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Abstract: Hole-edge crack quantification of bolt joints is critical for monitoring and estimating
structural integrity of aircraft. The paper proposes a new triangle eddy current sensor array for the
purpose of increasing the level of quantifying hole-edge crack parameters, especially, the crack angle.
The new senor array consists of triangular coils instead of planar rectangular coils. The configuration
of the novel sensor array, including the excitation current directions and the excitation winding shape,
is optimized by simulation. The ability of the proposed sensing film to identify the crack parameters
has been verified by finite element simulations and experiments. Results shows that triangular coils
with same current directions in circumferentially adjacent coils and opposite current directions in
axially adjacent coils achieve better performance in sensor linearity and resolution compared to
rectangular coils. In addition, it has also been proved that the sensing film has a good potential to
identify the crack depth and length.

Keywords: structural health monitoring; crack quantification; triangle eddy current coils; sensing film

1. Introduction

Bolt joints are the most important connection types of key structures for aircraft,
meanwhile, they are also the weak link due to the stress concentration caused by the
opening bolt hole. Eighty percent of structural mechanical failures are caused by failure
of jointed structures [1]. It is critical to monitor and prevent the damage and failure of
bolt joints around the hole to ensure the structural integrity and the operational safety of
advanced equipment.

In addition to the bolt-loosening failure, there are three typical hole-edge failure modes:
shear failure, tensile failure and bearing failure [2,3]. According to the characteristics of
structural force, the crack distribution of three failures along the circumferential angle of
the bolt hole is obviously different (shear failure [30◦, 60◦], tensile failure [75◦, 105◦] and
bearing failure [−15◦, 15◦]), which can be used to distinguish failure modes by crack angle.

In the service process of aircraft, if the damage initiation and growth in the early
stage of bolt joint structure failure is monitored online and real-time by sensor network
integrated with the structure, it will be helpful to monitor the failure evolution process
of bolt joints and predict the hole-edge failure mode of the jointed structure, and provide
technical and data support for optimizing the design of bolted joints. Structural health
monitoring (SHM) technology can conduct real-time quantitative monitoring of the struc-
ture state and possible damage by using the sensor network integrated with the structure.
SHM is a revolutionary innovation technology to determine the structural integrity and
a key technology to improve the operation safety of advanced equipment, and moreover
can improve the present design concept of damage tolerance [4]. There are some SHM
technologies which have been used for the damage monitoring of bolted joints, such as
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ultrasonic guided wave [5–7], electromechanical impedance [8,9], comparative vacuum
monitoring sensor [10], vibration [11], acoustic emission [12] and so on. However, these
technologies have the following problems: (1) It is difficult to identify the cracks in the
non-surface layer of a multi-layer jointed structure; (2) It is difficult to accurately quantify
the angle of hole edge cracks, and then identify the failure mode.

Eddy current (EC), which is low cost and efficient for dealing with conductive bodies,
has been the focus of many researchers. There are three main types of flexible EC array
sensor films developed for monitoring the crack growth around the bolt hole. The first is
meandering winding magnetometer arrays (MWM) proposed by JENTEK Sensors Inc. [13],
which is actually designed specifically to measure the electrical conductivity and perme-
ability of the material first and is further applied by Goldfine et al. [13–17] to detect fatigue
cracks on metal structures. It is found that MWM is able to track crack growth with a
resolution of 50 um. However, the output signal of the MWM is too small to be detected.
The second one is the rosette-like eddy current array (RECA) sensor, which is composed of
circular drive wingdings periodically deposited on the flexible film and pickup winding
array distributed between the adjacent drive windings. Li et al. [18] enhanced the sensitiv-
ity of the sensor by placing a magnetic membrane washer on the surface-mounted sensor
film. As found in [19], mutual interference between the channels affects the amplitude
and phase of the transimpedance. Chen et al. [20] proposed a new layout of the pickup
coils. Sensing channels in the outer layer and in the inner layer are misaligned to improve
the angular resolution of the RECA sensor. They also discovered that exciting currents in
adjacent wingdings flowing in same directions instead of opposite directions can increase
the output signal and sensitivity. Fan et al. [21] further studied the effect of the excitation
layout on the sensor sensitivity and the results show that the sensitivity was increased
up to 43.1 times in simulation and 23.7 times in an experiment when the co-directional
excitation coil layout was applied. Furthermore, research projects into the temperature
compensation for RECA sensor have also been conducted in [22,23]. The RECA sensors
perform well in tracking crack propagation and crack angle identifying. Nevertheless, it is
hard for them to discover cracks deep in the plate due to the limit of the skin effect which
is unavoidable when applying eddy current.

