, low and pre-code. The
fragility curve for each damage state is determined
regarding the levels of seismic design and con-
struction quality. The seismic design is classified
into four levels of high, moderate, low, and pre-code,
and the construction quality is classified into three
levels of superior, ordinary and inferior.

To find that which level of fragility curves is
appropriate for the vulnerability assessment of the
cities with a construction quality like Sarpol-e Zahab,
we studied all the possible combinations of the
construction quality and seismic design levels. As
shown in the second columns of Tables (5) and (6),
two levels of inferior and ordinary were considered

Table 5. Combinations of seismic design levels and construction quality levels when seismic design level assumed moderate
and low.

Table 6. Combinations of seismic design levels and construction quality levels when seismic design level assumed high and
moderate.

for the construction quality.
Changes in the level of seismic design were

considered to be consistent with the year of
publication of the various editions of the Iranian
code of practice for seismic-resistant design of
buildings (Standard No. 2800 of Iran). Before the
year 1990, the level of seismic design was assumed
pre-code. This assumption is almost consistent
with the publication date of the first edition of the
standard No. 2800. Between the years 1990-1999,
two levels of low and moderate were considered
for the buildings. The second edition of the Standard
No. 2800 was published in 1999. Between the years
1999-2005, and after 2014, respectively consistent
with the third and fourth editions of the Standard
No. 2800, we considered two levels of the moderate
and high for the seismic design levels of buildings
as shown in Tables (5) and (6).

Considering two levels for each of the seismic
building code at different time periods and the con-
struction quality, as shown in Tables (5) and (6), four
modes should be considered based on the HAZUS
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methodology. Since the mode 4 is exactly the same
as mode 1, three modes remain to be considered.

It should be mentioned that the area of the
surveyed buildings constructed in the years between
2005 and 2014 constitutes 83% of the total area
of the collected data, as shown in Figure (6).
Therefore, the analytical damage scenario is
strongly affected by the seismic design level during
this period, considered to be moderate and high.
In this period, the quality of the construction was
considered to be one of the ordinary and inferior
modes. On the contrary, for the years prior to 2005
and after 2014, changing the level of the seismic
building code or the level of the construction
quality, due to the low percentage of buildings built
in this years, does not change much in the results.

The results of the analytical damage scenario
according to HAZUS Earthquake Model must be
considered as the average damage for a group of
similar buildings [1]. This study compares the aver-
age value obtained from theoretical modeling with
the real observed damage of the similar building
types in various neighborhoods. For this purpose,
three modes of fragility curves, shown in Tables (5)
and (6), were considered to find out the best
analytical damage scenario that is most consistent

with the  collected data.
Figure (7) and Table (7) provide the comparison

of the analytical and the observed damage scenario
of the C1M building type for the three modes of
fragility curves. The information in Figure (7) and
Table (7) are presented in terms of the area and the
number of damaged buildings, respectively. In the
procedure of the damage prediction, the intensity of
the earthquake at the geo units was calculated based
on the six mentioned GMPEs. According to the
results, it can be concluded that none of the fragility
curves alone can predict the actual results well.
For example, with the Akkar and Bommer [21]
relationship, using the fragility curve of mode 1,
mode 2 and mode 3 leads to the moderate damage
area prediction of 2282, 1455 and 3230 (m2),
respectively. However, based on the collected
data, the area of 2760 m2 for moderate damage is
observed. Therefore, to achieve realistic results with
the least possible error, it is inevitable to use the
weighted average of the three modes of fragility
curves.

Considering the presented results for the CIM
building type, and also the results of other building
types not presented here for the sake of brevity, it
can be concluded that three attenuation relation-
ships of Boore et al. [22-25], Campbel and
Bozorgnia [26], and Akkar and Bommer [21] lead
approximately to the better damage scenario
predictions than the others. It can also be observed
the low precision prediction for the results of the
Abrahamson and Silva [27] GMPE. This conclusion
is consistent with the results of comparing the
predicted spectral accelerations using the GMPEs
and those of the recorded data presented in
Table (4). Therefore, the GMPEs proposed by
Boore et al. [22-25] and Campbel and Bozorgnia [26]

Table 7. Comparing the number of observed damaged building (C1M type) with those obtained from the analytical method using
the various fragility curves of modes 1, 2 and 3.

