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Abstract 

Vegetation on railway or highway slopes can improve slope stability through the generation of soil 

pore water suctions by plant transpiration and mechanical soil reinforcement by the roots. To 

incorporate the enhanced shearing resistance and stiffness of root-reinforced soils in stability 

calculations, it is necessary to understand and quantify its effectiveness. This requires integrated and 

sophisticated experimental and multiscale modelling approaches to develop an understanding of the 

processes at different length scales, from individual root-soil interaction through to full soil-profile or 

slope scale. One of the challenges with multiscale models is ensuring that they sufficiently closely 

represent real behaviour. This requires calibration against detailed high-quality and data-rich 

experiments. This study presents a novel experimental methodology, which combines in situ direct 

shear loading of a willow root reinforced soil with X-ray computed tomography to capture the 3D 

chronology of soil and root deformation within the shear zone. Digital volume correlation (DVC) 

analysis was applied to the computed tomography (CT) dataset to obtain full-field 3D displacement 

and strain information. This paper demonstrates the feasibility and discusses the challenges 

associated with DVC experiments on root-reinforced soils. 

1 Introduction 
Slope instability presents a major hazard to buildings and infrastructure, in the form of large natural 

landslides and smaller scale failures in engineered slopes. Failure is often associated with prolonged 

periods of heavy rainfall, which increases pore water pressures and reduces the soil effective stress. 

Vegetation is a cost-effective method of improving slope stability and reducing the risk of slope 

failure. The planting of trees, shrubs and grasses on slopes provides a potential increase in the 

available soil shear strength through a reduction in pore water pressures as plants transpire water, 

and mechanical root reinforcement of the soil [1-3]. 

Root reinforcement has been shown to enhance soil shear strength in both laboratory and field tests 

including direct shear [4-10] and centrifuge model experiments [7, 11-14]. These tests are often 

supplemented with additional measurements such as root tensile strength [7, 15-17], root pull-out 

resistance [18] and root distribution/density [19, 20]. While these experiments have demonstrated 

the effectiveness of root reinforcement on soil, they have not resulted in a full understanding of the 

complex root reinforcement mechanisms and soil-root interaction during shear, which are difficult 

to capture as they occur unseen within the body of the soil.  
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The mechanism of root reinforcement has many contributing factors. These include variables 

relating to the plant roots (geometry, orientation, density, stiffness, strength, and root-soil interface 

properties) and soil characteristics (particle size distribution, compaction density, water content, 

etc.). The many parameters influencing these processes make it challenging to fully understand the 

behaviour of soil-root interaction and how roots stabilise the soil [12, 21]. Obtaining a better 

understanding of this behaviour is important for the development of accurate analytical models that 

will ultimately aid in optimising plant species and their placement for given ground conditions 

including soil type, slope height and angle. While many models have been developed for soil-root 

interaction, most have relied on simple empirical relationships or made assumptions due to a lack of 

experimental data [22]. 

There have been recent attempts to increase the level of detail and understanding from 

experimental shear-box and centrifuge tests to quantify the effectiveness of roots in increasing soil 

shear strength. These include 2D imaging using cameras to capture behaviour on a cross-section of 

soil through a transparent window, from which displacement and strain information were obtained 

using digital image correlation (DIC) or particle tracking approaches [12, 23, 24]. A limitation of this 

technique is that it can only make observations of the surface plane, where soil movements could be 

influenced by boundary effects such as friction, shear and variations in soil compaction adjacent to 

the window. It is also challenging to capture features such as soil-root interaction, which may not 

take place directly on the observed surface. 

To capture the three-dimensional behaviour of the soil and soil-root interaction, it is necessary to 

obtain information from within the bulk of the soil. Advances in X-ray computed tomography (CT) 

have been shown to work well for capturing 3D information within soils (including roots) and have 

led to a considerable increase in its use in soil science within the past decade. Interrupted (while CT 

scanning takes place) in situ experiments on soils have been carried in a small number of studies to 

understand the mechanics of soil (such as dilation and bifurcation behaviour) and soil-root 

behaviour during root growth. These studies have applied digital volume correlation (DVC), a 

technique similar to digital image correlation (DIC), to obtain 3D full-field displacement and strain 

information in the bulk, but have so far been limited to specimens less than 50 mm in diameter [25-

27]. To the authors’ knowledge, there are no published studies applying DVC to study the effects of 

direct shear on root-reinforced soils. 

The research presented here combines direct shear experiments in situ with X-ray CT to understand 

and quantify the 3D soil mechanics and soil-root interactions in response to a direct shear load. The 

study explores the feasibility of this experiment at a larger scale (field of view: 80 mm × 80 mm × 80 

mm) than used before (both at the University of Southampton and elsewhere) on soil containing 

clay, silt and sand particles up to 2 mm in size, representing a suitable growth medium for plants. 

This research establishes a methodology for conducting such experiments, which can be applied to 

more extensive studies. 

