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Mix design or Proportioning 

Mix design or Proportioning is the process of selecting suitable ingredients of concrete 
and determining their relative quantities  for producing a unit amount of concrete 
satisfying the following requirements:

 Strength of hardened concrete

 Workability of fresh concrete

 Economy

 Durability
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Determination of design requirements

 Strength of hardened concrete is specified 
by the designer of the structure. 

 Workability and other properties of fresh 
concrete are governed by the type of 
construction and by the techniques of 
placing and transporting, taking into 
consideration the degree of control 
exercised on site.

 Durability is usually determined by the applicable specifications that lay down limiting 
values for a range of properties that must be satisfied. These properties are usually: the 
maximum water/cement ratio, minimum cement content, minimum strength, and air 
content for specific application or environment.
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Concrete Mix Design Relationships

4
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 It should be explained that design of the mix in the strict sense of the word is not 
possible: the materials used are variable in a number of respects and many of their 
properties cannot be assessed truly quantitatively, so that we are really making no 
more than an intelligent guess at the optimum combinations of the ingredients on 
the basis of the relationships established in the earlier chapters. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that in order to obtain a satisfactory mix we must check the estimated 
proportions of the mix by making trial mixes and, if necessary, make appropriate 
adjustments to the proportions until a satisfactory mix has been obtained.

 Several mix design methods have been developed over the years, ranging from an 
arbitrary volume method (1:2:3 cement: sand: coarse aggregate) to the more 
accurate methods such as the American (ACI 211.1-91) method of mix design and the 
British method for normal weight concrete, developed for the Department of the 
Environment in 1975 and revised in 1988.

Mix design procedures
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The basic steps required for determining mix design proportions are as follows
1. Evaluate strength requirements.
2. Determine the water-cement (water–cementitious materials) ratio required.
3. Evaluate coarse aggregate requirements.

• maximum aggregate size of the coarse aggregate
• quantity of the coarse aggregate

4. Determine air entrainment requirements.
5. Evaluate workability requirements of the plastic concrete.
6. Estimate the water content requirements of the mix.
7. Determine cementing materials content and type needed.
8. Determine coarse and fine aggregate content.
9. Determine moisture corrections.
10. Make and test trial mixes.

American method of mix design (ACI 211.1-91) 
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Before starting the mix design process, information is required on both the materials to 
be used and the structure into which the concrete will be placed. These include 

 Raw material properties including sieve analyses of both the fine and coarse 
aggregates, unit weight of the coarse aggregate, bulk specific gravities, and 
absorption capacities of the aggregates. In addition to the type and characteristics of 
the available cement.

 Information on the structure including the type and dimensions of the structural 
members, the minimum space between reinforcing bars, the required concrete 
strength, and the exposure conditions to which the concrete will be subjected.

American method of mix design - Required information
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 The materials engineer designs the concrete to have an average strength greater than 
the strength specified by the structural engineer ( ௖

ᇱ).

 The specified compressive strength ௖
ᇱ shall be the minimum design compressive 

strength specified in the specifications or the durability requirements (table 3).

 The target strength required in the mix design ( the average strength, f’cr) shall be 
determined from the specified compressive strength (f’c) based on statistical data if 
available or the table (1) can be used.

Table 1

Determination of the Target Strength

Statistically :
𝑓௖௥

ᇱ = 𝑓௖
ᇱ + 1.34𝑆

𝑜𝑟 𝑓௖௥
ᇱ = 𝑓௖

ᇱ + 2.33𝑆 − 3.54

where
𝑓௖௥

ᇱ  = required average compressive strength, MPa
𝑓௖

ᇱ = specified compressive strength, MPa
s = standard deviation, MPa
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 Slump is usually indicated in the job 
specifications (designer 
requirements) as a range, such as 50 
to 100 mm, or as a maximum value 
not to be exceeded.

 When slump is not specified, an 
approximate value can be selected 
from Table (2) for concrete 
consolidated by mechanical 
vibration.

Table 2 Recommended Slumps for Various Types 
of Construction

Determination of the mix Workability (slump)
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 Concretes with the larger-sized aggregates require less mortar per unit volume of 
concrete. Thus the ACI method is based on the principle that the maximum size of 
aggregate should be the largest available so long it is consistent with the 
dimensions of the structure.

