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Abstract: Sandwich panels are often subjected to unpredictable impacts and crashes in applications.
The core type and impactor shape affect their impact response. This paper investigates the responses
of five tandem Nomex honeycomb sandwich panels with different core-types under low-velocity-
impact conditions with flat and hemispherical impactors. From the force response and impact
displacement, gradient-tandem and foam-filled structures can improve the impact resistance of
sandwich panels. Compared with the single-layer sandwich panel, the first peak of contact force of
the foam-gradient-filled tandem honeycomb sandwich panels increased by 34.84%, and maximum
impact displacement reduced by 50.98%. The resistance of gradient-tandem Nomex honeycomb
sandwich panels under low-velocity impact outperformed uniform-tandem structures. Foam-filled
structures change the impact responses of the tandem sandwich panels. Impact damage with a flat
impactor was more severe than the hemispherical impactor. The experimental results are helpful in
the design of tandem Nomex honeycomb sandwich panels.

Keywords: Nomex honeycomb; polyurethane foam; hybrid core; low-velocity impact; sandwich

panel; impact resistance

1. Introduction

Sandwich structures typically comprise two panels and a core. The structure and
material of the core influence the strength and stiffness of sandwich panels. Core structures
include foam [1-4], corrugated [5-7], and honeycomb cores [8—-10]. Core materials include
metals [11-13], polymers [14-16], and composite materials [17-20]. Sandwich structures
are widely used in aerospace and transportation fields owing to their high specific stiffness
and strength [21-24].

The traditional honeycomb core has a hexagonal shape, and its mechanical properties
and failure modes under different loads have been extensively investigated [25-27]. With
the diversification of engineering applications, traditional honeycomb structures no longer
meet the demands, and the optimization of honeycomb structures has become a hot research
topic in various engineering fields. However, components with honeycomb sandwich
structures can be subjected to unpredictable crashes and impacts in actual applications. The
investigation of the low-velocity-impact response of novel structural honeycomb sandwich
panels is significant.

Research on sandwich panels has reported that increasing the number of core layers
can improve the impact resistance of sandwich structures [28-33]. Multi-layer sandwich
panels require more material pretreatment than single-layer sandwich panels, increasing
manufacturing complexity. Multi-layer honeycomb sandwich panels should also consider
the misalignment of the honeycomb core layer. Although the honeycomb aperture is
small enough, the misalignment caused by translation is unavoidable. The maximum
contact force decreases and the crash efficiency increases as the number of layers increases
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for multi-layered aluminum foam cores [28-30]. The multi-layer sandwich panels with
a corrugated core offer better impact resistance than single-layer panels, whose initial
contact force increases with a decreasing depth of impact [31-33]. The multi-layer structure
enhances the strength and energy-absorbing properties of the sandwich panels, although
their mechanical behavior under out-of-plane loading varies.

In recent years, gradient strategies have become popular for sandwich structures [34-37].
Palomba et al. [34] evaluated the energy absorption of single- and double-layer aluminum
honeycomb sandwich panels using low-velocity impact. The double-layer aluminum
honeycomb sandwich panels exhibited high energy-absorption capabilities compared to
single-layer materials. Sun et al. [34] conducted low-velocity-impact tests on homogeneous
and gradient aluminum foam sandwich panels. The results showed that gradient aluminum
foam sandwich panels have higher contact forces and minor indentations at low-impact
energies. The gradient tandem structure can effectively improve the impact resistance of
sandwich panels, which is closely related to the assembly sequence and change ratio of the
gradient structure.