2 Experimental design philosophy 
The development of the experimental test rig and methodology for carrying out and analysing the 

results from the experiments required careful consideration and design. Sections 2.1 to 2.3 describe 

the overarching principles and decisions that guided the final experimental design. This leads into 

the experimental procedures explained in more detail in sections 3, 4 and 5, which cover the design 

of the shear box apparatus, experimental methodology (soil and plant preparation, and X-ray CT 

procedure) and digital volume correlation procedure, respectively.  
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2.1 Plant and soil selection 
Willow plants were used to provide root architectures for this study. Owing to its fast growth and 

high demand for water, willow is often considered in planting schemes for slope stability [3, 7], and 

has also been used in parallel experiments carried out at the University of Dundee [7, 13]. The soil 

used in the experiments needed to be able to support plant growth, and was selected based on its 

prior use in similar experiments [7, 13]. Soil specimens were sheared unsaturated, which negated 

the need for the water bath commonly used to saturate samples in a conventional soil mechanics 

shear box, which would be difficult to accommodate in the CT scanner. 

2.2 Height and size of rooted soil specimen 
The specimen needed to be sufficiently large to allow the willow plant to develop a reasonable root 

structure and provide good root anchorage into the upper and lower portions of the sample. This 

leads to the use of tall samples (0.5 m), similar to other root shear studies [7, 13]. The diameter of 

the sample needed to balance the requirements for an adequate shear test with the ability of X-rays 

to penetrate the specimen and provide enough image resolution. The X-ray CT process rotates the 

specimen through 360 degrees to form an image. It is desirable for image quality (noise, artefacts, 

etc.) to have a uniform X-ray cross-section, hence (unconventionally for direct soil shear tests) 

cylindrical soil specimens were used. CT scanning the full sample from top-to-bottom presents 

significant challenges to rig design, where placement of non-uniform volumes of metal (connecting 

brackets etc.) within the X-ray field of view makes it difficult to maintain image quality. It was 

therefore decided to concentrate on imaging the sample shear zone (~ 80 x 80 x 80 mm region of 

interest). The use of a tall sample requires long (two months) root growth periods thus the 

apparatus needed to allow samples to be grown out of the rig and mounted into it for shearing; 

growing samples in the apparatus e.g. [28] would be too time consuming.  

Many plants will not grow roots to particularly large depths in the field (beyond ~1 m for grasses and 

small shrubs), hence the zone of greatest root reinforcement is close to the ground surface at low 

total vertical stresses. It was therefore decided that the application of a vertical stress to the top of 

the soil sample was not required, hence no provision was made to load the sample vertically. Thus 

only modest forces (<200 N) would be needed to shear the sample, and the rig could be small 

enough in mass (<20 kg) and size (<400 mm diameter) to fit within a CT scanner. 

2.3 Imaging and analysis approach 
X-ray imaging of the rooted soil specimen introduces several challenges. The physical diameter of 

the specimen in conjunction with the size of soil particles and maximum shear displacement needs 

to be balanced against the CT field-of-view, voxel resolution, image quality (contrast-to-noise ratio), 

scan time and the digital volume correlation (DVC) process.  

Sufficient resolution and contrast-to-noise ratios are needed to capture the major roots of the 

willow plants, and soil particles up to 2 mm in diameter. This is important for the DVC process, which 

matches subsets of voxels to determine displacement and strain, where imaging features (e.g. the 

soil particles) are required to accurately track the positions of the subsets, and where the DVC 

process (e.g. displacement and strain noise) is sensitive to the CT volume quality (e.g. contrast-to-

noise and spatial resolution of features) [29]. Further, there is a trade-off between CT resolution and 

field-of-view, i.e. increasing the size of the field-of-view reduces the resolution. For the direct shear 

experiments, the field-of-view and its corresponding resolution also needed to be balanced against 

the maximum shear displacement of the specimen. As the specimen is sheared, features that move 

out of the field-of-view are lost, reducing the remaining size of volume that is captured and can be 

processed with DVC. 
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Considering these limitations, the first step was to decide on an appropriate diameter for the rooted 

soil specimen. The specimen needed to have a large enough diameter to allow a reasonable shear 

displacement to be applied; however, this had to be balanced with the impact it has on other 

aspects of the CT scan. The diameter of the specimen has a direct effect on both X-ray transmission 

and sample positioning within the cone beam geometry of the CT scanner. A larger diameter 

requires more X-ray power to penetrate the specimen, which can be detrimental to spatial 

resolution owing to the effects on X-ray target spot size if high energies are needed [30]. A larger 

diameter sample must be positioned further from the X-ray source, which can be detrimental to the 

image resolution and signal-to-noise in the volumes obtained. 

Considering these trade-offs, a sample diameter of 110 mm was chosen with a local CT scan applied 

to achieve a useable field-of-view approximately 80 mm × 80 mm × 80 mm at 46 µm voxel 

resolution. This was sufficient to detect the soil particles and larger plant roots (>1.5 mm diameter). 

The field-of-view enabled a maximum shear displacement of 20 mm. 

