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Abstract Since the 1990s, Ultimate Limit State Design (ULSD) has gradually been used as a reference for safety 
analyses and design in civil and construction engineering, as illustrated, for instance, by its being used as a basis for 
the elaboration of the Eurocodes. Following Krebs Ovesen's General Report (1989), the philosophy of ULSD can be 
described in the form of a symbolic inequality, which states that the value of the design load effect on equilibrium shall 
remain inferior to the value of the design resistance effect. For practical applications to stability analysis and design, this 
inequality must first be explicated and then quantified. Both issues can be addressed by referring to the Yield Design 
Theory. The concept of an auxiliary structure is introduced, which is geometrically identical to the original one, 
subjected to design loads and whose constituent material is characterized by design resistance parameters, these 
design values being derived from the original ones using appropriate partial safety coefficients. Then, the fundamental 
assumption at the very root of ULSD is that the potential stability of this auxiliary structure, as defined by the yield 
design theory, implies that the design of the original structure is safe. These considerations are illustrated on a classical 
Soil mechanics problem. Attention is drawn onto the fact that the reliability of this approach is dependent on the 
reliability of the resistance criteria it refers to, together with the assessment of the validity of the fundamental 
assumption in view of the specificities of the problem at hand.
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