The third type of flexible EC array sensor is the intelligent bolt with flexible sensing
film integrated on the surface of the bolt, which can detect the crack deep in thick plates or
multi-layer jointed structure, as shown in Figure 1. Rakow and Chang [24] firstly proposed
the concept of eddy current-based intelligent bolt and studied the capacity of the film
to track flaw depth. Sun et al. [25–27] optimized the coil layout in order to offer more
accurate information about the crack. First, an EC sensing array uniformly distributed
along the axial direction was proposed to monitor the crack depth [25]. Furthermore, a 2D
EC array-based sensing film [26] consisting of a 3 × 3 coil array was developed to identify
the failure mode by providing the crack positions on the joint structure. However, although
this proved to have the ability to identify the cracks in different sensing regions, planar
rectangular coils are unable to provide a precise crack angle for the fact that there are blind
zones existing in the interface between two adjacent sensing coils. Thus, this paper presents
a new sensing array which is composed of triangular coils, and it also provides inspiration
for sensor design in other areas.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: the capability of the proposed sensing
array to identify crack angle is demonstrated by the combination of the simulation in
Section 2 where the triangular exciting coils and the rectangular exciting coils are compared
and the experiment in Section 3; conclusions are drawn in Section 4.
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Figure 1. An eddy current (EC) sensing film-based intelligent bolt.

2. Design and Analysis of 2D-Triangular Eddy Current (EC) Sensing Film

For the purpose of improving the hole-edge crack angle identification ability, a novel
2D EC sensing array film that consists of triangular sensing coils instead of rectangular
sensing coils used in [25] is proposed in this paper, and a distribution schematic of its
pickup coil array is presented in Figure 2. As is shown in the picture, there are 4 triangular
pickup coils in the circumferential direction and each coil covers half of the bolt hole
perimeter. As depicted in the red dashed box, each pair of the circumferentially adjacent
coils share a same circumferential monitoring area (a quarter of the bolt hole perimeter)
and distribute separately in the axial direction after the flexible sensing film is winded by
adhesive on the bolt surface. Although only one layer of the sensing coil array is plotted in
the picture for the sake of brevity, the axial dimension of the sensing array is set as 3 in this
paper, which should be decided by the actual demand.

Figure 2. The simplified triangular sensing coil array configuration.

The part highlighted by a red dashed box at the lower part of Figure 2 describes half
of the simplified winding model of the adjacent circumferential receiving coils. As has
been demonstrated, the induced voltage of one sensing coil will change if and only if the
crack reaches and extends in its area. Thus, as a result of the wingding configuration of
the triangular coil, the effective coil turns feeling the change of the EC field at a specified
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circumferential position from the left to right decrease for S1, while increase for S2. For
example, when the crack is at the blue line, there are 5 effective turns for S1 and 2 effective
turns for S2. It is expected that the induced voltage of the sensing coil will vary linearly
with the circumferential position of the crack.

2.1. Finite Element Simulation Model

The triangular coil winding on the bolt and the crack on the hole edge make the
geometry of the structure more complex. It is difficult to obtain an analytical solution.
Thus, finite element method was employed to solve the electromagnetic field equations
and calculate magnetic vector potential A and electric scale potential ϕ

∇2 ϕ− µε
∂2 ϕ

∂t2 = −ρ

ε
(1)

∇2A− µε
∂2A
∂t2 = −µJ (2)

where ρ denotes free charge bulk density, µ is permeability, ε is dielectric constant, and J is
conduction current density.