3 Development and construction of the shear apparatus  
A bespoke test rig was manufactured for the in situ direct shear testing of a willow rooted soil 

specimen within the X-ray CT scanner (Figure 1 and Figure 2). The rig was designed to enable full 

control of the applied direct shear displacement while also monitoring load, displacement and 

tensiometer sensors from outside the CT scanner. Two Arduino Uno microcontrollers were used for 

the test rig: one positioned on the test rig to connect to sensors and the stepper motor controlling 

shear displacements, and another outside the CT scanner which transferred sensor data to a 

MATLAB data acquisition script and acted as the master controller for operating the stepper motor. 

A wired connection was used to pass data between the two Arduinos using an I2C protocol. 

The test rig consists of a lower saddle bracket mounted on two horizontal rails with one degree of 

freedom which is moved by the stepper motor with the displacement monitored using a linear 

variable differential transformer (LVDT) displacement sensor. The lower bracket is attached directly 

to the lower half of the specimen tube and controls the shear displacement applied to the sample. 

The upper section of the specimen is fully constrained in a bracket mounted to a load cell, measuring 

reaction force. 

To facilitate use in an X-ray CT scanner, the support frame needed to provide a uniform X-ray path 

length hence uniform attenuation during the 360 degrees of rotation. To achieve this, the rig has a 

cylindrical aluminium support (of height 152 mm and wall thickness 3.3 mm) surrounding the 

specimen shear plane, which was the main zone of interest for imaging root-soil interaction. The 

cylindrical aluminium section also acts as an X-ray filter, pre-hardening the X-ray beam and reducing 

the extent of beam hardening on CT reconstructions [31]. 

The diameter of the aluminium support cylinder (356 mm) is large enough to provide clearance for 

mounting the test specimen (including access for tools and hands), but small enough to allow 

adequate X-ray resolution and signal-to-noise during the CT scan. A smaller diameter support tube 

enables closer positioning of the specimen to the X-ray source. This has two benefits: (1) reducing 

the X-ray source to object distance, which improves the voxel resolution that can be obtained, and 

(2) if the desired voxel resolution is exceeded when the specimen is positioned close to the X-ray 

source, it is possible to reduce the source-to-detector distance to improve flux and subsequently the 

signal-to-noise ratio, enabling shorter scan times [32]. A series of initial tests was carried out in the 

CT scanner with a cylindrical aluminium section placed around a prepared soil specimen, to ensure 
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an optimal compromise was achieved between scan resolution/quality and physical access to the 

specimen when mounted in the rig. 

Above and below the scanning region of interest, the upper and lower saddle brackets holding the 

two halves of the sample are connected to the top and bottom of the aluminium cylinder using a 

frame made of square section aluminium lengths (Figure 2). The same frame extends down to a 

circular aluminium plate connected to the rotating stage within the CT scanner. 

 

Figure 1: Shear rig set up within the 450kV Hutch X-ray CT scanner at the University of Southampton. The shear rig contains 
force, displacement and soil tensiometer instrumentation, and is controlled and monitored from outside the CT scanner. 

 

 

Figure 2: in situ shear rig setup; view looking down at the specimen shear plane through the top of the apparatus. 
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4 Experimental methodology 

4.1 Soil and willow plant preparation 
A 110 mm diameter, 500 mm long cylindrical tube was used to prepare each test specimen. The tube 

comprised two 250 mm length sections, forming a plane at the middle where controlled direct shear 

could be applied. A 2 mm gap was left between the two tubes which were supported in position 

using a purpose-made 3D printed bracket. The base of the tube was covered with a permeable 

membrane. 

The willow (Salix viminalis, variety Tora) specimen was prepared using Bullionfield soil (71% sand, 

19% silt and 10% clay, James Hutton Institute, Dundee, UK) having a pH of 6.2. The soil was oven 

dried at 60°C for 48 hours and sieved to ≤2 mm grain size. De-aired water was added to achieve a 

water content of 0.18 gg-1. The soil was compacted in 10 equal layers (50 mm thick) to achieve a 

target bulk dry density of 1.4 Mg/m3, which was chosen to ensure that the soil volume was stable 

under repeat watering, but not too dense to prevent penetration of the plant roots. A single 

prepared willow cutting, 150 mm long and between approximately 10 mm and 15 mm in diameter, 

was pushed into the centre of each tube, so that about 75 mm was below the soil surface. The 

willow plant was grown for 60 days under controlled lighting (operating 16 hours per day), 

temperature (21°C) and relative humidity (41%). Lighting was provided by a Maxibright T5 unit, 

equipped with eight blue T5 fluorescent tubes delivering 4450 lumens of light per tube. The height 

of the lights was adjusted during the growth period to maintain a ~150 mm distance between the 

lights and tallest part of the plant. The growth period and conditions were sufficient for the willow 

plants to root to the full depth of the specimen tube (500 mm). 

Immediately prior to carrying out the direct shear tests, specimens were fully immersed in water 

before being placed on a saturated bed of sand within a large container. Water was drained from 

the bottom of the container resulting in a water table in the sand 0.5 m below the shear plane of the 

specimen, and an inferred pore water suction of 5 kPa at the shear plane. Prior to shearing, a sharp 

blade of depth 2 mm was run around the perimeter of the tube at the level of the shear plane to cut 

any roots directly in contact with the inside wall of the specimen tube. 

