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Welcome to EMS Tech Topics.  This monthly e-publication covers technical subjects 
related to expansion joints.  Each edition covers a different topic such as expansion 
joint use and function, installation, maintenance, warranties, etc.  All current and 
previous editions are available on our website in Adobe Acrobat Reader (.pdf) format.   
 

CONSIDERATIONS IN EXPANSION JOINT SYSTEM SELECTION 
 

This is the third installment of the Tech Topics series providing an overview of 
expansion joint systems.  In the previous installments, we provided an explanation of 
what expansion joints are and why they are needed, as well as an overview of 
commercially available expansion joints.  In this issue we consider the factors that need 
to be considered when selecting the expansion joint system that will work best for a 
particular application.  
 
Properly specifying expansion joints is critically important.  The expansion joints serve 
many purposes including: 
· Protecting the building from potential structural damage  
· Protecting occupants and users from hazardous conditions (slipping on water, 

tripping over expansion joints) 
· Providing many years of reliable service from the expansion joint system 
 
When expansion joints are not specified and/or installed properly, their functionality can 
be compromised leading to failures that can cause significant repair issues. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the second installment, the vast array of expansion joint types was briefly reviewed.  
With so many types of expansion joints, how do you know which system will work best 
for your application?  In this edition of Tech Topics we will review the overall 
requirements that can be used to refine the selection process.   
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We welcome your 
feedback.  Please 
contact Suzanne 
Phillips 
(suzanne.phillips@
eriemetal.com, 
phone 716-542-
3991) with any 
comments or  
questions. 
 
For previous      
editions of Tech 
Topics or additional  
information about 
our products and 
services, visit our  
website: 
www.eriemetal.com 
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In general, the type of expansion joint system required will depend on the following factors: 
 

· Exterior or interior 
· Floor, wall, ceiling (or combination) 
· Joint opening size and expected movement range 
· Local building codes (seismic, fire barrier) 
· Type of traffic (vehicle, pedestrian, both) 
· Type of construction (concrete, steel, masonry) 
· Unique applications (stairs, columns, below-grade) 
· Aesthetic requirements  
· Weather conditions (heat, UV exposure, snow plows) 
· New build or rehabilitation  

 
 
Exterior or Interior 
 
Exterior  

· Open air structures (parking garages, stadiums, 
plaza decks) 

· Primarily concerned with weather, waterproofing, 
moisture barrier 

Interior 
· Buildings (hospitals, malls, airports, schools) 
· Typically concerned about transitions, aesthetics, 

possibly moisture 
Fire Barrier  

· Used in exterior and interior applications 
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Parking Garage, Minneapolis 

Paul Brown Stadium, Cincinnati 

Westlee Condominium, Arlington 

Phipps Towers, Atlanta 
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Floor, Wall, or Ceiling 
 
Floor 

· Type of traffic (vehicular, pedestrian, heavy truck) 
· Aesthetic considerations 

Wall 
· Type of construction (concrete, masonry, drywall) 
· Aesthetic considerations 

Ceiling 
· Type of ceiling (drop, drywall) 
· Aesthetic considerations 
�
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Joint Opening Size and Expected Movement Range 
 

· Thermal, seismic, wind-sway  
· Responsibility of structural engineer to determine required 

joint size, expected type and range of movement  
· Critical to correctly sizing the expansion joint seal 
· Final measurements taken at the job site prior to 

installation 
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Local Building Codes   
 

· Requirements may be dictated by local  
 and/or national building codes 
· Codes may require ADA, seismic, fire barrier or 

other considerations 
· Responsibility of architect and structural engineer 

to make sure building codes are met 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Type of Traffic 
 
Vehicle 

· Virtually any expansion joint system designed for exterior 
applications is suitable for car and light truck traffic 

Pedestrian 
· Must be ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) compliant  

Other 
· Interior - transportation carts, floor cleaners, gurneys, etc. 
· Exterior - snowplows have potential to damage the expansion 

joint system  
 
 
�

����������	����������	����������	����������	� �������
���������	����������	����������	����������	�� ���



���

�

 
Type of Construction  
 
Pre-Cast or Cast-In-Place Concrete, Steel Structures, High Rise, Brick, Masonry 
 

· Pre-Cast – very well suited for two-part epoxy or compression seals  
· Cast-In-Place  – “wing” systems, strip seal systems, or  
 two-part epoxy systems 
· Steel Structures, High Rise, Brick Masonry – compression 

seals, pre-compressed foam seal, silicone seals (exterior);  
architectural (interior) 
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Unique Applications  
 

· Building designs may include support columns that require expansion joints 
· Stairs and/or curbs are often built into structures where expansion joints need to be incorporated 
· Expansion joints are occasionally required for below-grade waterproofing applications 
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Aesthetics  
 

· Expansion joint system blends in or complements surroundings 
· Typically more of a concern with interior joints 
· May be issue with exterior applications where marble, brick, 

masonry, tile, etc. are used 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Weather Conditions  

· Weather conditions can affect more than  
 just thermal expansion and contraction  
 properties 
· Prolonged sun exposure can fade color  
      and affect expansion joint’s elasticity over  
      time 
· Snow plows can cause significant  
 damage to expansion joint systems 
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New Build or Repair/Rehabilitation  
 

· New construction typically provides more options for 
the size and type of expansion joint system 

· Rehabilitation of existing expansion joints may be 
limited to the size and type of existing joint opening 

· Rehabilitation often requires re-work of existing 
expansion joint opening 

· Expansion joint systems are typically guaranteed for 5 
years; buildings are expected to last 40-50 years 
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In next month’s edition of EMS Tech Topics, Part IV of the series on expansion joint systems will review recommended 
testing for expansion joint systems. 
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