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Abstract: In vehicle electrical systems with limited battery power, the output torque and speed of
high-speed brushless DC (BLDC) motors can decrease due to unstable and reduced supply voltage or
manufacturing errors in the motor back electromotive force (EMF). This paper presents a method
that can guarantee the output performance of an inverter through a control algorithm without a
separate power supply system and DC-link voltage increase. The proposed control algorithm can
increase the output torque and speed of a high-speed BLDC motor by using appropriate selection
and change of the inverter’s pulse width modulation (PWM) control method. In this paper, the
operation and electrical characteristics of various PWM methods of BLDC motors are analyzed, and
the optimal PWM method for improving the control performance of high-speed BLDC motors is
presented. In addition, the relationship between the switching frequency, dead time, and voltage
utilization was mathematically analyzed. Based on the results of this analysis, the proposed control
algorithm automatically changes the PWM switching mode at the point where the output torque and
speed need to be extended. The effectiveness and feasibility of the control method proposed in this
paper is verified through the experimental results on the designed and manufactured high-speed
BLDC motor system for vehicles.

Keywords: high-speed BLDC motors; PWM control; complementary and non-complementary
switching; dead time; voltage utilization rate

1. Introduction

Recently, the importance and proportion of electrical and motor drive systems have been on the
rise in automobile systems that require advanced technology [1–4]. In particular, the use of high-speed
motors, such as electric compressors and superchargers in the intake and exhaust systems of engines,
is increasing [3,4]. Permanent magnet brushless DC (BLDC) motors are used mainly as high-speed
motors for several industrial applications because they offer numerous advantages in terms of high
efficiency and power density, power factor and torque characteristics, compactness, and weight [5–7].

A stable power supply environment of the vehicle system is important for the control of power
electronics converters and electric motor drives inside the vehicle. However, it is possible that the
voltages of the vehicle battery and the power storage system decrease due to changes in the temperature
and electrical load, without keeping the voltage value constant [8,9]. In addition, high-speed motors
are designed and manufactured to have a very low inductance and back electromotive force (EMF) for
operation at a target speed in a limited voltage environment, but an error may occur in the back-EMF
value in the manufacturing process [10–13].
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These two practical problems adversely affect the performance of inverter and motor drive
systems. The torque and speed of the motor may output as much as the difference between the supply
voltage of the inverter and the back-EMF voltage [14]. However, if the supply voltage of the inverter is
decreased or the back-EMF value of the motor windings is increased, the output torque and speed of
the motor cannot reach the target value. Achieving the target torque and speed output of the motor is
essential to satisfying vehicle performance.

To solve these practical problems, the solution in the existing literature is to additionally build a
power storage system or a step-up converter for stable power supply to the inverter. The additional
power storage system can serve as an auxiliary battery by using a super- or ultra-capacitor, so that
stable power supply of the inverter is possible [15,16]. Moreover, the step-up converter can supply
a high and stable voltage by adding a DC/DC boost converter to the front of the inverter [17–19].
Accordingly, the motor output torque and speed can be increased even under increased back-EMF
conditions. However, the additional configuration of these auxiliary systems increases the cost and
size and requires a separate control, management, balancing, and monitoring system [20–22].

Therefore, the stability of the output performance of the high-speed BLDC motor and inverter
system should be guaranteed independently of the construction of such an additional power supply
system. In this paper, without the additional power supply system and an increase in the DC-link
voltage, a method for increasing the motor output torque and speed through the inverter control
algorithm is presented. Under the same operating conditions of the inverter, the proposed control
algorithm can increase the output torque and speed of a high-speed BLDC motor by using appropriate
selection and change of the inverter’s pulse width modulation (PWM) control method. Section 2.1
introduces the basic configuration and operating method of a three-phase BLDC motor inverter system.
In Sections 2.2 and 2.3, various PWM methods of BLDC motors are analyzed, and a PWM method
suitable for the operation of high-speed BLDC motors is presented. In Section 2.4, the effect of the dead
time on the motor output performance of the complementary/non-complementary switching mode
of the optimal PWM method presented in Section 2.3 is analyzed. Section 3 describes the proposed
overall control algorithm. In Section 4, the effectiveness of the proposed control algorithm is verified
through experimental results obtained from the high-speed BLDC motor drive system designed and
manufactured for a vehicle compressor. Finally, conclusions are presented in Section 5.