4.2 Development of the X-ray computed tomography procedure 

4.2.1 X-ray CT scan parameters 
X-ray CT scans were undertaken using the µ-VIS facility at the University of Southampton, UK, using a 

large Nikon Metrology Hutch CT scanner. To provide enough X-ray transmission through the rig and 

specimens, a 450 kV X-ray gun was used. Several trial scans were performed to determine the 

optimum scan setting giving minimal noise, a fast scan time and good spatial resolution, which can 

be affected by the increasing X-ray spot size at high X-ray power. The scan parameters determined 

from the trials are shown in  

Table 1.  

Table 1. X-ray CT scan parameters for in situ shear testing 

CT scan parameter Value 

Voltage 300 kV 

Power 90 W 

Voxel resolution 46 µm  

Field of view 80 x 80 x 80 mm 

Number of projections 3142 

Source to object distance 359 mm 
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Source to detector distance 1546 mm 

Frames per projection 4 

Exposure time 134 ms 

Analogue gain 24 dB 

Scan time 30 minutes 

Filtering 
6.6 mm aluminium (total transmission through wall thickness from 
cylindrical support on test rig)  

 

4.2.2 Mitigating soil movement during CT scans 
One of the key challenges with obtaining reliable X-ray CT images is ensuring no movement of 

features within the object during the CT scan. Any movement during the scan can lead to motion 

artefacts in the reconstructed images, and potentially poor image correlation in the digital volume 

correlation (DVC) process. To investigate this, trials were carried out in which willow specimens were 

held at a fixed displacement and the force-time profile measured.  

Figure 3 shows a gradual drop in stress when a specimen is held at a fixed displacement after an 

incremental displacement step was applied. Only the first two displacement steps are shown for 

clarity, out of seven displacement steps. The steepest portion of the stress relaxation curve occurs in 

the first 30 minutes, with ~90% of the final stress reduction occurring in this period. The 

displacement sensors indicated no external movement while loading was paused, hence it is 

conjectured that the loss in stress was due to internal relaxation of the roots.   

In all experiments, a 30-minute wait period was implemented between the end of shearing and 

commencement of CT scanning. While a longer wait period might be desirable, it is important to 

consider also the restriction this would have imposed on the number of displacement steps that 

could have been completed within a 12-hour X-ray CT scan session.  

Figure 4 shows that any shear stress lost in the relaxation period was quickly regained on restarting 

direct shearing. Tests where shearing was carried out with continuous loading were compared with 

those in which shearing was repeatedly interrupted for CT scanning. These showed no differences 

beyond that expected due to the variation of the biological (root) content of the specimens. The 

shear stress obtained with willow was larger than for fallow specimens, which gave critical states 

(shearing at constant shear stress, and volume) consistent with a soil friction angle of 36° [7]. 
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Figure 3: stress relaxation plot for a willow specimen held at two fixed shear displacements (1.72 and 4.87 mm 
respectively). 

 

Figure 4: shear stress and shear displacement data showing Willow loaded with interruptions and continuously and an 
unrooted fallow specimen for comparison.  

4.2.3 In situ CT direct shear experiments 
Once the desired scan parameters were determined, the scan procedure for the in situ shear box 

experiment consisted of four noise study scans, and eight scans associated with the application of 

shear displacement steps. The noise study scans applied various known displacements to the sample 

to evaluate the performance of digital volume correlation and its sensitivity to noise. These 

consisted of two stationary scans, one rigid body motion scan (moving the specimen 1 mm vertically 

up) and a zoom out scan (moving the specimen 1 mm away from the X-ray source). Eight scans were 

conducted for each shear experiment. These consisted of an unloaded CT scan followed by seven 
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scans, each after an incremental shear displacement of 1.7 - 3.3 mm had been applied to the 

sample. 

5 Digital volume correlation (DVC) noise study 
To obtain accurate displacement and strain data from DVC, it is necessary to choose an appropriate 

experimental procedure (scan settings, size of shear displacement steps) and DVC parameters such 

as subset size to evaluate their effects on spatial resolution and noise. 

5.1 DVC processing  
DVC was applied to the X-ray CT datasets to obtain full-field volumetric displacements and strains 

during in situ shear loading. Full details of the DVC analysis parameters are shown in Table 2. Data 

were processed using DaVis LaVision 8 software. Processing involves correlating sub-volumes within 

a deformed volume against a reference volume to calculate local displacements, and subsequently 

derive strain information. Matching between sub-volumes was carried out using a coarse Fast 

Fourier Transform (FFT) correlation step to create an initial predictor of the displacement field, 

followed by a more accurate Direct Correlation (DC) step.  

An adequate subset size was selected to achieve a balance between the error caused by noise, 

reliable correlation, strain measurement accuracy and spatial resolution. The first stage was to 

perform a noise sensitivity study to evaluate the strain measurement resolution [33] and determine 

the minimum significant strain value that can be extracted from the deformed images.   