The finite element simulations are conducted in Ansoft Maxwell. There are two
kinds of the exciting coil considered in the paper, the rectangular one in Model 1 and the
triangular one in Model 2. All of the parameters other than the exciting coils are same
in both models, including the sensing coils, the joint layers and the running parameters.
The joint layer with an electrical conductivity of 38 MS/m and a relative permeability of
1.00021 measures 6 mm in length, 4 mm in width and 9 mm in height, shown in Figure 3.
To demonstrate the ability of the sensing coils to identify the crack angle and to track the
crack growth in the radial direction, crack elements with a dimension of 1 mm × 0.2 mm ×
3 mm are adopted to switch the crack position and to give rise to a mesh consistent in each
crack state. Five circumferential positions marked from C1 to C5 are set from the left side
to the upper middle of the model with a step of 0.55 mm. At each circumferential position,
there are 3 crack elements in the radial direction, marked from R1 to R3. When the crack is
at CiRj, which means the crack is at the circumferential position Ci and its radial length is
jmm, the corresponding crack elements’ material will be set as air.

Figure 3. The simulation model.

In order to reduce the computational burden, a quarter model is selected for the
simulation according to the fine symmetry in the sensing coils when it is wound on the bolt.
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The turns distance and width are both 0.1 mm for the triangular coils and are set as 0.1 mm
and 0.2 mm, respectively, for the rectangular exciting coils. Sensing coils are denoted as
S1 to S6 from up to down. A sinusoidal exciting signal with a frequency of 1 MHz and an
amplitude of 2 V is applied in the simulation. The induced voltage of each sensing coil is
calculated for crack state analysis.

The exciting current direction, which has a significant influence on the crack detec-
tion, needs to be determined first. Shown in Figure 4, according to the current directions
(same or opposite) between the axially/circumferentially adjacent triangular coils, there
are 4 configurations compared in the simulation, numbered from configuration I to config-
uration IV. For example, in configuration II, the current directions of the axially adjacent
coils are opposite and those of the circumferentially adjacent coils are same. The best
exciting mode is determined by comparing the induced voltage variation of S1 and S2
when a crack is set at C5R1. The simulation results are plotted in Figure 5. It can be
found that for both S1 and S2, the induced voltage variation is obviously greater when
the circumferentially adjacent coils have same excitation current directions at the adjacent
position (Configuration I, Configuration II). To explain the above result, the front view of
the EC density when the test specimen is integrated and the side view when there is a crack
at C5R1 are displayed in Figure 6 draw by Matlab.

Figure 4. Four exciting configurations.

Figure 5. Simulation results for determining the best exciting configuration. (a) Voltage variations of
the S1 and S2 when the crack is set at C5R1. (b) Voltage variations of S2 when the crack propagates in
the radial direction at C5.

Figure 6. Current density distribution.
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Figure 6 shows that the EC vanishes between the S1 and S2 (highlighted by a dashed
box on the side view) in configuration III and configuration IV, which leads to less EC
flowing along the radial direction (highlighted by a dashed box on the side view). Therefore,
the induced voltages of the S1 and S2 in configuration III, Configuration IV change less
than that of the configuration I and Configuration II.

However, the similar effects of configuration I and configuration III make it impossible
to decide which is better to use to detect cracks. To address this problem, additional
simulations in which the crack grows from C5R1 to C5R3 are performed to further deter-
mine the best exciting mode. The results are shown in Figure 5b where only the voltage
variation of S2 is plotted because S2 is more spatially correlated with the exciting current
direction between the axially adjacent coils. Although the induced voltage of configuration
II changes less at first, it changes greater than that of Configuration I when the radial length
of the crack is 2 mm and 3 mm, which indicates that Configuration II has better capability
to track crack growth in the radial direction. Likewise, the reason for the phenomenon
is given by the combination of the EC cloud picture and the EC vector on the surface of
the test specimen when the crack is at C5R3, as shown in Figure 7. From the EC cloud
picture, it can be seen that EC flows slightly more in the radial direction, which can be
explained as follows. First of all, it is worth stressing that there are 3 modes when EC flows
conductively: (1) EC flows over the crack tip when the EC flows in the same direction
around the crack tip (red arrow); (2) a local EC loop is built because of the opposite EC
direction under two adjacent coils (blue arrow); (3) EC flows in the radial direction, which
causes a decrease of EC on the surface of the conductive test specimen (side view). EC
always finds the shortest way to flow. Therefore, when the crack tip is at the middle of two
adjacent coils with the same exciting direction, it is easier for EC to flow over the crack tip,
leading to less EC flowing along the radial direction especially when the radial length of
the crack is long enough, which results in less voltage variation in Configuration I when
the crack is at C5R2 and C5R3. As for Configuration II, compared to flowing over the crack
tip by overcoming the original EC direction, it seems more easier for EC to flow along the
radial direction. In conclusion, Configuration II is selected as the final exciting form for
Model 2. For Model 1, opposite exciting current directions are applied in axially adjacent
coils, and there is no need to consider the current directions in circumferentially adjacent
coils because of the space configuration of the rectangular coils.