 The maximum aggregate size can be specified in the job specification or the 
material engineer shall calculate it based on the information that has been collected 
about the structure for which the mix will be designed as shown below.

Determination of maximum size of Coarse aggregate

• One-fifth the narrowest dimension of a vertical concrete 
member: Dmax = 1/5 B

• Three-quarters the clear spacing between reinforcing bars and 
between the reinforcing bars and forms: Dmax = 3/4 S, and 3/4 C

• One-third the depth of slabs: Dmax = 1/3 T
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 It is important that the water/cement ratio selected on the basis of strength and 
the minimum compressive design strength is satisfactory also for the durability 
requirements. The tables on the next slide show w/c requirements for various 
exposure conditions. 

Durability requirements

 Air - entrained concrete. It must be remembered that air – entrained concrete must 
be considered under conditions of freezing and thawing or exposure to de-icing salts
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Table 3 Maximum Water-Cementitious Material Ratios and Minimum Design 
Strengths for Various Exposure Conditions

(S2)

Durability requirements
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 The water/cement ratio required to produce a 
given mean compressive strength is best 
determined from previously established 
relations for mixes made from similar 
ingredients or by carrying out tests using trial 
mixes made with the actual ingredients to be 
used in the construction, including admixtures. 
However, Table (4) may be used to estimate 
the approximate water/cement ratio.

 It is important that the water/cement ratio 
selected on the basis of strength is satisfactory 
also for the durability requirements.

 Interpolation can be used to obtain w/c value 
for intermediate strength.

Table 4 Relationship Between Water to 
Cementitious Material Ratio and 

Compressive Strength of Concrete

Required water/cement ratio
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 Based on the chosen workability, and nominal aggregate size we can estimate the 
water content of the mix (mass of water per unit volume of concrete) from table 
(5).  

 As shown in Table 5,  ACI 211.1-91 gives the water content for various maximum 
sizes of aggregate and workability's, with and without air entrainment. The values 
apply for well-shaped angular coarse aggregates.

Water Content
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Table 5 Recommended water content for various maximum sizes of aggregate and workability's

Water Content
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 The cement content is governed by the mixing water requirement and the 
water/cement ratio as shown below. 

 The calculated cement content has to be at least equal to that laid down by 
specifications or durability considerations. 

Cement content
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 The dry bulk volume of coarse aggregate 
per unit volume of concrete is taken to 
depend on the fineness modulus of the 
fine aggregate and on the maximum size 
of aggregate as shown by table (6).

 The oven dry (OD) weight of coarse 
aggregate required per cubic meter of 
concrete is simply equal to the value 
from Table (6) multiplied by the dry-
rodded unit weight of the aggregate in 
kg/m3.

 To convert from OD to SSD weights, 
multiply by (1 + Ab/100) where Ab is the 
absorption.

Table 6 Bulk Volume of Coarse Aggregate Per Unit 
Volume of Concrete

Aggregate Content – Coarse aggregates
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 The fine aggregate content per unit volume of concrete is then estimated using 
either the mass method or the volume method. The volume method is more 
accurate procedure for calculating the required amount of fine aggregate and will 
be applied here.

 The mass of fine aggregate using the volume method , ௙, is given by the following 
equation:

where 
Ac = coarse aggregate content, kg/m3

C = cement content, kg/m3

W = mixing water requirement, kg/m3

Aggregate content – Fine aggregates

௙ ௙
௖

௖

A = air content, per cent;
𝛾 = specific gravity of cement (generally 3.15)
𝛾௖ = bulk specific gravity (SSD) of coarse aggregate
𝛾௙ = bulk specific gravity (SSD) of fine aggregate
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• Aggregate weights. Aggregate volumes are calculated based on oven dry unit 
weights, but aggregate is typically batched based on actual weight. Therefore, any 
moisture in the aggregate will increase its weight. stockpiled aggregates almost 
always contain some moisture. Without correcting for this, the batched aggregate 
volumes will be incorrect.

• Amount of mixing water. If the batched aggregate is anything but saturated 
surface dry it will absorb water (if oven dry or air dry) or give up water (if wet) to the 
cement paste. This causes a net change in the amount of water available in the mix 
and must be compensated for by adjusting the amount of mixing water added.

