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Abstract: Because of the fatigue and deflection damage of asphalt pavement, it is very 
important for researchers to monitor the strain response of asphalt layers in service under 
vehicle loads, so in this paper a novel polypropylene based OFBG (Optical Fiber Bragg 
Gratings) strain sensor with low modulus and large strain sensing scale was designed and 
fabricated. PP with MA-G-PP is used to package OFBG. The fabrication techniques, the 
physical properties and the sensing properties were tested. The experimental results show 
that this kind of new OFBG strain sensor is a wonderful sensor with low modulus (about  
1 GPa) and good sensitivity, which would meet the needs for monitoring some low 
modulus materials or structures. 
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1. Introduction 

Fatigue is one of criteria in asphalt concrete pavement design, and the fatigue failure of asphalt 
concrete has a correlation with the magnitude of tensile strain at the bottom of the asphalt layer [1–3]. 
Therefore, it is very important to monitor the strain response of asphalt layers in service under vehicle 
loads [4,5]. However, the existing methods are very limited in measuring the strain changes for the low 
modulus of asphalt concrete, which is approximately 1 GPa. Traditional electronic strain guages have 
difficulties to work when the insulation and electromagnetism are concerned. Optical Fiber Bragg 
Gratings (OFBG) sensors have been widely used in civil infrastructures in recent years [6–9], so some 
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researchers have turned to use optical fiber sensors due to their vibration resistance and 
electromagnetism immunity [10–12]. However, the modulus of the traditional optical fiber sensor is so 
high that it is very hard to obtain the real strain changes of the asphalt pavement [13–15]. 

In this research, a novel polypropylene based OFBG strain sensor with low modulus and large strain 
sensing scale was designed and fabricated. Because it has almost the same modulus and constitutive 
relationship of strain and stress with asphalt, PP (polypropylene) can be regarded as a proper matrix in 
packaging bare OFBG to fabricate strain sensors to monitor the strain response of asphalt concrete 
pavement. In this study, the physical and mechanical performance of the PP resin matrix was studied; 
the appropriate fabrication techniques were developed and the sensing properties of this kind of sensor 
were calibrated. 

2. Materials 

2.1. Material Properties 

PP with different contents of maleic anhydride graft PP was selected as the matrix materials for the 
OFBG in this research. The properties of PP are shown in Table 1, and the properties of MA-G-PP 
(maleic anhydride graft polypropylene) are shown in Table 2. The sensing coefficients of strain and 
temperature of the OFBG are 1.2 pm/με and 10 pm/°C, respectively. 

Table 1. Properties of polypropylene. 

Appearance 
Melt Flow 

Index 
(g/10 min) 

Isotactic 
Index 
(%) 

Apparent 
Density 
(g/cm3) 

Tensile Yield 
Strength 

(MPa) 

Processing 
Temperature 

(°C) 
white 37~50 96 0.41 31.5 180~240 

Table 2. Properties of maleic anhydride drafted polypropylene. 

Brand Appearance Melt Flow Index(g/10 min) MAH Graft Content (%)
BonpTM-GPM200A white 160~180 1.4 

2.2. Rheology Performance of the Resin Matrix 

The rheology behaviors of seven kinds of PP with different contents of MA-G-PP were tested using 
the AR2000 rheometer produced by TA Instruments. It can be seen from Figure 1 that the apparent 
viscosity of melting PP is very sensitive to temperature. With the temperature raises from 180 °C to 
260 °C, the viscosity decreases to about the 1/3 of the original value of each specimen. The higher the 
content of the MA-G-PP, the lower the viscosity is. For low levels of MA-G-PP content, such as 0%, 
1% and 3%, the change of viscosity is not apparent. A sudden drop appears for the 5% content, while 
7%, 10% and 15% show almost identical results as the former. The viscosity of the PP with 5% of 
MA-G-PP is much lower than that of the PP without MA-G-PP, as shown in Figure 1. Concerning both 
the viscosity and the degradation of PP, 220 °C is a proper operating temperature. 

It can be seen in Figure 2 that melted PP with different contents of MA-G-PP is a typical  
non-Newtonian fluid, and the viscosity decreases as the shear rate ascends. Concerning both the 
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rheology behavior and the mechanical performance, the PP with 5% content of MA-G-PP was chosen 
as the proper matrix in this research to package the bare OFBG. 

Figure 1. Variation of apparent viscosity of PP. matrix (0%~15%) with temperature. 

 

Figure 2. Variation of apparent viscosity of PP. matrix (5%) with shear rate. 