The core structure is a major factor affecting the strength of sandwich structures. Com-
mon methods for enhancing the strength of sandwich panels are pin-reinforced [38-40] and
foam-filled structures [41-44]. The foam-filled honeycomb structures have better mechan-
ical properties than the unfilled honeycomb structure. Under out-of-plane compression
loading, the flexural folds of the honeycomb walls are more regular, and the wavelength
of the folding wave is smaller than that of the unfilled honeycomb structure [45-47].
Under impact loading, the front plate deformation of sandwich panels is significantly
lower [42]. Furthermore, filled foam improves the insulation and sound absorption of
sandwich structures [48]. The primary factor affecting the energy absorption of foam-filled
structures is the density of the foam. Nia et al. [49] investigated the effect of polyurethane
foam density on the mechanical properties of aluminum honeycomb through out-of-plane
quasi-static compression tests. The results indicated that the structural energy absorption
increases as the density of the filled foam increases. Foam-filled lightweight polymers
can significantly improve the mechanical properties of honeycomb sandwich panels, but
slightly increase the total mass. Roudbeneh et al. [50] used three densities of polyurethane
foam to fill a honeycomb structure. The mechanical behavior and energy absorption of
the structure under impact were experimentally investigated. The results show that the
honeycomb structures filled with maximum-density foam have the highest specific energy
absorption. A new direction to explore is using lightweight polymer foams with different
densities to fill the honeycomb structure. In summary, gradient-tandem and foam-filled
structures can improve the mechanical properties of the sandwich structures.

Previous studies show that many experiments and simulations have investigated
the low-velocity-impact response of single-layer honeycomb sandwich panels. Unfilled
honeycombs [51-54] and polyurethane foam-filled single-layer aluminum honeycombs
are the most common [55-57]. Increasing the number of core layers and forming the
gradient structure enhance the impact resistance of sandwich panels, and filled foam is
also commonly used to reinforce the performance of sandwich panels. Therefore, it is vital
to understand the effect of these reinforcement methods on the impact performance of
tandem Nomex honeycomb sandwich panels. However, the effect of the combination of the
reinforcement methods (gradient-tandem and foam-filled) and impactor shape on tandem
Nomex honeycomb sandwich panels has yet to be investigated in previous reports, and
only a few studies have investigated the impact resistance of tandem honeycomb sandwich
panels. This study aims to investigate the responses of five core types of tandem honeycomb
sandwich panels under low-velocity impact and evaluate their impact resistance compared
with that of a single-layer panel. Moreover, the effects of the core type and impactor
shape are analyzed in terms of the failure mode, contact force, and impact displacement.
The investigation results will help design novel lightweight sandwich panels and further
explore the potential of tandem honeycomb structures.
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2. Material and Specimen
2.1. Materials

The honeycomb sandwich structures consisted of four materials in this study: AL
5052-H34 (Henan Mingtai Al. Industrial Co., Ltd., Gongyi, Henan, China) as a face
sheet, polyimide sheet (Suzhou Jiangnan Aerospace Mechanical & Electrical Industry
Co., Ltd., Kunshan, Jiangsu, China.) as a separator, three Nomex honeycombs (PENG]JI
Materials Co., Ltd., Shanghai, China. equivalent density of 48 kg/m? and cell lengths of
1.83,2.75, and 3.67 mm, respectively), and three densities of polyurethane foam (Suzhou
Jiangnan Aerospace Mechanical & Electrical Industry Co., Ltd., Kunshan, Jiangsu, China.
body densities of 50, 60, and 80 kg/ m3). As shown in Figure 1, the cell shape of the Nomex
honeycomb was approximately hexagonal. The cell length, width, and height were defined
as [, d, and h, respectively. The cell wall had a three-layer structure because of the manu-
facturing process. Nomex honeycombs were defined based on <cell length>-<height>, as
summarized in Table 1. For example, “H367-8” indicates a honeycomb with a cell length
and height of 3.67 and 8 mm, respectively.

I
I
== Phenolic resin |
I

e ;
x 1
-~ Aramid paper I
I
I
M s o o e -
Figure 1. Geometry of a Nomex honeycomb cell.
Table 1. Geometrical parameters of the Nomex honeycombs.
Pn c d h t1 t2
Honeycomb Type (kg/m?3) (mm) (mm) (mm) (mm) (mm)
H367-8 48 3.67 6.36 8 0.08 0.08
H275-8 48 2.75 4.76 8 0.05 0.05
H275-25 48 2.75 4.76 25 0.05 0.05
H183-8 48 1.83 3.17 8 0.05 0.05

2.2. Specimens

Honeycomb sandwich panels with six core types were used to investigate the
low-velocity-impact response. Figure 2 shows that the sandwich panels consisted of
two aluminum face sheets and a core. The dimensions of the sandwich panels were
150 mm x 150 mm x 27.4 mm (L, W, and Hy,, respectively). The face-sheet thickness was
1.2 mm, and the height of the core was 25 mm. The geometric parameters of the sandwich
panels are listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Parameters of Nomex honeycomb sandwich panel.