2. Three-Phase BLDC Motor Inverter System and PWM Methods

2.1. Three-Phase BLDC Motor Inverter System

Figure 1a presents the equivalent circuit of the three-phase BLDC motor inverter system. The
BLDC motor is driven and controlled by an inverter, and energy is transferred from the DC power
supply to the BLDC motor through the sequential commutation and conduction operation of the
three-phase inverter. As shown in Figure 1b, a three-phase BLDC motor with a trapezoidal back-EMF
waveform is driven by two-phase excitation method, which involves the principle of injecting positive
and negative rectangular phase currents during 120◦ periods while the back-EMF is flat as per the
rotor position. Accordingly, it becomes possible to keep the torque output of the BLDC motor constant,
and the remaining one phase for which the back-EMF is not flat does not become excited. Here, the
position information of the rotor (i.e., back-EMF) is essential: the rotor position is divided into six
position sectors with 60◦ intervals using the hall effect sensors. Then, the phase windings of the stator
are sequentially excited according to the position sectors. The magnitude of the injected current for
each phase can be controlled by the PWM’s ON/OFF operation [23–26].

In the motor drive system, the direction of energy transfer depends on the operating mode.
The operation mode is divided into four quadrants according to the motor rotation and torque direction.
In the BLDC motor drive system, the possibility of four-quadrant operation is determined by the PWM
method. Under the PWM method, which cannot generate a reverse voltage in the direction opposite
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to the phase back-EMF of the motor, the BLDC motor cannot operate in four quadrants without an
additional control approach [27,28].
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switching device operates in the PWM mode, while the other switching device operates in the ON 
mode depending on the position sector. Accordingly, the unipolar PWM method outputs forward 
voltage and 0 during conduction and freewheeling operations, respectively, by activating the PWM 
ON and OFF cycles. Here, the operating mode and sequence of the two switching devices operating 
in PWM or ON modes are different depending on the PWM method used [29,30]. Compared to the 
bipolar method, this unipolar PWM method provides the advantage of reducing the amplitude of the 
current ripples by half, as the output voltage fluctuation between PWM ON and OFF is half of that 
in the bipolar method. However, the low voltage fluctuation that occurs with the unipolar method 
degrades the control responsiveness, and the four-quadrant operation and regenerative braking are 

Figure 1. Three-phase high-speed brushless DC (BLDC) motor inverter system: (a) equivalent circuit;
(b) three-phase current and back-EMF waveforms.

2.2. Unipolar and Bipolar PWM Methods

The output performance and electrical characteristics of a BLDC motor system can be determined
based on the PWM control method used. Among the six switching devices of an inverter, the PWM
ON/OFF patterns for each position sector vary according to the PWM technique employed. The various
PWM methods for a BLDC motor can be classified into unipolar and bipolar PWM methods depending
on their output voltage type. Figure 2 shows an example of a PWM pattern formed by using unipolar
and bipolar PWM methods in one switching cycle of Position Sector 1 [23–25].
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Figure 2. Example of PWM patterns in one switching cycle of Position Sector 1: (a) unipolar type PWM
method; (b) bipolar type PWM method. V* is the value of reference voltage for the PWM control. This
value is output from the current controller and used for PWM generation.

