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Abstract: For the purpose of efficiency improvement, a linear motor that performs a linear reciprocating
motion can be employed to directly drive the piston in a reciprocating refrigeration compressor
without crankshaft mechanism. This also facilitates the modulation of cooling capacity as the stroke
and frequency can be readily varied in response to heat load. A novel design of moving magnet
linear motor for linear compressor was analyzed in the paper. A finite element analysis (FEA)
model was built to simulate the characteristics of the linear motor. Current and displacement signals
were measured from a test rig and were defined in the transient FEA model. Transient motor force
was simulated with the FEA model and good agreements are shown between the results from the
FEA model and interpolated shaft force from static force measurements. Major Losses, such as
copper loss and core loss were also computed. Motor efficiency decreased from 0.88 to 0.83 as stroke
increased from 9 mm to 12 mm, while the pressure ratio remained unchanged. Comparisons were
made between the present moving magnet linear motor and moving coil linear motors. Generally,
the moving magnet linear motor demonstrates higher efficiency than moving coil motors, which have
significantly higher copper loss. The present moving magnet design with simple structure could be
further optimized to improve motor efficiency.
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1. Introduction

Refrigeration systems consume around 17% of the electricity in the world, where more than
1.5 billion household refrigerators are in use currently [1]. Linear motor has been employed for linear
compressors in refrigeration systems to provide reciprocating motion. Linear motor shows good
linearity and eliminates motion conversion mechanisms that transfer rotary motion into linear motion.
The elimination of these mechanical components leads to improvement in reliability and dynamic
performance and also decreasing mechanical friction loss [2,3]. A critical feature of a linear compressor
directly driven by a linear motor is that the stroke can be readily adjusted, whereas the stroke is fixed
in a conventional reciprocating compressor. This offers a simple cooling capacity modulation approach
according to the heat load, leading to significantly higher seasonal energy efficiency without any on-off

cycling losses.
The overview of the linear motor topologies, applications, and design methodologies was reported

by Boldea and Nasra [4]. Different linear motor topologies and technologies can be adopted for linear
compressor applications. Most widely used linear motors are linear permanent magnet motors, linear
induction motors, and linear switched reluctance motors. Due to their significantly greater efficiency
and larger power density, linear permanent magnet motors are considered as the most appropriated
ones for linear compressor applications.
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Existing permanent magnet linear motors are categorized as: moving coil, moving magnet,
and moving iron only as shown in Figure 1. In general, each type of permanent magnet linear motor
has its own pros and cons, depending on their practical applications. Moving coil type linear motors
have a simple structure, but with wires wound around the moving part, the wiring is not firm and the
generated heat is difficult to dissipate. Moving iron type linear motors are robust and cost-effective, but
their low efficiency is the major weakness [5]. Recently, investigations have been carried out for moving
magnet type linear motors, and various topologies for different applications have been reported [6–12].
In industry, companies have produced some moving magnet linear motors for their application into
linear compressors employed in domestic refrigerators [6–8]. The energy-saving effect is significant,
compared with conventional systems using rotatory motors and crank-driven mechanism [13].
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Figure 1. Examples of three types of linear motors: (a) moving coil [14] (b) moving iron [15] (c) moving 
magnet [16]. 

To analyze the performances and electromagnetic characteristics of linear motors, a precise 
knowledge of the distribution of magnetic field is needed. Numerical and analytical methods can be 
used for the evaluation of magnetic field distribution. Finite Element Analysis (FEA), as a numerical 
solution, presents the advantage of considering the nonlinear magnetic saturation of cores and the 
real geometry of the motor design. By solving the governing equations issued from Maxwell’s 
equations, the magnetic field can be evaluated [17,18]. Static shaft forces for various armature 
positions of moving magnet linear motor were calculated using FEA [19,20]. Li et al. compared some 
key performance indexes between a novel moving iron and a moving magnet linear motor [21]. FEA 
has been employed to optimize the design of linear motors. A tubular moving-magnet linear magnet 
motor was optimized by Abdalla et al. to improve efficiency and reduce losses [22]. The application 
of FEA also includes quantification of eddy current loss in linear permanent magnet motor as 
presented by Ko et al. [23] and Abdalla et al. [24]. 