DVC is not able to correlate between successive volumes if the deformations are too large [33]. For 

the incrementally displaced specimens, trials were conducted to establish how well the deformed 

volumes could be correlated. This may be carried out via two approaches: (1) reference to first scan 

and (2) sum of differential between scans. The reference to first approach keeps the first volume in a 

time series as the reference, while the sum of differential approach makes use of the intermediate 

displacement steps by comparing sequential pairs in the time series before summing together the 

displacement fields. The trials found that it was necessary to apply a sum of differential approach 

instead of the reference to first method, owing to the large applied displacements and deformations 

in the dataset. One of the downsides of using the sum of differential approach is that noise in each 

volume is progressively summed together. It is therefore important to understand the level of noise 

associated with the number of displacement steps.  

Table 2: DVC analysis parameters 

DVC Software Davis LaVision, Version 8 

Image Filtering Gaussian filter with a 3x3x3 pixel kernel 

Subset sizes 323, 483, 643, 963, 1283 pixels3  
1.473, 2.213, 2.943, 4.423, 5.893 mm3 

Noise for 323 pixels3 subset 
size 

Displacement noise: 5.4 µm 
Strain noise: 6.8 millistrain 

Subset step size 75% overlap 

Subset Shape Function Affine 

Matching Criterion Cross-correlation (CC) 

Interpolant Spline 6 

Strain Window  3 data points 

Virtual Strain Gauge Size 192, 144, 96, 72, 48 pixels 

8.8, 6.6, 4.4, 3.3, 2.2 mm 

Strain Formulation Green-Lagrange 
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5.2 Noise study: choice of DVC subset size 
For the noise study, five subset sizes with 75% overlap were identified with varying isotropic sub-

volumes of dimension: 128, 96, 64, 48, and 32 pixels. In addition to the specific rigid body tests, in 

situ shear displacements were also assessed in terms of far-field strains to confirm noise levels. To 

give an appreciation of the size of the subset relative to the volumetric CT scan, Figure 5 shows an 

overlay of the subsets over a cross-sectional slice from the willow X-ray CT scan. 

The first set of noise study scans (stationary, rigid body motion and magnification) were used to 

determine the level of noise with a controlled/known level of strain. In the stationary and rigid body 

motion cases, the expected strain is zero. The stationary case studied the effect of sensor noise and 

CT artefacts like scattering, while rigid body motion provided a more realistic noise test as the grey 

level interpolation was also assessed. However, rigid body motion only provides a spatially constant 

interpolation bias. For a more realistic case, a change of magnification test was carried out, in which 

the images were ‘optically deformed’, to simulate a triaxial state of uniform strain. This tests all of 

the contributions to the displacement and strain uncertainties. The change of magnification gave an 

artificially introduced uniform level of strain (12 millistrain) across the full volume. The standard 

deviation of strain obtained from the change in magnification test provided a strain noise floor that 

would be closely representative of the in situ displacement tests. 

 

Figure 5: subset sizes (32 to 128 pixels) shown on a cross-sectional slice from the willow X-ray CT scan 

Directional dependencies to noise, may be assessed by considering the three orthogonal component 

normal strains εxx, εyy and εzz and displacement vectors vx, vy and vz. Figure 6 shows the standard 

deviations of strain from a cropped subset volume three subsets away from any scan or object 

boundary to remove edge effects. There are several important observations from the noise study 

scan data: 

(1) There is no significant directional dependency on strain, with all three orthogonal standard 

deviation strain components (εxx, εyy and εzz) giving the same level of noise across all subset sizes and 

scan types tested. This was also true for the displacement vectors. 
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(2) There is a diminishing return in terms of noise reduction from increasing the subset size.  

(3) For subsets less than 64 pixels, the level of strain noise is unaffected by the type of noise scan 

(stationary, rigid body motion and magnification).  For subsets greater than 64 pixels, the 

magnification strain noise floor is more than twice that of the stationary and rigid body motion 

cases.  

(4) The level of noise at the smallest subset size tested (32 pixels) approaches 7 millistrain. 

 

Figure 6: DVC noise study showing standard deviation of Green-Lagrange strains for stationary, rigid body motion and 
magnification CT scans at five different subset sizes. 

Figure 6 shows the effects of noise under a controlled set of noise scans. The in situ shear test adds 

complexity that is not captured in these noise scans. These can include scan to scan variations over a 

long test period, potential changes in soil conditions over time and the effects of using the sum of 

differential approach which sums noise with each displacement step. To assess the level of noise in 

the in situ scans, the strain standard deviations were calculated using the far-field strains in the 

shear test volume well away from the shear zone. The plots in Figure 7 show the strain standard 

deviation (solid lines) as a function of the current load for different subset sizes. For comparison, the 

mean strains within the sampled region are also plotted. Each plot contains data representing each 

strain component: εxx, εyy, εzz, and εxz. The displacement steps 2 to 8 correspond to an increasing 

level of shear displacement: 1.72, 4.87, 8.15, 11.39, 14.69, 17.93 and 19.83 mm respectively as 

measured by the displacement sensor.  