Figure 7. EC vector and cloud picture when the crack is at C5R1.

2.2. Simulation Results
2.2.1. Crack Angle Identification

Figure 8a and 8b present the crack angle identification results for Model 1 and Model
2 respectively. As shown in Figure 8a, the induced voltage variation of S1 decreases linearly



Sensors 2021, 21, 2567 7 of 14

and that of the S3–S6 keeps stable when the circumferential position of the crack changes
from C1 to C5, which meets the expected design goal. However, compared to Model 2,
the inducted voltage of S2 in Model 1 changes little until the crack is at C4 and C5, which
indicates that the rectangular exciting coil deteriorates the crack angle identifying ability
of the triangular sensing coil. This phenomenon can be explained by Figures 9 and 10. It
can be seen from Figure 9 that a single turn can be divided into 3 parts according to the
exciting direction bounded by a dashed line. It should be noted that the induced voltage of
the whole single-turn coil can be represented by the sum of the 3 parts and the direction of
the voltage variation caused by the crack is same for the 3 parts. Assuming the exciting
direction and the induced voltage direction at a certain time is as shown in Figure 10, it
is obvious that the effects of the part 1 and part 3 offset, while those of part 2 and part 3
should be summed up. As a result, the induced voltage of the S1 changes little when the
crack is at C1–C3, though there is much EC flowing in the radial direction shown in the
cloud picture in Figure 10, which actually contributes to the increasing induced voltage at
a macroscopic level.

Figure 8. Simulation results of the crack angle detection. (a) Model 1 (rectangular exciting coils); (b)
Model 2 (triangular exciting coils).

Figure 9. A schematic diagram of the inductive current directions in one triangular turn in Model 1.

Figure 10. The side view of EC in Model 1.
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The crack angle position is further represented by the difference of the induced voltage
of S1 and S2, as shown in Figure 11. A fine linearity can be found in the fitting curve with a
R-square of 0.9998. The simulation model consists of 3 layers in the axial direction. The
first layer and the third layer are axially symmetrical. Therefore, simulations when the
crack is at the second layer are also performed and the results are displayed in Figure 12.
This shows that the results are similar to the first layer.

Figure 11. The difference voltage of the S1 and S2 versus the crack circumferential position.

Figure 12. Simulation results for the second layer. (a) Voltage variation of each coil; (b) Difference value between
adjacent coils.

In conclusion, triangular exciting coils achieve a better ability to identify the crack
angle compared to rectangular exciting coils when triangular coils are applied as inductive
coils. Meanwhile, triangular coils achieve good linearity with the crack angle, which is a
very important property of a sensor.

2.2.2. Tracking Crack Growth in the Radial Direction

Simulations where the crack propagates along the radial direction are performed as
well. Figure 13a and 13b show the voltage variation of S1 and S2 respectively. The following
can be concluded from the picture: (1) the induced voltage of S1 increases gradually as the
radial length of the crack increases at the circumferential position C1–C4, while that of the
S2 increases only at C4 and C5; (2) the ability of the S1 to monitor the crack growth in the
radial direction deteriorates as the circumferential position changes from C1 to C5, which
can be attributed to the decrease of the effective coil turns; (3) S2 achieves a better effect at
C5 than S1, further demonstrating the fact that the opposite exciting current direction in



Sensors 2021, 21, 2567 9 of 14

adjacent coils is constructive to track the radial length of the crack. Furthermore, although
the voltage variation trends of the S2 shows an inability to track the crack growth at position
C1–C3, S1 alone is enough as long as the circumferential position is identified.

Figure 13. The induced voltage variation of S1 and S2 when the crack propagates along the radial direction at each
circumferential position. (a) S1; (b) S2.