The unipolar PWM method in Figure 2a uses two switching devices on two excited phases.
One switching device operates in the PWM mode, while the other switching device operates in the ON
mode depending on the position sector. Accordingly, the unipolar PWM method outputs forward
voltage and 0 during conduction and freewheeling operations, respectively, by activating the PWM
ON and OFF cycles. Here, the operating mode and sequence of the two switching devices operating
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in PWM or ON modes are different depending on the PWM method used [29,30]. Compared to the
bipolar method, this unipolar PWM method provides the advantage of reducing the amplitude of the
current ripples by half, as the output voltage fluctuation between PWM ON and OFF is half of that
in the bipolar method. However, the low voltage fluctuation that occurs with the unipolar method
degrades the control responsiveness, and the four-quadrant operation and regenerative braking are
impossible because the inverter cannot output the reverse voltage without using the additional control
approach [31,32].

On the other hand, the bipolar PWM method of Figure 2b uses both the upper and lower four
switches in the two excited phases, and the PWM operation of the upper and lower switches of
each phase is complementary. Accordingly, the inverter outputs the forward voltage and reverse
voltage alternately through the conduction and reverse conduction operations, respectively, without
the freewheeling operation. This bipolar output type PWM method has the opposite advantages and
disadvantages to those of the unipolar PWM method. Since reverse voltage output is possible, the
control response is fast, and four-quadrant operation and regenerative braking are possible. However,
since the voltage fluctuation between PWM ON and OFF is doubled, the amplitude of the current
ripples, heat, and electrical loss also increase [24,32].

2.3. H-PWM-L-PWM Method for High-Speed BLDC Motors

In order to overcome the shortcomings of the unipolar and bipolar PWM methods, the
H-PWM-L-PWM method (called the modified bipolar or double unipolar PWM method), a PWM
method that appropriately combines the two PWM methods, is used. As shown in Figure 3, this
method operates two switching devices in the two excited phases using an interleaved PWM pattern
with a phase-angle difference of half the switching cycle. Accordingly, the conduction and freewheeling
operations are divided into two time intervals, each within one switching cycle, and the ON and OFF
times are also divided in half and each occurs twice. In this method, the voltage fluctuation between
PWM ON and OFF is the same as in the unipolar PWM method. However, due to the conduction
time being half, the current ripple is reduced by half. Theoretically, the reduction ratio is 1/2 and 1/4
compared to the unipolar and bipolar PWM methods, respectively [33,34].
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In a high-speed BLDC motor in an environment of limited power supply, such as a vehicle in
which the inductance and resistance of the phase windings are very small, very large current ripples
occur compared to those produced in general BLDC motors. Such a current ripple not only causes noise,
mechanical vibration, and heat generation along with torque pulsation but also causes instability of
the control system due to difficulties in measuring current and the generation of electromagnetic noise.
Thus, reducing of current ripples in high-speed BLDC motor drive systems is a crucial control goal.
Therefore, in high-speed BLDC motor inverter systems that require improved control responsiveness
and reduced current ripple, the H-PWM-L-PWM method is the most suitable PWM method for
reducing the current ripples while enabling four-quadrant operation [33–35].

The H-PWM-L-PWM method can be used in two modes based on the complementary or
non-complementary switching operation of the upper and lower switching devices of the two excitation
phases, as illustrated in Figure 3. The complementary switching mode in Figure 3a enables bipolar
voltage output by operating four switches complementarily, while the non-complementary switching
mode in Figure 3b outputs only unipolar voltage by operating only two switches non-complementarily.
Since the complementary switching mode is capable of providing bipolar voltage output, it can be used
for the four-quadrant operation and regenerative braking, but the maximum voltage utilization rate is
reduced because the dead time is applied twice per switching cycle. The voltage utilization rate is the
ratio of the actual output voltage to the input power supply of the inverter. On the other hand, in the
non-complementary switching mode, the four-quadrant operation and regenerative braking are not
possible as they were in the unipolar PWM method, but the maximum voltage utilization rate can be
increased because the dead time is not used. Table 1 presents the electrical characteristics, advantages,
and disadvantages of the unipolar, bipolar, and H-PWM-L-PWM methods.