 

3. Fabrication of the PP Based OFBG Strain Sensor (Processing Techniques) 

3.1. Interface Strain Transfer of PP and OFBG 

The idea of the paralleled semi-extension rule based algorithm is as follows: firstly, the algorithm 
decomposes the maximum terms space of the clause set into several partial maximum terms spaces, 
which convert the SAT problem of the clause set into the SAT problem of the partial maximum terms 
spaces. If there is a certain partial maximum terms space that is satisfied, then the clause set is 
satisfied. If all the partial maximum terms spaces are unsatisfied, then the clause set is unsatisfied. In 
other words, the clause set is satisfied. In the following, the concept of the partial maximum terms 
space is discussed. 
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The internal force of PP and OFBG can be calculated as follows: 

ff

p

p

sp
p

EA
A

E
C ++

=
1

ε
σ

 
(1)

where: σp, EP and Ap represent the internal stress, modulus and sectional area of PP matrix, 
respectively; εsp is the free shrinkage strain of PP matrix without any restraint. Ef and Af refer to the 
modulus and sectional area of optical fiber, respectively, C is creep coefficient.  

Considering the size of sensor designed in this study, σp should be very small, which is  
about 0.0832 Pa. The creep of the sensor should not be significant and the strain in the sensor can 
remain the same level as that in the concrete or asphalt pavement. Therefore, it can test the real 
strain changes.  

According to the model given by Ou and Zhou [16], the strain transfer performance of the interface 
between the fiber and PP as shown in Figure 3 can also be expressed by the following equation: 

c

PP2
cc

PP2

ln

2

r
r

rE

G
=λ  

(2) 

where λ—strain transfer eigenvalue, Ec—modulus of OFBG, rc—radius of OFBG, Gpp—shear 
modulus of the matrix, rpp—radius of the matrix. 

Figure 3. Bare FBG directly embedded in structure. 

 

So, the error rate of the strain transfer of the interface between OFBG and matrix (η) and correction 
factor (k) can be described as: 
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The shear modulus of PP ranges from 0.32 to 0.75 GPa, and the diameter of sensor is 5~20 mm. Ec is 
about 70 GPa and rc is about 6.25 × 10−2 mm, the lf is 10 mm. The relationship of η and Gpp and rpp is 
shown in Figures 4 and 5, respectively. 

With the Gpp (0.4 Gpa) and rc (14 mm), the error rates of the strain transfer of the interface between 
OFBG and matrix (η) and correction factor (k) are 0.126898 and 1.145342, respectively, and the strain 
sensing coefficient is 1.04 pm/με. 
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Figure 4. Effect of shear module on strain transfer error coefficient. 
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Figure 5. Effect of semi-radius on strain transfer error coefficient. 
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3.2. Fabricating Techniques 

The rate of extrusion for the PP based OFBG strain sensor is set as 16 r/min. The temperature 
settings of the extruder are shown in Table 3. 

Table 3. Temperature control of PP based OFBG strain sensor fabricating process. 

 Zone 1 Zone 2 Zone 3 Zone 4 
Temperature (°C) 180 200 220 100 

The fabrication process includes the following four steps as shown in Figure 6: (1) PP matrix is 
melted and extruded from the extruder; (2) Melted PP matrix enters a mould with a bare OFBG fixed 
along the axis; (3) The mould is put into a cooling water channel to harden the PP matrix; (4) Open the 
mould and the sensor is obtained. The PP-packaged OFBG strain sensor is as shown in Figure 7. 
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temperature of PP became 152.57 °C and continued descending. This would increase the viscosity of 
PP and hence, the viscous force increases accordingly. Figure 9 shows the strain changes of the OFBG, 
and from which it can be seen that the shrinkage of PP is very large. By hardening for 50 minutes, the 
inner strain reached −12,000 με. Three days later, the wavelength was stable at about 1,524,320 nm, 
and the inner strain change was about −13,060 με, which truly reflected the shrinkage of PP. Because 
of the high ultimate strain of PP, this sensor maybe suitable to monitor large scale tensile strains. 

Figure 9. Strain-time relationship of OFBG. 

0 10 20 30 40 50
-14000

-12000

-10000

-8000

-6000

-4000

-2000

0

2000

-10016.83με

-6355.75με

cooling in air

cooling in
water channel

extrusion

mould
 heating up

tensile

 

 time (min)

St
r
ai
n
 (

μ
ε
)

 

4. Tensile Sensing Test of the PP Based OFBG Strain Sensor 

The tensile sensing tests were carried out using an universal testing machine. The load measurement 
precision is 0.001 kg. A 50 mm extensometer was used to measure the tensile strain of the sensor. The 
strain measurement precision is 0.001 mm. The calibration test is shown as Figure 10. The wavelength 
of OFBG was measured with the FBG-SLI Interrogator SI720 of Micron Optics. The load, tensile 
strain, and wavelength of OFBG were recorded, as shown in Figures 11 and 12. Because the PP matrix 
is in an elastomeric state with a low modulus like asphalt at normal atmospheric a temperature,  
time-lag phenomenon appears, but the repetitive properties are very good, so it can be used in monitoring 
low modulus materials or structures. 