2.2.3. Tracking Crack Growth along the Axial Direction

An early crack that initiates from the hole edge of the joint layer often propagates along
the axial direction at first. As a result, several simulations were carried out and the output
voltage of each sensing coils were extracted and analyzed to evaluate the applicability of
the triangular sensing film to monitor the crack growth in the axial direction. The crack
starts from the first layer at two typical circumferential positions, C1 and C3, respectively,
and propagates with a step of 1 mm along the axial direction. The results are presented
in Figure 14. This shows that the axial length of the crack can be acquired by comparing
the induced voltage of all sensing coils based on the following principles: (1) the induced
voltage increases compared to the baseline data when the crack is at its monitoring area; (2)
the induced voltage of the coil in accordance with principle (1) increases when the crack
propagates in its monitoring domain; (3) when the crack has covered its axial length at a
certain crack angle, the output voltage of the sensing coils in accordance with (1) and (2)
will stay at a stable level, which is enough to decide that the crack exists within its axial
length; (4) the space configuration of the sensing coils is settled. Taking 4 mm in Figure 14b
as an example, first, it shows in Figure 14b that only the induced voltage of the S1 and S3
greatly increases which means that the axial length of the crack is between 3 mm and 6 mm.
The crack angle can be obtained roughly by the nearly unchanged output value of the S2
and further deferred by S2 through the crack angle detection line in Figure 8. Second, the
axial range of the crack tip can be further narrowed by the current voltage variation (about
3.2 mV) of the S2 and the maximum one (about 6 mV) when the crack length covered the
S3 shown in Figure 12.
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Figure 14. Voltage variation versus axial length.

3. Experiments

The performance of the EC sensing film with triangular exciting coil and triangular
sensing coil array is evaluated by experiments, and the experimental setup is shown in
Figure 15. The exciting signal with an amplitude of 2 V and a frequency of 1 M was
generated by a signal generator made by Tektronic. The induced voltage of each coil is
acquired through a channel switch and signal receiver made by National Instruments with a
sample frequency of 20 M and a sample length of 20,000. Thus, the signal measurement and
processing can be automatically finished nearly real-time, which shows a good monitoring
efficiency similar to other SHM methods. With regard to the test specimen, three rectangular
aluminum (6061) plates, each of which has dimensions 75 mm (length) × 75 mm (width) ×
5 mm (thickness) and a bolt hole with diameter 13.5 mm at the center, were jointed by a
steel bolt. The triangle eddy current sensing film, with dimensions 40.7 mm × 15 mm ×
0.2 mm, was made by a flexible printed circuit process. In the real engineering applications,
a wear-resistant coating layer of SiO2 and Ta2O3 can be deposited on the surface of the
sensing film via electron beam physical vapor deposition to improve the friction-resistance
performance of the sensing film. As shown in Figure 14, there were 12 independent triangle
coils as receiving, while similar 12 triangle coils with same shapes were connected with
each other as transmitting according to Configuration II in Figure 4.

Figure 15. Experimental setup and sensor film. (a) Signal generator; (b) intelligent bolt; (c) signal
receiver; (d) signal displayer; (e) eddy current sensing film.

3.1. Crack Angle Identification

The crack was set at the hole edge of the uppermost plate by spark erosion and the
crack angle was changed by rotating the specimen from the middle of the S2 (0◦) to the
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middle of the S4 (180◦) with a step of 18◦. For the sake of accuracy, the reference voltage
under each crack angle was recorded. The positions of the crack represented by gray
lines are shown schematically on the top of Figure 16a. As seen in Figure 16a, the voltage
variation trends are consistent with the simulation: the output voltage is proportional to
the effective sensing turns at a certain circumferential position. The voltage variation of
S2 decreases as the crack angle changes from 0◦ to 90◦ and keeps stable when the crack is
at the position of S3 and S4, while that of the S4 increases when the crack angle changes
from the middle of S3 to the middle of S4, which allows the crack angle identification by
the sensing film. Furthermore, the voltage difference of the S2 and S3 as well as the S3
and S4 is calculated and plotted in Figure 16b, in which both achieve a good linearity with
the crack angle, showing that the proposed triangular sensing film performs well in crack
angle identification.

Figure 16. Crack angle detection results. (a) Voltage variation of the S2–S4 versus crack angle;
(b) Voltage difference of S3 (S2) and S4 (S3).