Table 1. Electrical and operation characteristics of various PWM methods for BLDC motors.

PWM Type Unipolar PWM Bipolar PWM H-PWM-L-PWM

Switching mode non-complementary complementary complementary non-complementary
Dead time not used used used not used

Ratio of voltage fluctuation
between PWM ON and OFF 1 2 1

Number of conduction
(per one switching period) 1 1 2

Ratio of phase current
ripple amplitude 1 2 0.5

Four-quadrant operation and
regenerative braking impossible possible possible impossible

Maximum voltage
utilization rate (Equation (2)) 1 1 − Td × fsw 0.5 − Td × fsw 1

2.4. Relationship between Dead Time and Voltage Utilization Rate

For the four-quadrant operation of BLDC motors, a complementary PWM switching operation is
required between the upper and lower switching devices on each arm of the inverter, and a dead time
to avoid the arm-short circuit must be applied to the complementary PWM switching pattern [36,37].
The dead time is a constant value that is determined by the electrical characteristics of the power
switching device, such as turn-on/off delay time. It is set in a range in which the upper and lower
switches do not turn on simultaneously and is applied to the complementary PWM pattern with a
constant length in every switching cycle. In commercial switching devices, such as silicon IGBT or
MOSFET, a dead time of about 1~3 µs is generally required [37].

However, no output voltage can be produced during the dead time within one switching cycle,
and the maximum voltage utilization (output) rate of the inverter is reduced by the respective dead
time. Accordingly, the maximum output torque and speed of the high-speed BLDC motor are also
reduced. In addition, high-speed BLDC motors are generally operated with high-frequency switching
to ensure control precision at high operating speeds [11]. However, under an operating condition with
a high switching frequency, the actual conduction time decreases under the same PWM ratio because
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the dead time is always applied with a constant length, even when the switching period decreases. This
means that, as the switching frequency increases, the proportion of dead time within one switching
period increases and the output torque and speed decrease due to the reduced output voltage.

Equation (1) gives the calculated voltage utilization rate Rate-VU using the PWM duty ratio, dead
time, and switching frequency in the H-PWM-L-PWM method. This rate is the ratio of the actual
voltage output (conduction) time, excluding the dead time, to the switching period according to the
switching frequency. Here, D is the PWM duty ratio, fsw is the switching frequency, and Td is the dead
time. The equation for the maximum output voltage utilization rate Rate-Max.VU is Equation (2); this is
for the case in which the PWM ON duty ratio D is 1 in Equation (1).

Rate-VU = (D/2 fsw − Td) × fsw (1)

Rate-Max.VU = 0.5 − Td × fsw (2)

For example, the switching period is 40 or 20 µs for a switching frequency of 25 or 50 kHz,
respectively. Under the 1.5 µs dead-time condition, the total dead time is 3 µs within one switching
period due to the two conduction operations of the H-PWM-L-PWM method. This 3 µs interval used as
dead time in the 40 and 20 µs switching periods corresponds to 7.5% and 15% of the time, respectively.
Accordingly, the maximum output voltage of the inverter power supply is 92.5% and 85%, respectively.
If the number of motor poles is increased or higher speed operation is required, the reduction in the
maximum voltage utilization rate can be more significant due to the increased switching frequency.
This will result in a reduction in the maximum speed range of the BLDC motor as well.

3. Proposed Hybrid PWM Control Method

In order to expand the operating speed range of the high-speed BLDC motor system in vehicles in
which the inverter supply voltage is limited, this paper proposes a control algorithm that selectively
uses the two switching modes of the H-PWM-L-PWM method depending on the operating region.
Figure 4 presents the overall control block diagram for the three-phase BLDC motor drive system to
which the proposed PWM control algorithm has been applied. The current and voltage references
are generated from the speed and current controllers, respectively, and are modulated to generate
PWM signals. This entire control loop is the same as the general three-phase BLDC motor control
algorithm [23–26].
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The proposed control block is added between the voltage reference and the PWM signal generator.
In the proposed control block, the voltage utilization rate according to the voltage reference is calculated
using Equation (1). The PWM method is selected by verifying whether the calculated value is greater
or smaller than the maximum voltage utilization rate calculated by Equation (2). Here, the switching
frequency and dead time used in the equation are predetermined constant values that are being applied
in the system.