Figure 1. Examples of three types of linear motors: (a) moving coil [14] (b) moving iron [15] (c) moving
magnet [16].

To analyze the performances and electromagnetic characteristics of linear motors, a precise
knowledge of the distribution of magnetic field is needed. Numerical and analytical methods can be
used for the evaluation of magnetic field distribution. Finite Element Analysis (FEA), as a numerical
solution, presents the advantage of considering the nonlinear magnetic saturation of cores and the real
geometry of the motor design. By solving the governing equations issued from Maxwell’s equations,
the magnetic field can be evaluated [17,18]. Static shaft forces for various armature positions of moving
magnet linear motor were calculated using FEA [19,20]. Li et al. compared some key performance
indexes between a novel moving iron and a moving magnet linear motor [21]. FEA has been employed
to optimize the design of linear motors. A tubular moving-magnet linear magnet motor was optimized
by Abdalla et al. to improve efficiency and reduce losses [22]. The application of FEA also includes
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quantification of eddy current loss in linear permanent magnet motor as presented by Ko et al. [23]
and Abdalla et al. [24].

This paper analysed a novel 100 W moving magnet linear motor (shown in Figure 2) for linear
compressor. A FEA model was built to study the transient motor force and losses. The presented linear
motor consists of three moving magnets and four laminated cores with coils wired around as shown
in Figure 1. The maximum stroke is 13 mm and the maximum motor force is 90 N. The simulated
transient motor force was compared with the interpolation results based on the static measurements.
Core loss, eddy current loss and copper loss were analysed. Motor efficiency was calculated and
compared with a moving coil linear motor with comparable dimensions. Section 2 shows the FEA
model. The experimental setup was introduced in Section 3. In Section 4, flux density, transient motor
force from simulation and measurements, motor losses, and motor efficiency were presented. The novel
moving magnet linear motor was compared with other moving coil designs and other moving magnet
designs respectively in Sections 5 and 6.
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Figure 2. The configuration of the moving magnet linear motor.

2. FEA Model

A three-dimensional (3D) FEA model of the moving magnet linear motor was built in ANSYS
Maxwell. In a time-domain transient solution, the instantaneous magnetic field at each time step
was solved step by step. In the FEA model, boundary conditions, motor geometry, and all materials
properties were defined. Faraday’s Law of induction, Gauss’s Law for magnetism, Ampere’s Law,
and Gauss’s Law for electricity were included in the Maxwell’s equations. Low-frequency forms of
Maxwell’s equations are employed in ANSYS Maxwell 3D Transient Solver [25]:

∇×
1
σ
(∇×H) +

∂B
∂t

= 0 (1)

∇ · B = 0 (2)

−∇ ·

(
ε∇
∂Φ
∂t

)
−∇·(σ∇Φ) = 0 (3)

where B is the magnetic flux density, H is the magnetic field strength, Φ is the magnetic flux, σ and ε
are the conductivity and permittivity of the material, respectively.

To obtain a closed system, the constitutive relations describing the macroscopic properties of the
medium are also included. The electric and magnetic flux density D, B are related to field intensities
E, H via the constitutive relations. In magneto-static solver, Maxwell adopts an adaptive iterative
process to refine the mesh until required accuracy is met or maximum number of passes is reached.
However, transient solver is not capable of improving initial mesh automatically. Figure 3 shows the
FEA model of the moving magnet linear motor. More details about the design of the linear motor
can be found in the previous study [19]. Current from measurement was applied to each winding,
and measured displacement was also defined in the motion setup to include translational motion
effects. The nonlinear residual error for the transient solver was set to be 0.001.
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Figure 4. The schematic of the test rig that employed the moving magnet linear motor (LVDT: 
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4.1. Voltage and Current 

Figure 5 shows the current and displacement signals in one cycle from measurements when the 
linear motor drives the linear compressor with an operating frequency of 34 Hz and a stroke of 11 
mm. Both the current and displacement signals are sine waves. The amplitude of current is 1.6 A, and 
the current lags the displacement by 86 degrees. This results from the combined impact of the 
equivalent reluctance of gas load, electrical inductance, and capacitance. 