Figure 10. Strain-load relationship of PP-OFBG sensor. 
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It can be seen in Figure 11 that the sensing coefficient of this new sensor is about 0.85 pm/με. The 
calculation result in Section 3.1. is about 1.04 pm/με. The sensibility factor of OFBG is 1.20 pm/με. 
The difference among them is due to the difference between the micro-mechanics interface strain 
transfer performance and the materials’ actual performance. To verify the repetitive properties of this 
new kind of sensor, the specimens were subjected to several loading and unloading cycles. The test 
results reveal that PP-OFBG strain sensor can work very well in load-unload loops because it is in the 
elastic range, as shown in Figure 12. 

Figure 11. Strain sensing properties of PP-OFBG sensor. 
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Figure 12. Repetitive properties of PP-OFBG sensor strain sensing. 
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5. Concrete and Asphalt Concrete Test 

5.1. Compressive Test in Concrete Column 

Axial compressive test is performed to concrete column embedded with the proposed sensor to 
monitor strain under different load. In order to comparison, resistance strain gauges are also stuck on 
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the lateral sides of the concrete column as shown in Figure 13. The test using load instrumentation 
were conducted obtain force of three load-unload cycle in elastic stage and the course to failure. The 
results are shown in Figure 14. 

Figure 13. Compressive test of concrete column. 

 

Figure 14. Compressive test results of concrete column: (a) Comparison of the developed 
sensor and resistance gauge; (b) Load-strain curve of three load-unload cycle; (c) Load-strain 
curve to failure; (d) Wavelength-load curve of the developed sensor. 
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Figure 14(a) shows the strain curves of the developed sensor and resistance gauge. It can be seen 
that they are similar. Due to the high stiffness of resistance gauges, strain measured by them is a bit 
smaller. Three curves under three load-unload cycles in Figure 14(b) possess good repeatability and 
linearity. It can be verified that stickiness between optical fiber Bragg grating and polypropylene, 
sensor and concrete are all reliable. The whole response in Figure 14(c) correlatively tracks the course 
of load and strain. When the strain is less than 600 με, elastic deformation arises. When the strain 
reaches 1,200 με, failure occurs. Correlative curve between load and central wavelength of the 
developed sensor is shown in Figure 14(d). It is almost a straight line with a proportion coefficient 
of 4.35 pm/kN and correlative coefficient of 0.9999. 

5.2. Test in Asphalt Concrete Beam 

Steel dies with inner size of 100 mm × 100 mm × 400 mm were prepared. The new developed 
sensor is embedded after 10 mm thick asphalt concrete is spread. The following operation is the same 
as the fabrication of regular asphalt specimens. The MTS810 test machine is used to press the beam as 
shown in Figure 15. The load is from 0.5 KN~5 KN, and the steps are 0.5 KN. Two displacement 
transducers are also installed to measure the flexibility of the beam. According to the monitoring 
results, we can see that the deformation of the asphalt specimen can be divided into two parts, 
recoverable and unrecoverable, as shown in Figure 16. 

Figure 15. Test of asphalt concrete beam. 

 

Figure 16. Static load experiment monitoring results of PP-OFBG strain sensor. 
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The strain changes of the asphalt specimen can be calculated according to the knowledge of 
materials mechanics: 

y
ah
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h
h
y

sensor 22 23
242

23
108

)
2

(

δδεε =×=×=  

where: a = h = (1/3)L, y = (2/5)h=(2/15)L. And δ can be obtained by two methods. One is by MTS, 
and the other is by LVDT. 

Measured and actual strains are drawn in Figure 17. From the results we can say that measured 
strain matches linearly with the actual one. The correlation coefficient was 0.9916, although maybe 
due to the position of the sensors in the specimens, the two fitted equations show a small difference. 

Figure 17. Strain of asphalt beams in static load test: (a) Theoretical strain; (b) Actual strain. 
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6. Conclusions 

Aiming at measuring and monitoring low modulus materials or structures such as asphalt concrete 
pavement, a novel polypropylene based OFBG strain sensor was designed and produced. Its  
micro-structure, mechanical, strain sensing properties were also studied. The strain sensing coefficient 
is about 0.85 pm/με, which is lower than that of bare OFBG. This is mainly because of the  
micro-mechanics interface strain delivery. The results show that the interface of PP matrix and bare 
OFBG is very good and this new PP-based OFBG sensor has a good sensitivity with low modulus, 
which can meet the requirements of the strain measurement or monitoring of low modulus materials or 
structures such as asphalt pavement. 