εxx and εyy show a strong linear trend in the standard deviation of strain with increasing number of 

displacement steps (R2>0.99) for all subset sizes. This linear behaviour is unaffected by the non-

uniform spacing between shear displacements, e.g. between steps 5, 6, 7 and 8 the incremental 

shear displacements are 3.3, 3.2 and 1.9 mm respectively. Therefore, the noise is dominated by the 

number of displacement steps in the sequence owing to the sum of differential approach used to 

calculate strain. The scaling of noise highlights a particular problem when designing the in situ 
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experiment. If too many displacement steps are generated, the noise floor could rise to levels where 

strain signals can no longer be detected. 

A non-linear trend to strain standard deviation is apparent in the εzz and εxz strain components. In 

these cases, some real strain signals were sampled, represented by the drift in the mean strain 

measured. Hence, the standard deviation of strains would overestimate the level of noise. 

Nonetheless, the largest strain standard deviation was observed in εxx representing 38 millistrain on 

the final displacement step with a 32 pixel subset size. 

 

 

Figure 7: Plots showing standard deviation (SDEV) of far field- strains (solid lines) against applied displacement step for 
different subset sizes. The plots act as a representation of strain noise present during the direct shear experiment which is 
shown to increase with each applied displacement step caused by the sum of differential approach in the DVC process. For 
comparison, the mean strain values are also plotted (dashed lines). 

Figure 8 indicates the effects of subset size on the spatial resolution of volumetric strains (εvolumetric = 

εxx + εyy + εzz). The images show a cross-sectional view through the middle of the specimen at the 

final displacement step for subset sizes ranging from 128 to 32 pixels. Due to the presence of strain 

gradients and local strain concentrations in the full-field dataset, the effects of reducing the subset 

size are clear. The level of detail captured around local events is averaged out and “smeared” with 

larger subset sizes, and the magnitude of strains around localised strain concentrations averaged 

down. This is evident in the tagged region indicated in Figure 8 as a localised strain concentration 

feature which shows increasing localised volumetric strain values (0.10 to 0.72) with decreasing 

subset sizes (128 to 32 pixels) respectively. It was decided to use the smallest subset size possible to 

capture these local details taking into consideration the increase in the level of noise.  
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Figure 8: Effects of subset size on spatial resolution and detection of local magnitudes of strain. Volumetric strains are the 
sum of εxx, εyy and εzz normal strains. Strain standard deviation is indicated on colour bars for each subset size. A tag 
indicates a localised strain concentration which is underrepresented with larger subset sizes. 

6 Results and discussion 
This section presents results from shear tests carried out on a willow root reinforced soil specimen. 

The purpose is to demonstrate the overall experimental design and approach, and to discuss how 

these results could be used to help understand soil-root interaction for use in analytical models. The 

direct shear results could be used with complementary experiments and datasets such as root 

counts, mechanical testing of individual roots (for root stiffness and strength) and conventional 

direct shear tests on fallow samples (to give soil stress-displacement curves) [7]. 

6.1 Local behaviour 
The typical cross-sectional view of the X-ray CT scan in Figure 9 shows the level of detail of features 

captured within the scan volume. The CT scan can capture soil grains and roots larger than 1.5 mm 

diameter (circled) that run near-vertically down the length of the tube. Although easily visible by 

eye, the roots within the CT volume present a challenge when it comes to automated segmentation 

approaches. Conventional approaches of segmenting the roots were tested, such as global 

thresholding based on greyscale intensity and seeded region-growing approaches. Owing to the 

voxel intensity variations of the root and their similarity to voxel greyscales in the surrounding soil, 

these automated approaches were not successful. Automated segmentation of roots from 

conventional X-ray CT scans is an ongoing challenge; a number of automated and semi-automated 

approaches have been proposed in other studies [34, 35]. The level of success is case specific with 

variations in root contrast, spatial resolution, noise, etc. all affecting the capability of these 

segmentation techniques. To focus the scope of this study, only the three roots circled were 

segmented manually. Segmentation was performed on every 20th slice (0.92 mm spacing) in the 
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depth direction. The “Analyze Particles” function in ImageJ [36]  was applied to the segmented 

images on the X-Y plane to obtain the centroids of the root. From this information, the X,Y,Z position 

of each root was determined. 

Figure 10 shows a 3D rendering of the three segmented roots taken at the unloaded (grey) and 

20 mm shear displacement stage (red). Part of the benefit of segmenting out the roots is that they 

can be positioned within the DVC 3D volumetric strain data (Figure 11). This was achieved by 

importing the segmented root and volumetric 3D strain data into VG studio Max - a 3D volumetric 

rendering software. Owing to the complexity of the dataset, having the 3D rendering of the roots 

placed within the 3D strain field aided assessment of the soil-root strain interaction. 

To confirm the DVC output results, a direct comparison was made between the local displacements 

of the root (measured through manual segmentation) against the soil neighbouring the root 

(measured using DVC). Using the segmented root centroids, the local X-displacements of the root 

were calculated and plotted as a function of depth. This was directly compared against the 

neighbouring DVC X-displacements taken three DVC subsets behind the root in the X-direction. The 

results of this procedure are shown in Figure 12 for each of the seven shear displacement steps. The 

plots show that the root closely follows the surrounding soil suggesting that the displacement of the 

root is driven by the deformation of the soil. The similarity in manual segmentation and DVC data 

gives confidence in the DVC approach for measuring local displacements. The plots in Figure 12 do 

show some separation between the soil and root over the upper portion of the root (depth position 

= 45 mm to 60 mm) for displacement steps three and beyond; this was confirmed by studying the 

region surrounding the root shown in Figure 13. 