Figure 3. The FEA model of the moving magnet linear motor.

3. Experimental Setup

Experiments were performed in the test rig that was adapted from the previous work [13].
The linear compressor is composed of a piston-cylinder assembly, a linear motor, and a suspension
system using flexure spring. The schematic of the test rig using the linear motor is shown in Figure 4.
The refrigeration system consists of a linear compressor driven by the moving magnet linear motor,
an expansion valve, an evaporator, and a condenser. A data acquisition (DAQ) card with maximum
sampling rate of 500 kHz was employed for data collection. Current and voltage signals were measured
by a voltage transducer and a Hall Effect current sensor respectively. A high accuracy displacement
transducer was installed for the measurement of the actual armature/piston displacement. Data
collection and the control of linear motor operation were implemented in LabVIEW. Piston/armature
stroke was controlled with a PID controller, in which the amplitude of sine wave voltage that excites
the linear motor can be varied automatically to achieve the target stroke. The frequency of voltage can
be adjusted manually.
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4. Results and Discussions

4.1. Voltage and Current

Figure 5 shows the current and displacement signals in one cycle from measurements when the
linear motor drives the linear compressor with an operating frequency of 34 Hz and a stroke of 11 mm.
Both the current and displacement signals are sine waves. The amplitude of current is 1.6 A, and the
current lags the displacement by 86 degrees. This results from the combined impact of the equivalent
reluctance of gas load, electrical inductance, and capacitance.
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4.2. THD

Total harmonic distortion (THD) is a measurement index that shows how much voltage or
current signals were deviated and distorted from sine waveforms due to harmonics. Higher frequency
components exist in a periodical but not purely sinusoidal signal and contribute to the harmonic
distortion of the signal. The mathematical definition of THD is shown as follows:

THD =

√∑
∞

n=2 V2
n

V1
(4)

where V1 is root mean square (RMS) displacement of the fundamental frequency, and Vn is the RMS
displacement of the high order harmonic components. Fast Fourier Transform (FFT) analysis was used
to determine the amplitude of each harmonic term. The first six harmonic terms were considered in
this study. Lower THD in power systems, suggests less heat generation, smaller peak currents, less
motor loss, and lower electromagnetic emissions [26]. Figure 6 shows the THDs of voltage signals at
strokes of 9–12 mm for the linear motor that drives the linear compressor. The THD is 1.9% at a stroke
of 13 mm. The recommended range of voltage harmonics are within 3% for any single harmonic and
5% for THD [27], which shows that the THDs of voltage of the moving magnet linear motor is within
the acceptable range. Generally higher strokes have higher THD. Possible reason for this is that the
linear motor is close to saturation with higher strokes where higher currents are supplied.
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4.3. Flux Density

Figure 7 shows the flux density distribution when a sinusoidal RMS 1.2 A current was supplied to
drive a motion of a stroke of 10 mm. As can be seen from Figure 7a,b, the magnetic flux density in
three cores is similar while the flux density in the other core is much smaller.
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As the armature moves from 0 mm to 5.5 mm, instantaneous current varies from −1.6 A to 0 A,
the core of the smallest flux density changes from the one at the most negative side to the most positive
side (the positive direction pointing out of the page). Magnetic field in one core is created by electrified
windings and permanent magnets. With the variation of permanent position, the air reluctance between
each magnet and core changes and the magnetic flux density induced by permanent magnets changes
accordingly. As shown in Figure 7, the core at most negative side is the farthest from magnets so that
the large magnetic reluctance of air results in the very small flux density in that core.