Acknowledgments 

This research was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China Funds for Youth 
Grant (No. 51008092), the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities (Grant No. HIT. 
NSRIF. 201196), Key Projects in the National Science & Technology Pillar Program during the 



Sensors 2012, 12 10012 
 
Twelfth Five-Year Plan Period (2011BAK02B00), and China Postdoctoral Science Foundation 
(20110491081). 

References 

1. Chen, S.X.; Zhang, X.N.; Xu, Q.L.; Meng, S.T. Experiment and research of grating strain sensor 
on asphalt pavement (in Chinese). Chin. J. Sens. Actuator 2006, 2, 396–410. 

2. Rao, Y.J. Recent progress in applications of in-fiber Bragg grating sensors. Opt. Laser. Eng. 1999, 
31, 297–324. 

3. Kang, H.K.; Kong, D.H.; Band, H.L. Cure monitoring of composite laminates using fiber optic 
sensors. Smart Struct. Syst. 2002, 11, 279–287. 

4. Li, T.; Qiao, X.G.; Wang, H.L. Sensitivity enhancing technique of polymer packaged fiber bragg 
grating sensor. J. Opt. Dev. 2005, 12, 39–41. 

5. Glisic, B.; Simon, N. Monitoring of concrete at very early age using stiff SOFO sensor.  
Cem. Concr. Comp. 2002, 22, 115–119. 

6. Liang, T.H.; Lin, Y.L. Ground vibrations detection with fiber optic sensor. Opt. Commun.  
2012, 285, 2363–2367. 

7. Kerrouchea, A.; Boylea, W.J.O.; Suna, T.; Grattana, K.T.V.; Schmidtb, J.W. Enhanced FBG 
sensor-based system performance assessment for monitoring strain along a prestressed CFRP rod 
in structural monitoring. Sens. Actuator A Phys. 2009, 151, 127–132. 

8. Chung, W.; Kang, D. Full-scale test of a concrete box girder using FBG sensing system.  
Eng. Struct. 2008, 30, 643–652. 

9. Rodrigues, C.; Félix, C.; Lage, A.; Figueiras, J. Development of a long-term monitoring system 
based on FBG sensors applied to concrete bridges. Eng. Struct. 2010, 32, 1993–2002. 

10. Torres, B.; Payá-Zaforteza, I.; Adam, J.M. Analysis of the strain transfer in a new FBG sensor for 
structural health monitoring. Eng. Struct. 2011, 33, 539–548. 

11. Kerrouche, A.; Boyle, W.J.O.; Sun, T.; Grattan, K.T.V. Design and in-the-field performance 
evaluation of compact FBG sensor system for structural health monitoring applications.  
Sens. Actuator A Phys. 2009, 151, 107–112. 

12. Kang, D.; Chung, W. Integrated monitoring scheme for a maglev guide way using multiplexed 
FBG sensor arrays. NDT E Int. 2009, 42, 260–266. 

13. Hong, W.; Wu, Z.S.; Yang, C.Q.; Wan, C.F.; Wu, G.; Zhang, Y.F. Condition assessment of 
reinforced concrete beams using dynamic data measured with distributed long-gage macro-strain 
sensors. J. Sound Vib. 2012, 331, 2764–2782. 

14. Ou, J.P. Some recent advance of intelligent monitoring system for civil infrastructures in 
mainland China. In Proceeding of the First International Conference on Structural Health 
Monitoring and Intelligent Infrastructures. A.A. Balkema Publishers: Leiden, The Netherlands, 
2003; pp. 131–144. 

15. Zhou, Z. Intelligent Optical Fiber Bragg Grating Senor, Monitoring System and Their 
Applications in Bridges. Ph.D. Dissertation, Harbin Institute of Technology, Harbin, China, 2003. 

16. Prohaska, J.D. Fiber optic Bragg grating strain sensor in large-scale concrete structures.  
Proc. SPIE 1992, 1798, 286–294. 



Sensors 2012, 12 10013 
 
17. Ou, J.P.; Zhou, Z.; Wu, Z.J. The sensing properties and practical application optical FBGs in civil 

infrastructures. Proc. SPIE 2003, 5129, 397–406. 
18. Zhang, B.M.; Wu, Z.J.; Wang, D.F. Composite cure process optimization with the aid of fiber 

optic sensors. Proc. SPIE 2001, 4202, 15–20. 

© 2012 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article 
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/). 