L w H, i he
(mm) (mm) (mm) (mm) (mm)

150 150 274 1.2 25
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Figure 2. Structure of sandwich panel.

The core structures were divided into three types: single-layer, three-layer honeycomb,
and three-layer hybrid cores. The height and cell length of the single-layer core were 25 and
2.75 mm, respectively. The three-layer honeycomb cores were composed of three Nomex
honeycombs and two polyimide sheets. The three-layer hybrid core included three Nomex
honeycombs filled with polyurethane foam and two polyimide sheets. The honeycomb
height of the mulita-layer cores was 8 mm, and the thickness of the polyimide sheet was
0.5 mm. The face sheet, separator, and honeycomb were assembled by means of bonding
using epoxy film. The sandwich panel components were bonded with epoxy film at 120 °C,
using a constant pressure control to avoid adhesive spillage. The sandwich panels were
pressed at 80 °C with a controlled pressure of 5 MPa. It should be noted that the core layers
of honeycombs are guaranteed to be oriented in the same direction to eliminate the effect
of rotation-induced misalignment in the specimens of this study. However, the influence of
translation is difficult to avoid owing to the limited manufacturing process.

Figure 3 shows that the sandwich panels are defined based on the core types. “H,”
“H3,” and “G3” represent single-layer Nomeyx, three-layer uniform-tandem, and three-layer
gradient-tandem honeycomb sandwich panels, respectively. The foam-filled sandwich
panels with uniform- and gradient-tandem structures are defined as “FH3” and “FG3”.
“GFH" is gradient-filled based on FH3. The honeycomb cell length of H, H3, FH3, and
GFH was 2.75 mm. The cell length of three Nomex honeycombs decreased from the bottom
to top in G3 and FG3 with 3.67 mm, 2.75 mm, and 1.83 mm, respectively. In FG3 and
FH3, polyurethane foam density was 50 kg/m3. GFH was filled with three densities of
polyurethane foam, 80 kg/ m3, 60 kg/ m3, and 50 kg/ m3, from the bottom up. The structure
parameters of six sandwich panels are recorded in Table 3.

Table 3. Types of core structure.

Structure Type Structure Name Honeycomb Type Foam Density
Single-layer core H H275-25 ——
H3 H275-8 ——
Multiple-layer core F183-8
G3 H275-8 —_——
H367-8
FH3 H275-8 50 kg/m3
H183-8
FG3 H275-8 50 kg/m3
Hybrid core H367-8
50 kg/m?>
GFH3 H275-8 60 kg/m?>
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FH3 FG3 GFH

Figure 3. Core types of sandwich panel.

3. Experimental Methods

Low-velocity impact tests were performed on the sandwich panels using an instru-
mented drop-weight impact machine (Instron CEAST 9350, INSTRON Co., Canton, USA)
according to ASTM D7766. As shown in Figure 4, hemispherical and flat impactors were
used in the tests. The diameter and mass of the impactors were 20 mm and 5.48 kg, re-
spectively. Two metal rings with a diameter of 76 mm were used to completely clamp the
sandwich panels before the impact tests.

i
0
NI

| Clampingring

Figure 4. Low-velocity-impact device. (a) Instron CEAST 9350. (b) Hemisphere impactor. (c) Flat
impactor. (d) Clamping system.

The impact velocity depended on the impact energy and weight of the impactor. As
shown in Figure 5, five low-velocity impact tests with five energies (25],50],75], 100 J, and
125 J) were conducted on H to determine the impact energies of the tandem honeycomb
sandwich panel. Face sheet cracking is an essential process. Thus, the impact velocities
for front and back face sheet cracking were selected as the impact velocities in this study.
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Front

Back

From the result, the impact energies are 4.27 (50 J) and 5.86 m/s (100 J). For the subsequent
description, the sandwich panels were coded by the impactor shape, core type, and impact
energy. As shown in Figure 6, the specimens were coded by the rule of <impactor shape>-
<core type>-<impact energy>. The coding will be used for the discussion of experimental
results. For example, “H-H-50" indicates that a hemispherical impactor was used to impact
the single-layer honeycomb sandwich panel at 50 ] impact energy.