4.4. Transient Motor Force

Comparison of transient motor (shaft) force between the results from the FEA model and static
measurements are shown in Figure 8. The AC current and the motion of magnets were described with
harmonic terms that were determined using FFT analysis and were defined in the FEA model. To
verify the simulation results, interpolations were made with the Force-Current-Displacement 3-D map
from the static motor force measurements [19]. It can be seen that the simulated shaft force from the
FEA model is consistent with that of 3-D map interpolation. The motor force varies sinusoidally in one
cycle with a peak and a trough at 0.9 ms and 14.1 ms, as shown in Figure 7a, which corresponds to
displacement of 0.9 mm and 1.0 mm, respectively. The amplitude of shaft force is 35 N at a stroke of 9
mm and 51 N at a stroke of 11 mm as shown in Figure 8a,b. The maximum error between the motor
force calculated from the FEA model and interpolation from the static force measurements is 6% and
9% respectively at peak values.
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4.5. Motor Efficiency

Some of the input power into the linear motor that would ideally be converted into shaft power
is lost in the core. The specific total loss against peak magnetic polarization for the core material
was tested and provided by the manufacturer. The specific core loss curve (B-H curve) was defined
in the simulation environment, and the core losses are calculated for a specific frequency of 50 Hz.
The Steinmetz model is often used to estimate iron loss. The total core loss includes eddy current loss
and hysteresis loss [28]. It can be expressed as follows:

Pcore = Ph + Pe = Kh f Bα + Ke f 2B2 (5)

where Kh, Ke and α are hysteresis and eddy loss coefficients respectively, which are coefficients that
depend on lamination, material thickness, conductivity and other factors; B denotes the amplitude of
the flux density, and f represents the electrical frequency.

Additional eddy current loss exists in the permanent magnets and windings. The resistive losses
of induced eddy currents inside the linear motor can be expressed as follows:

Pae =
1
σ

∫
J2
· dV (6)

where V is the volume of the body, and J is density of the eddy current.
Based on the FEA model, core loss and additional eddy current loss of coils and magnets in one

cycle were calculated as shown in Figure 9. It can be seen that two peak values of core loss and eddy
current loss appear in one cycle. It also can be found that the times at which the core loss and eddy
current loss reach maximum are close. To calculate the average core loss and additional current loss in
one cycle, instantaneous loss was integrated over time and the value was then divided by the period.
The average core loss is 0.22 W and the average additional eddy current loss is 0.05 W at a stroke of
12 mm.
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Motor efficiency can be calculated as follows:

η =
Ps

Pi
=

∫
Fdv
Pi

(7)

where Ps and Pi are shaft power and input power, F denotes shaft force, and v represents velocity
of motion.

Motor efficiency and CoP (coefficient of performance) of the refrigeration system at various strokes
are shown in Figure 10. With the increase of stroke, the motor efficiency and CoP show a decreasing
trend. When the stroke varies from 9 mm to 12 mm, the motor efficiency decreases from 0.88 to
0.83, and the CoP decreases from 3.7 to 3.5 with a fixed pressure ratio of 2.0. The excitation current
increases with stroke leading to higher copper loss, and saturation occurs with the increase of current.
It can also be expected that when the heat load is low, lower stroke is only needed so that the motor
efficiency is higher than at full capacity. Since the linear motor does not need magnetizing current,
there will be no on-off cycling losses. Higher heat load will require higher stroke. Given the fact that
the majority of time for refrigerator operation is part load, the seasonal CoP (annual efficiency) could
be significantly higher.

Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 12 

Motor efficiency can be calculated as follows: 

𝜂𝜂 =
𝑃𝑃s
𝑃𝑃i

=
∫𝐹𝐹𝑑𝑑𝐹𝐹
𝑃𝑃i

 (7) 

where 𝑃𝑃s and 𝑃𝑃i are shaft power and input power, 𝐹𝐹denotes shaft force, and 𝐹𝐹 represents velocity 
of motion. 