It can be seen from the above results that when there is only a single crack in the
circumferential angle monitoring area of a single crack, there is a linear relationship between
the circumferential angle of the crack and the induced voltage difference of the receiving coil

ϑ = k∆V + b (3)

where ϑ is the circumferential angle of the crack, k is the slope of a straight line, ∆V is
the difference of the induced voltage variation of the relevant receiving coil, and b is the
intercept of the straight line.

In the real engineering application, the linear relationship is easy to obtain as the
baseline for the crack angle quantification.
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3.2. Crack Growth in the Radial Direction

Two experiments in which two typical circumferential positions were considered
were conducted to verify the ability of the proposed sensing film to track crack growth
in the radial direction. The crack position was set at the middle of the S2 in the first
experiment and was set at the middle of two circumferentially adjacent coils (S2 and S3
in the experiment) in the second experiment. The results are given in Figure 17. First,
when the crack was at the middle of the S2, only the output voltage of the S2 increased
obviously when the radial length of the crack increased from 1 mm to 4 mm in a step of
1 mm. When the crack was at the middle of the S2 and S3, both the induced voltage of
the S2 and S3 increased and that of the S2 increased more than that of the S2, as a result of
more effective turns as shown in the crack position schematic in Figure 17b. Another point
worth mentioning is that the voltage variation changes in a smaller way with the increase
of the radial length of the crack, implying that the radial measuring rage of the film is not
very large (but at least 4 mm in this experiment) but enough to be taken seriously in real
engineering applications. It may be improved by increasing the exciting voltage amplitude,
reducing the exciting frequency or increasing the equipment accuracy. Results for the coil
voltage are in excellent agreement with those obtained with the finite-element method.

Figure 17. Experimental results when the crack grows in the radial direction at two circumferential positions. (a) Voltage
variation when the crack position is at the middle of the S2; (b) voltage variation when the crack position is in the middle of
the S2 and S3.

3.3. Crack Depth Identification

Three cracks, with angle at the circumferential center of Coils S2 and S1, were set
at the hole edge of three jointed plates, respectively. The radial length of the crack was
set as 1 mm. The results in Figure 18 show that the crack depth can be inferred by the
induced voltage. When one plate has a hole-edge crack, the induced voltage of the coil at
the axial location of this plate has an obvious change. For example, when one crack occurs
at the location of the uppermost plate, only the induced voltages of S1 and S2 are enhanced
significantly. When two cracks are present at the locations of both uppermost and middle
plates, only the induced voltages of coils S1, S2, S6 and S7 change considerably, while the
induced voltages of other coils change less. This indicates that the proposed sensing film
has a good capability of identifying crack depth, at least, identifying which plate has a
hole-edge crack for multi-layer bolted joints.
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Figure 18. Experimental results as the crack grows in the axial direction.

4. Conclusions

Enhancing the damage quantification level of bolted joints has been always the re-
search hotspot of aircraft structural health monitoring. In this paper, a novel triangle eddy
current sensing film is proposed to quantitatively identify the hole-edge crack of bolted
joints. The conclusions are as follows:

(1) The sensing film includes an exciting coil and multiple triangle sensing coils
distributed in the axial and circumferential directions of the bolt hole. By analyzing the
eddy current distribution and effect of crack quantification, five exciting-coil configurations
of the sensing film, including one rectangle-coil configuration and four types of triangle-
coil configuration, have been compared to give the best configuration of the eddy current
sensing array.

(2) There is an approximate linear relationship between the crack angle and the
difference of the induced voltage variation between two adjacent triangle sensing coils in
the same layer, which can be used to quantify the crack angle with a good accuracy.

(3) By simulation and experimental analysis, the proposed sensing film has a good
capacity not only to identify the crack angle, but also to quantify the crack length in the
radial direction and the crack depth in the axial direction of the bolt hole.

However, some further studies will be conducted in the future for real engineering
applications of this sensing technology:

(1) The configuration of the sensing film or the measuring parameters of the system
should be optimized to improve the measuring range of the crack radial dimension.

(2) The robustness of the sensing film should be further verified in real engineer-
ing applications, which may include the influence of environmental variation and bolt
looseness.

(3) In this paper, forward analysis between the induced voltage of eddy current coils
and the crack parameters has been conducted to show the capacity of the proposed sensing
film. The backward problem that the proposed sensing film is used to detect the crack will
be further studied and verified in future.
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