Figure 6. Distribution of the construction age within the
database.
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Figure 7. Comparing the observed and analytical damage scenario for C1M building type using different attenuation relationships.
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in the logic tree method were used for earthquake
intensity predictions at the geo units in this study.
The relationship of Akkar and Bommer was not
used because of the similarity of its results with
those of Boore et al. [22-25] and Campbel and
Bozorgnia [26].

8. Fragility Curves for Building Frames Systems

Considering all potential weighted average of
fragility curves, we calculated the root mean square
error (RMS error) of the four damage states to find
the best combination that gives the least error.
Results show that for low and mid-rise buildings
with the lateral load resistance system of concrete
moment frame or steel braced frame, the best
fragility curve is the weighted average of fragility
curves of mode 1, mode 2 and mode 3 with the
weights of 0.45, 0.10 and 0.45, respectively. For
buildings with steel moment frame, weights of 0.0,
0.10 and 0.90 are the most suitable. In all of these
cases, the weights 0.5 and 0.5 are the best for
attenuation relationships of Boore et al. [22-25]
and Campbel and Bozorgnia [26], respectively.

The weighted average fragility curves for all
building types can be presented in the conventional
format as follows:

( ) 1|  Φ  
( )

   i
tot i i

IMP Exceedance IM ln
LS

  
=   β   

  (1)

where P (.) is the probability of exceeding the limit
state of i given the intensity measure, IM. [ ]Φ .  is the
standard normal cumulative distribution function,
LSi is the threshold value for the ith limit state, and
( )tot iβ  is the standard deviation of the logarithm
of spectral displacement that represents the random-
ness and uncertainty components of variability.

Since it is not considered practical to separate
uncertainty from randomness, the combined random
variable term, ,totβ  is used to develop a composite
"best estimate" fragility curve. The values of  LSi
and ( )tot iβ  for building frame systems with various
height are provided as the parameters of mean and
β in Table (8). To illustrate graphically, for example,
Figure (8) shows the proposed fragility curves for
mid-rise concrete and steel moment frame buildings
in the Sarpol-e Zahab city.

9. Fragility Curves for Unreinforced Masonry
Buildings

According to the different modes presented in
Tables (5) and (6), the fragility curve of the desired
buildings should be determined with respect to the

Table 8. Structural Fragility Curve parameters proposed for seven building types (in m).

Figure 8. Developed fragility curves for various damage states
and building types of C1M and S1M in Sarpol-e Zahab.
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year of construction at each mode. Considering the
construction year, 27.8% of the surveyed masonry
buildings (URML) were constructed before 1991,
8.7% between 1991 and 2005, and 63.5% after
2005. Thus, for example in the third mode, three
fragility curves should be assigned to the URML
buildings with respect to their construction year
(i.e. URML-P, URML-M and URML-H where P, M,
and H mean Pre, Moderate and High, respectively).
The HAZUS methodology does not provide the
fragility curve at the high and moderate code levels
for the masonry building type. In the first and second
modes, we only need the pre-code and low fragility
curves that can be determined from HAZUS. For
the third mode in Table (5), we studied the possibility
of using the fragility relationships proposed by Frankie
et al. [30] at the high and moderate code levels.

We considered all potential weighted average of
mode 1, mode 2 and mode 3 for the masonry
building. No weights were found that can be used to
predict the observed damage scenario in all neigh-
borhoods of the city with the acceptable accuracy.
However, results show that using the weights of
0.35, 0.05 and 0.60 for mode 1, mode 2 and mode 3
of the fragility curves can predict the overall
damage of the masonry buildings at the city.

The above conclusion arises for two reasons.
First, we used the inappropriate fragility curves for
the levels of pre-, low-, moderate-, and high-code in
this type of building. Second, the classification of the
quality of the construction in terms of the con-
struction year is not appropriate for unreinforced
masonry buildings. Therefore, we classified the
masonry building based on the field observation
according to the quality of construction. For this

purpose, three categories of pre-, low-, and
moderate-code were used shown with URML-P,
URML-L, and URML-M, respectively.