Motor efficiency and CoP (coefficient of performance) of the refrigeration system at various 
strokes are shown in Figure 10. With the increase of stroke, the motor efficiency and CoP show a 
decreasing trend. When the stroke varies from 9 mm to 12 mm, the motor efficiency decreases from 
0.88 to 0.83, and the CoP decreases from 3.7 to 3.5 with a fixed pressure ratio of 2.0. The excitation 
current increases with stroke leading to higher copper loss, and saturation occurs with the increase 
of current. It can also be expected that when the heat load is low, lower stroke is only needed so that 
the motor efficiency is higher than at full capacity. Since the linear motor does not need magnetizing 
current, there will be no on-off cycling losses. Higher heat load will require higher stroke. Given the 
fact that the majority of time for refrigerator operation is part load, the seasonal CoP (annual 
efficiency) could be significantly higher. 

 

Figure 10. Motor efficiency and CoP versus stroke with a fixed pressure ratio of 2.0 for the moving 
magnet linear motor/compressor. 

4.6. Motor Losses 

Copper losses 𝑃𝑃cu can be easily calculated from the ohmic losses as follows: 

𝑃𝑃cu = 𝐼𝐼2 ∙ 𝑅𝑅 (8) 

where 𝐼𝐼 is the RMS value of current, and R is the total resistance of windings. 
The pie charts in Figure 11a,b show the shaft power and losses breakdown of the moving magnet 

linear motor at a stroke of 9 mm and 11 mm respectively. At a stroke of 11 mm, shaft power accounts 
for 85% of the input power, the copper loss percentage is 13.5%, while the sum of the rest losses is 
1.81%. The majority of loss occurs at windings which transfers into heat dissipated into ambient. It 
can be seen that the increase of the proportion of copper loss is the main reason for the motor 
efficiency decrease. 

 
(a) 

Figure 10. Motor efficiency and CoP versus stroke with a fixed pressure ratio of 2.0 for the moving
magnet linear motor/compressor.

4.6. Motor Losses

Copper losses Pcu can be easily calculated from the ohmic losses as follows:

Pcu = I2
·R (8)

where I is the RMS value of current, and R is the total resistance of windings.
The pie charts in Figure 11a,b show the shaft power and losses breakdown of the moving magnet

linear motor at a stroke of 9 mm and 11 mm respectively. At a stroke of 11 mm, shaft power accounts
for 85% of the input power, the copper loss percentage is 13.5%, while the sum of the rest losses is 1.81%.
The majority of loss occurs at windings which transfers into heat dissipated into ambient. It can be seen
that the increase of the proportion of copper loss is the main reason for the motor efficiency decrease.
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5. Comparisons with Moving Coil Linear Motor

Comparisons were made between the moving magnet design and moving coil linear motor
presented in [29] similar to the configuration in Figure 1a as shown in Table 1. The moving mass of the
moving coil linear motor is only half of the moving magnet linear motor. A low mover mass suggests
high frequency oscillation conditions. To make fair comparisons between the two motors, performance
of the motors with the same input power of 40 W and sine waveform driving voltage are listed in
the table. The THDs of the two motors are similar. The proportions of copper loss for the moving
magnet and moving coil linear motor are 14% and 18% respectively. Note that the motor efficiency of
the moving coil linear motor reported in [29] was calculated with consideration of copper loss only.
The actual motor efficiency should be smaller than the reported value with other losses taken into
account. The moving magnet design shows a higher motor efficiency than the moving coil design.

Table 1. Comparisons between the moving magnet design and the moving coil design [29].