 

Figure 9: X-ray CT cross-section across the shear plane. Three vertical roots are circled. 
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Figure 10: Segmented roots showing the undeformed state (in grey) and deformed state after 20 mm of shear displacement 
was applied (in red). Shear displacement was applied in the X-direction, with the Z-axis indicating the depth of the tube. 

 

Figure 11: 3D rendering of roots (red) overlaid with 3D volumetric strain data plot mapped to the deformed image. 
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Figure 12: Plots tracking the local change in x-displacement at each displacement step as a function of depth position. 
Comparisons are made between local x-displacement of the root determined through manual segmentation, and the soil 
obtained through DVC. 

 

Figure 13: X-ray CT cross-section of root separating from surrounding soil at corner region confirming the soil-root 
separation behaviour in the plots shown in Figure 12. 
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The key benefit of using full-field approaches such as DVC is the ability to track local displacement 

and strain behaviour within a 3D volume. To demonstrate the features captured, Figure 14 shows a 

cross-sectional full-field map of volumetric strain and εxz shear strain. The strain map region was 

placed over the deformed CT cross-section and a Z-projected “thick slice” so that comparisons could 

be made with local features, a number of which are captured. The use of a thick slice allows features 

that go into or out the page to be represented on a single projected image. This was generated using 

the minimum intensity Z-project feature in ImageJ software, and was applied to 100 slices at the 

root region. This allows the root and crack profiles to be projected onto a single plane for clearer 

assessment. 

Comparing the DVC data with the CT cross-sections in Figure 14 reveals several features. First, the 

development of cracks adjacent to the boundaries of the specimen leads to a local increase in 

calculated strain, although this ‘strain’ is a result of a crack opening displacement rather than 

genuine strain in the soil. Secondly, the presence of the (stiff) near-vertical root lowers the local 

magnitude of volumetric and εxz shear strains, as may be expected. Thirdly, the application of direct 

shear to the specimen creates a “diamond-shaped” shear zone with its maximum height in the 

middle of the specimen (x-position = 48 mm). The diamond-shaped shear zone is in agreement with 

a previous modelling study [37] and is associated with the boundary constraints. The non-uniform 

shear zone thickness means that analytical modelling approaches to predict rooted soil behaviour 

such as [38-41], in which a constant shear zone thickness is an input parameter, need to be 

interpreted carefully and may require future modifications to capture this mechanism. 

 

Figure 14: DVC data showing full-field volumetric strain and εxz shear strain at a cross-section containing a root. For 
comparison, the X-ray CT cross-section and Z-project (thick slice) at this region are shown.  
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6.2 Global behaviour 
A key challenge with DVC is the large amount of data generated. While it is important to understand 

the local behaviour of soil, such as local influences between and around individual roots, it is also 

important to understand the global behaviour of the specimen in shear. The global behaviour can 

inform the overall performance of different root architectures, root age, and comparisons with 

unrooted specimens. Global behaviour is also potentially easier to interpret and implement into 

analytical models. Figure 15 shows displacement and strains averaged over each X-Y slice, plotted as 

a function of depth from the shear plane. Each X-Y slice was cropped to 40 x 40 mm about the centre 

of the image to reduce DVC edge effects at the boundaries of the volume. 

Several features are identifiable from the global measurements shown in Figure 15. The horizontal 

displacement plots (Figure 15 a) show the displacement activity and how it develops over each 

applied displacement step. The horizontal displacement profile is approximately tri-linear with a 

shear zone developing between +/- 14 mm depth.  

The corresponding vertical displacement (Figure 15 b) is most substantial during the first three 

applied displacement steps (up to a shear displacement of 8.15 mm), after which there are only 

small changes in vertical soil movement. This behaviour can be explained by soil dilation arising from 

the fairly dense particle packing, its sand particle content, and the low confining stress [42-44]. 

Dilation occurs during the initial formation of the shear zone, after which the soil shears at a critical 

state at (more or less) constant volume. The profile of vertical soil displacement with depth reaches 

peak magnitudes at depths of -10 and 4 mm from the edges of the shear zone. Outside the shear 

zone, the vertical displacement starts to decrease towards the top and bottom of the sample.  

The remaining plots (Figure 15 c-f) of volumetric, normal εxx, εzz and shear εxz strains respectively 

show a response contained within the shear zone. The volumetric strain increases in magnitude 

towards the shear plane, with an increase in volume within this region associated with soil dilation. 

The largest strain component occurs in the vertical direction, with εzz reaching a peak normal tensile 

strain of 75%. In contrast the normal strain εxx, which acts in the shear displacement direction, is 

negative indicating compression albeit of a much smaller magnitude (-0.12) than the other 

components. 
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Figure 15: Line plots from DVC dataset showing different parameters plotted against the depth position relative to the 
shear zone: (a) horizontal X-displacement, (b) vertical displacement, (c) volumetric strain, (d-e) normal strains εxx and εzz, 
and (f) shear strains εxz. 