By using the proposed control algorithm, as shown in Figure 5, the high-speed BLDC motor can
be operated in four-quadrants up to the limited operating speed with the maximum voltage utilization
being limited by the dead time used in the complementary H-PWM-L-PWM method. For speeds
above the limited operating speed, it is possible to increase the voltage utilization rate and expand the
operating speed range by using the non-complementary H-PWM-L-PWM method without applying a
dead time. During the deceleration operation, the BLDC motor speed is reduced by natural braking
because the non-complementary H-PWM-L-PWM method cannot operate in the quadrants. However,
the fast deceleration operation is possible because the complementary H-PWM-L-PWM method can
switch from limited operation speed to stopping.
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4. Experimental Results and Discussion

In this paper, an experiment was performed in order to verify the performance of the proposed
control method in a high-speed BLDC motor system for a vehicle. Figure 6a shows the 6.5-kW electric
supercharger system (high-speed electric compressor) designed and built for the experiment. The
three-phase high-speed BLDC motor and inverter control board are integrated into the supercharger
system. Further, Figure 6b presents the electrical specifications of the system. (For safety, the applied
DC-link voltage and the maximum operating speed were reduced by half.).
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Figure 7 shows the waveforms of the PWM pattern, phase current, and rotor position of
the H-PWM-L-PWM methods for two switching modes. Figure 7a,b illustrate the results of the
complementary and non-complementary switching modes, respectively, and Figure 7c,d show the
waveforms enlarged in Position Sector 1 of Figure 7a,b, respectively. Since the BLDC motor is operated
by the A-phase upper and B-phase lower switches in Position Sector 1, the PWM signals for the A-
and B-phase switches have been presented. The switching frequency is 25 kHz (one switching cycle is
40 µs, indicated by the dotted line), the PWM duty ratio is 0.1, the applied dead time is 1.33 µs, and
both switching modes were operated under the same conditions. For the 0.1 PWM duty ratio, the total
PWM ON time is 4 µs within a 40-µs switching period. However, in the H-PWM-L-PWM method, the
ON time is divided into two intervals, which results in one ON time being 2 µs.

Figure 7. PWM pattern of the H-PWM-L-PWM method according to position sector: (a) complementary
switching mode; (b) non-complementary switching mode; (c) enlarged waveform in Position Sector 1
of Figure 7a; and (d) enlarged waveform in Position Sector 1 of Figure 7b.

In the complementary switching mode of Figure 7a,c, a dead time of 1.33 µ s is applied, so the
actual conduction time is 0.67 µs. On the other hand, in the non-complementary switching mode of
Figure 7b,d, the dead time is not applied, which means that the entire 2 µs PWM ON time is used as
the actual voltage output time. It can be confirmed that a difference occurs in the actual conduction
time and the voltage utilization rate depending on whether the dead time is used under the same duty
ratio condition. In addition, a difference also occurs in the conduction current and operation speed.
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Figure 8 displays the experimental results of the BLDC motor from start to the limited and expanded
speeds using the proposed hybrid PWM control algorithm. The figure presents the waveforms of
the measured phase current, applied voltage, switching mode, and operating speed. Figure 8a is the
waveform for the entire operation region, while Figure 8b is the enlarged waveform of the phase
current and the PWM pattern at the time of switching mode conversion. From the start to the limited
speed on the left side of Figure 8a, the motor speed increases as the applied voltage increases using the
H-PWM-L-PWM method with the complementary switching mode. Then, when the applied voltage
(PWM duty ratio) reaches its maximum value, the motor speed is limited to a restricted value.