Parameter Moving Magnet Moving Coil

Moving mass (kg) 0.66 0.313
Resistance of motor coil (Ω) 3.5 2.62

Stroke (mm) 11.5 8
THD of current (%) >50 5.2

Copper loss (W) 5.6 7.1
Motor efficiency (%) 84 82 (only considered copper loss)

Motor constant (N/A) 31 28.5
CoP 3.56 3.22

Dang et al. optimized the parameters of a moving coil motor for linear compressor. The manufactured
linear compressor was tested and a maximum motor efficiency of 79.48% was reported [30]. It was also
reported that the mean motor efficiency for some typical compressors developed for space Stirling-type
pulse tube cryocoolers ranges between 74.2% and 83.6% [31]. Compared with moving magnet motors,
moving coil designs usually need larger permanent magnets. Moreover, for the effective current
transmission from external supply system to the moving coils, required components increase the
cost and complexity. Moving magnets outperform moving coil motors for the application into larger
compressors as motor efficiency and moving mass becomes more important. To achieve high motor
efficiency, copper loss in particular needs to be decreased. One approach is to use coils of larger
diameter, thus enabling smaller resistance. The moving mass and resonant frequency of a moving
magnet were hardly affected, however, increasing the size of coils results in larger moving mass. Larger
moving mass is undesirable for the design of a linear motor, especially when high frequency operation
is fancied.
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6. Comparisons with Other Moving Magnet Linear Motors

The most widely used tubular design of moving magnet linear motor is shown in Figure 1c.
The tubular moving magnet linear motor is composed of an inner stator, an outer stator with coils
placed inside, and a moving magnet. LG Electronics who licensed the technology from Sunpower
stated that the motor efficiency exceeds 90%, and the LG linear compressor using the tubular moving
magnet linear motor is 20–30% more efficient than the conventional compressors [32]. Due to its radial
magnetic field, both the laminations of the inner and outer stators should be stacked radially to reduce
core loss, which brings manufacturing challenges. The motor characteristics have not been reported
in details. To align the piston within the cylinder, the LG linear compressor adopted the tubular
moving magnet design and large amounts of coil springs. The overall design appears to be bulky.
Wang et al. [33] designed a tubular low-stroke moving magnet linear motor for linear compressor
with quasi-Halbach magnetized sintered NdFeB magnets. Maximum motor efficiency of 93% was
reported when operated at a stroke of 10 mm at 44.5 Hz, and the motor efficiency decreased to 89%
with frequency increased to 46 Hz. However, part load results have not been reported that could
be compared to the present rectangular design. A moving magnet design was also proposed by
Bijanzad et al. [34,35], who demonstrated that the motor efficiency approached 89% when operated
under low load condition using nitrogen as working fluid. However, motor efficiency decreased from
0.79 to 0.7 with input power increasing from 30 to 50 W using R600 as working fluid.

The present moving magnet design provides fair motor efficiency over a wide range of strokes,
particularly at part load. The magnet assembly in particular is very simple and robust, but nonetheless,
the magnet utilisation is good, the moving mass is low, and high efficiencies are readily attained.
The motor shown in Figure 2 has three magnets and four cores but other combinations are possible as
long as the number of cores is one greater than the number of magnets.

7. Conclusions

In this paper, a novel moving magnet linear motor for refrigeration compressor was analysed.
A transient FEA model was built to simulate the characteristics of the linear motor. Key findings are
listed as below:

(1) The transient shaft force varies almost sinusoidally in one cycle, and the shaft force peaks at zero
displacement. Close agreements are shown between the transient shaft force from the FEA model
and the interpolation results from the static shaft force.

(2) The THDs of voltage were below 2%, which indicates the harmonic deviation is within the
acceptable range.

(3) Copper loss of the windings is the major loss of the linear motor, which occupies about 90% of
the total loss.

(4) From the comparisons between the moving magnet and moving coil linear motors, the moving
magnet type is suggested for scaling up in terms of motor efficiency and superior heat dissipation
for coils.

(5) Compared with other moving magnet designs, the present linear motor provides fair motor
efficiency with simple structure and low manufacturing difficulties. Part load efficiency is
particularly high.
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