Pre-code masonry buildings represent the
buildings that have bearing stone walls with a
thickness of 40 centimeters constructed with lime
mortar. The ties were made using the polished
gravel and plain bar. Over 40-year-old masonry
buildings in the Shahrak-e Zerae Ghareblagh
neighborhood collapsed during the earthquake were
categorized in this group.

Low-code masonry buildings represent the
buildings poorly constructed using the low-quality
materials of brick, sand and cement mortar.
Concrete used in ties has fine-grained and there is
no connection between the vertical and horizontal
ties in most cases. Moderate-code masonry
buildings represent the high quality constructed
buildings with bearing walls of high-quality brick,
sand and cement mortar.

The mean and the standard deviation of the
fragility curves for the above-mentioned pre-, low-,
and moderate-code masonry buildings are provided
in Table (8). These parameters were determined in
a way that the theoretical model can predict the
damage close to the real observed damage scenario
in various neighborhoods.

10. Comparing the Theoretical and Observed
Damage Scenarios

To clarify the ability of proposed fragility curves
in vulnerability seismic risk assessment, we provide
a comparison between the distribution of overall
physical damage predicted by the analytical method
and observation in Figure (9). It is clear that there

Figure 9. Comparison of the damage distribution predicted by the analytical method with the observed scenario in terms of (a) the
area of buildings, and (b) the number of buildings.
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is a very good match in each of the damage states
between the actual and analytical results in terms of
the area and the number of buildings. In addition to
the overall damage in the city, the amount of damage
was calculated in each damage state for each geo
unit and compared with the observed damage
scenario. As shown in Figure (10) and Table (9), a
relatively good fit is observed in terms of the
area and the number of damaged buildings in all
neighborhoods in the Sarpol-e Zahab city.

Figure 10. Comparison between the observed damage scenario in each neighborhood with the analytical damage scenario
resulting from proposed fragility curves and weighted average attenuation relationship.

11. Conclusions
The focus of this study was to propose the most

suitable fragility curves for different building types
for the city of Sarpol-e Zahab. For this purpose,
we compared the observed damage scenario in 200
buildings in various neighborhoods of the Sarpol-e
Zahab city during the earthquake of November 12,
2017 with those of the analytical scenario. The
earthquake intensity at the geo units was determined
using the six ground motion prediction equations
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Table 9. Comparison of the number of observed damaged buildings in each neighborhood with those obtained from the analytical
method using the proposed fragility curves.

proposed by the Iranian guidelines for seismic
hazard analysis.

The observed damage scenario was calculated
by collecting the required data for each building and
identifying its damage state based on the HAZUS
methodology.

The attenuation relationships proposed by
Boore et al. [22-25] and Campbell and Bozorgnia [26],
can predict the real data at the Sarpol-e Zahab
station with the minimum error regarding other
considered GMPEs. Results also demonstrate that
using the average of these GMPEs is the best
combination to be used in the seismic vulnerability
assessment of the Sarpol-e Zahab city. This
combination of the GMPEs can predict the observed
damage scenario with minimum RMS error with
respect to other combinations considered here.

The best fragility curve for low and mid-rise
buildings with the lateral load resistance system of
concrete moment frame or steel braced frame is the
weighted averaged of the HAZUS fragility curves at
the high, moderate and low level with the weights of
0.45, 0.45 and 0.1, respectively.

The best fragility curve for steel moment frame
buildings is the weighted averaged of the HAZUS
fragility curves at the high, moderate and low level
with the weights of 0.9, 0.0 and 0.1, respectively.

For unreinforced masonry buildings, no weighted

average of the HAZUS fragility curves found that
can be used to predict the observed damage
scenario in all neighborhoods of the city with the
acceptable accuracy. According to the observed
damage scenario in the Sarpol-e Zahab city, we
provide the mean and the standard deviation of the
fragility curves parameters for pre-, low-, and
moderate-code masonry buildings.

Damage scenario obtained from the analytical
method using the proposed fragility curves have a
good correspondence with the observed damage
scenario of all building types at the various
neighborhoods of the Sarpol-e Zahab city.
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