7 Practical application 
Accounting for the effects of vegetation on slope stability is still far from routine in geotechnical 

engineering, not least because there is a lack of consensus on an acceptable and accepted 

methodology. The simplest approach, of lowering pore water pressures to account for water 

removal by plants and adding an empirical effective “cohesion” term to the soil strength to account 

for the reinforcing effect of roots, is generally held to be over-simplistic and too uncertain [22, 45, 
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46]. Furthermore, modification of the soil strength and treating the whole as a root-soil composite is 

conceptually flawed and intellectually unsatisfactory.  

More rigorous approaches involve treating the roots, the soil and the pore fluid as separate phases, 

and considering the forces generated as the roots deform in the analysis of slope equilibrium [17, 38, 

39, 47]. One development is to feed the root stress tensor back into the soil to adjust the effective 

state, allowing a conventional soil behavioural model to be used [38, 39, 48]. Any change in the 

observed behaviour of the soil is then explained by the changes in its stress state (e.g. an enhanced 

confining pressure) resulting from the stresses imposed by the roots. Conceptually, this is based on 

methods of analysis for passive soil reinforcements proposed by Jewell and Wroth [49], Diambra et 

al. [50], and Ajayi et al. [51]. The additional complication with roots is that they remove water from 

the soil, affecting the pore water pressure (suction) and the degree of saturation; so ideally, 

hydraulic as well as mechanical coupling is required [48]. In this way, the effects of differences in 

degree of saturation and pore water pressure are accounted for through the soil model, rather than 

through additional artificial or proxy parameters.  

Even the more rigorous approach is likely to require a number of simplifications to be made about 

the behaviour of the roots and the root-soil interface. For example, do the roots only carry tension, 

or do they have an appreciable bending stiffness and strength? And depending on this, will the root-

soil interface fail by relative sliding, or might separation be a kinematically inevitable consequence of 

the relative deformation? The orientation of the roots relative to a potential shear surface will also 

have an effect on the shearing resistance that can be mobilised on that surface [38], but a rigorous 

model that addresses the first two questions reasonably realistically would address this issue 

automatically. Similarly, the effects of root branching, potential anchorage into the soil by lateral 

roots, and roots of different stiffness could also be accounted for.  

 

The test methodology developed and demonstrated in this paper provides a way to measure relative 

soil and root displacement and deformation during shear, giving insights into the real mechanisms of 

root-soil interaction. These enable the testing of the appropriateness of conceptual behavioural 

models of root behaviour, for example relating to whether the root bends, stretches or both, 

remains in contact with the soil, and slippage at the soil-root interface. At the element scale, results 

from such tests will facilitate the development of new behavioural models, for example the 

Woodman et al. [48] approach in which the root stress tensor is imposed back into the soil as an 

effective stress, and the soil then behaves as soil under the root modified stress field. The proposed 

testing approach could also enable the assumptions and parameters in such a model to be tuned to 

different root architectures, for example the presence of lateral roots, and roots of different 

thickness and stiffness. There is still some way from the routine deployment of fully hydro- 

mechanically coupled models of vegetation in geotechnical slope stability analysis. Nonetheless, the 

evidence is clear that it will be important to adopt such an approach to make new and existing 

geotechnical transportation infrastructure affordable, reliable and resilient. This test approach and 

methodology is an essential step in achieving that goal.     

8 Concluding remarks 
For the first time, the feasibility of X-ray computed tomography (CT) scanning for an in situ direct 

shear experiment and application of digital volume correlation (DVC) to study full-field displacement 

and strain information on root-reinforced soil has been demonstrated. Understanding the root-scale 

soil-root interactions is an essential step in the development and verification of rigorous, bio-hydro-

mechanically coupled models for geotechnical slope stability analysis.   
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In developing and proving the methodology for carrying out these experiments, the following 

findings and recommendations were established: 

1. The in situ rig design and scanning procedures need to be carefully considered to give an 

appropriate trade-off between scan time, signal-to-noise ratio, possible soil movement and 

spatial resolution. 

2. Owing to the large shear displacements (0 to 20 mm) and associated large strains, it is 

important to have intermediate displacement steps for the DVC process. A step size less 

than 3.33 mm was shown to work with a “sum of differential approach”. The number of 

displacement steps will however increase the level of noise, which scales with number of 

steps. 

3. It is important to verify the DVC displacement vector fields where possible. This was 

achieved by comparing local DVC displacement measurements of the soil with local 

displacements of the root manually segmented from CT images. 

4. The DVC subset size has a direct impact on the spatial resolution and level of noise, and 

scales with the number of displacement steps. Owing to localised strain features in the 

dataset, a subset size of 32 pixels was chosen. This offered a compromise between strain 

noise (εxx standard deviation of 38 millistrain in the final displacement step) and the 

detectability of localised strain features. 

5. The full-field strain maps showed a non-uniform shear zone thickness, with reduction to the 

shear zone thickness towards the edges of the tube as a result of specimen boundary 

effects.  
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