Adjustments for Aggregate Moisture
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 Having now estimated the proportions of all the ingredients, the next step is to 
prepare a trial batch using these estimates.

 The fresh concrete should be tested for slump, unit weight, air content, and its 
tendencies to segregate, bleed, and finishing characteristics. Also, hardened 
samples should be tested for compressive and flexural strength.

 Modification shall be carried out based on the trial mix results.

Trial Batch Adjustments.
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Concrete is required for an exterior column to be located above ground level in an area 
where it will be mostly dry but subjected to mild freezing and thawing. The concrete is 
required to have an average 28-day compressive strength of 20 Mpa. For the conditions 
of placement, the slump should be between 75 and 100 mm. The column is 650 mm 
square with a minimum clear space for aggregate of 50 mm The properties of the 
materials are as follows:
• Cement: Type I, specific gravity = 3.15
• Fine aggregate: Bulk specific gravity ( SSD) = 2. 63; absorption capacity = 1.3 % ; 

surface moisture = 4.2 % based on SSD state; fineness modulus = 2. 70
• Coarse aggregate: Maximum size = 19 mm; bulk specific gravity (SSD) = 2.68; 

absorption capacity = 1.0%; surface moisture = 0.5% based on SSD state; dry-rodded 
unit weight = 1600 kg/m3.

• The sieve analyses of the coarse and fine aggregates fall within the limits specified in 
ASTM C 33. Design the required mix.

Example
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 Choice of slump. The required slump (75 and 100)  is consistent with the typical 
values given in Table 1 for building columns (25 -100 mm) OK

 Maximum aggregate size. The available maximum aggregate size, 19 mm, meets 
the limitations of one-fifth of the minimum dimension between forms (650/5=130) 
and three-fourths of the minimum clear space.(3/4*50=37.5) OK

Review of given data
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 Since the concrete will be subjected to limited moisture in mild freezing – thawing 
zone (F1), ordinary Portland (Type I) cement can be used, but concrete must be air 
entrained. 

 According to table 3, and for exposure category F1, the maximum allowable w/c is 
0.55 and minimum design strength of 25 Mpa > 20 Mpa required  ௖

ᇱ . 

Durability requirements - Exposure condition
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 Using table 1, the required average strength f’cr = f’c + 8.5 = 25 + 8.5 = 33.5 Mpa. 

 From Table 4, for air-entrained concrete, by interpolation, the required W/C ratio for a 
required strength of 33.5 Mpa is 0.4 (< .55 required by the durability requirement).

33.5

௖௥ 
ᇱ and required W/C ratio
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 Entering the lower part of table 5 with a maximum aggregate size of 19 mm and a 
slump of 75-100 mm, 
• Required water (W) = 184 Kg
• Air Content (A) = 3.5% for mild exposure
• The required cement content (C) = 184/0.4 = 460 kg/m3

Water and air contents
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 Entering table 6 with max. CA size of 19 mm an FM of FA = 2.7, by Interpolation the 
volume of dry-rodded coarse aggregate per unit volume of concrete = 0.63 m3/m3

• The OD weight of the coarse 
aggregate = 0.63 X 1600 = 1008 kg

• Given that absorption = 1% The CA 
(SSD) weight = (1+Ab/100)

= 1008x1.01 = 1018kg.

0.63

2.70

Estimation of coarse aggregate content
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 Given that : W = 184 Kg;  C = 460 Kg (SG = 3.15);  Ac = 1018 Kg (SG = 2.68) ; A = 3.5%

௙
ସ଺଴

ଷ.ଵହ

ଵ଴ଵ଼

ଶ.଺଼

fine aggregate content and aggregate adjustment

௙ ௙
௖

௖

 Adjustment for moisture in the aggregate: for the given moisture contents the 
adjusted aggregate weights are

• Coarse aggregate (wet) (SM .5%)= 1018 (1.005) =1023kg/m3

• Fine aggregate (wet)(SM 4.2%) =671(1.042) =699kg/m3

• The mixing water adjustment  184 - 1018(0.005) – 671(0.042) = 151kg/m3
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The estimated batch weights per m3

Water 151 Kg

Cement 460 Kg

Coarse Aggregates 1023 Kg

Fine Aggregates 699 Kg

Total 2333 Kg

Batch weights 
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