Figure 8. Experimental results of the acceleration operation using the proposed control algorithm (from
start to limited speed and expanded speed): (a) entire operation region; (b) enlarged waveform of the
phase current and PWM pattern at the time of switching mode conversion.

At this time, the PWM switching mode automatically changes from the complementary switching
mode to the non-complementary switching mode due to the proposed control algorithm. In order to
display a clear difference, the PWM switching mode was set to change after about 2.5 s from the limited
time point. Although the maximum applied voltage (or PWM duty ratio) remains the same, the speed
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of the motor increases. This is because the dead time is not applied when using the non-complementary
switching mode and, thus, the actual conduction time and voltage utilization rate increase. Figure 8b
is an enlarged waveform of the change point of the complementary/non-complementary switching
mode and, in addition, shows the A-phase upper and lower PWM signals. Before the switching
mode changes, the upper and lower PWM signals are being generated complementarily, while the
non-complementary PWM signal is generated by changing the switching mode.

Figure 9 presents the experimental results from the expanded speed to the limited speed and the
stopping of the BLDC motor using the proposed hybrid PWM method. The reference voltage becomes
“0” to stop (or decelerate) the motor during expanded speed operation. In the non-complementary
switching mode in which regenerative braking is not possible, the speed gradually decreases through
natural braking. After that, when the switching mode changes to the complementary switching mode,
rapid deceleration is possible with the generation of a regenerative current. Therefore, as shown in
the experimental results, by using the proposed control algorithm, the BLDC motor was operated
by selectively using a complementary switching mode capable of four-quadrant operation and a
non-complementary switching mode capable of expanding the speed range.

Figure 9. Experimental results of the deceleration operation using the proposed control algorithm
(from expanded speed to limited speed and stopping).

This paper proposed a control algorithm that selectively uses two switching modes of the
H-PWM-L-PWM method depending on the operating region in order to increase the output performance
of a high-speed BLDC motor for a vehicle. Additionally, the experimental results present the
effectiveness and feasibility of the proposed method. Discussions on the experimental results were
presented together in the description of each experimental result. In these experimental results, the
indicator of the increase in inverter output power is the increased motor speed. The load torque of
high-speed BLDC motors is almost constant in automotive compressors. Therefore, only the increased
speed was adopted as the indicator of output performance improvement, and the motor speed before
and after the application of the proposed control algorithm was shown comparatively as a result.
However, in other vehicle motor systems with large load fluctuations, the increased power output of
the inverter by the proposed control algorithm is transmitted not only to the output motor speed but
also to the output motor torque. Therefore, in order to improve the practicality and effectiveness of the
proposed control algorithm, it is necessary to apply the proposed control algorithm to other motor
systems with large load fluctuations and to experimentally check both inverter output, motor speed
and torque changes. This is an additional study of this paper to be carried out later.
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5. Conclusions

In this paper, in order to expand the operating speed range in the high-speed BLDC motor system
of a vehicle in which the inverter supply voltage is limited, a control algorithm was proposed that
selectively uses the H-PWM-L-PWM method with complementary or non-complementary switching
depending on the operating region. The operation and electrical characteristics of the various PWM
methods of BLDC motors were analyzed, and the optimal PWM methods for improving the control
performance of high-speed BLDC motors were summarized. In addition, the relationship between the
switching frequency, dead time, and voltage utilization was mathematically analyzed. Based on the
results of this analysis, the proposed control algorithm automatically changed the switching mode
according to the operation region through the calculated voltage utilization rate. Accordingly, the
operating speed of the high-speed BLDC motor could be increased. The control algorithm proposed in
this paper was verified through the experimental results on the designed and manufactured high-speed
BLDC motor system for vehicles.

The proposed control method, which can expand the operating speed range without increasing
the DC-link voltage, can be applied to solve the problem of insufficient supply power that can occur in
the actual development process. It can be practically applied not only in vehicle motor systems but
also in various inverter system environments where the supply DC-link voltage is limited.
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