Figure 5. Failure modes of H under five impact energies with a hemisphere impactor.

Impactor shape (
(

H

—

H3

G3
"shape-type-energy” Core types |——
ty typ FH3
FG3
GFH

50)J

Impactenergy —
100 J

H Hemisphere impactor
F

Flat impactor

Figure 6. Coding for the sandwich panels.

4. Experimental Results and Discussion

Honeycomb sandwich panels with metal face sheets exhibit various failure modes
under low-velocity impact, including the bending, indentation, cracking, and perforation
of the face sheet. A damaged honeycomb contains buckling, crushing, and fracture, and a
common type of damage was debonding between the interfaces of the components. The
failure modes depended on the impact energy, mass, and shape of the impactor.

4.1. Impact Response with Hemispherical Impactor
4.1.1. Failure Modes

Figures 7 and 8 clearly show the failure modes of H, H3, and G3. When the impact
energy was 50 ], the back face sheets of all three types of sandwich panels were not signifi-
cantly deformed or damaged. The front face sheet of H exhibited noticeable indentation
and cracking. The front face sheet of H3 had a clear indentation and minor cracking, and
there was a visible indentation without cracking on G3. When the impact energy was
100 J, the front face sheets of all three types of sandwich panels exhibited perforations.
However, the failure modes of the back face sheets were different. The back face sheet of
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H was severely deformed and exhibited extensive cracking, while there were no apparent
characteristics of H3 and G3, except convex.

Front

Back

Figure 7. Damage modes of H, H3, and G3 under 50 ] impact energy with hemisphere impactor.

Front

A

Figure 8. Damage modes of H, H3, and G3 under 100 ] impact energy with hemisphere impactor.

As shown in Figures 9 and 10, the impact resistance of the sandwich panels can be
effectively improved by filled the Nomex honeycomb with polyurethane foam. The visible
indentations on the front face sheets of FH3, FG3, and GFH were shallower than those
on G3 when the impact energy was 50 ]J. When the impact energy increased to 100 J, the
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front face sheets of FH3, FG3, and GFH formed a perforation, and the foam-filled Nomex
honeycomb was apparent. Notably, the back face sheets of the three sandwich panels were
almost unaffected by the two impact energies.

Front

Back

Figure 9. Damage modes of FH3, FG3, and GFH under 50 ] impact energy with hemisphere impactor.

Front

Back

Figure 10. Damage modes of FH3, FG3, and GFH under 100 ] impact energy with hemisphere impactor.
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4.1.2. Contact Force and Energy-Absorption History

Figure 11 shows the impact-response curves of H, H3, and G3 with the hemispherical
impactor and analyses, in combination with Figures 7 and 8. A linear phase (a—b) appeared
before the peak of the contact force-displacement curves reached; however, it varied after
the peak. At an impact energy of 50 | (Figure 11a), the contact forces of H and H3 exhibited
a clear descending phase (b—c) after the peak. This indicates that the impact load on the
front face sheets of H and H3 exceeded the maximum, and cracks appeared on the face
sheet. The load dropped to zero (c—d), indicating that the impactor was stopped. Figure 11c
shows the curves of the 100 ] impact energy. The b—c stage of the curves is different, and
the stage of H is lower than that of the others. Moreover, the three curves had two peaks of
contact force, indicating that the impactor was crushed on the back face sheet. The curve
of H had an apparent descending phase, indicating that the back face sheet was severely
deformed and cracked. The energy-absorption histories of H, H3, and G3 are shown in
Figure 11b,d. H3 and G3 exhibited a smoother energy-absorption history than that of H. The
energy-absorption capacity of the sandwich panels was evaluated based on the damage to
the sandwich panels, time of energy absorption, and smoothness of the energy-absorption
history. For the same impact energy, G3 exhibited the best energy-absorption capacity,
followed by H3.

60
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2 =45
g
8 E
151 £
5 15 |——H-H-50 |
= ———H-H3-50
— H-G3-50
0
0 3 6 9 12 15 0 1 2 3 - S 6
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(a) (b)
8 120
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—— H-H3-100 o
=6l S =)
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g E
._E 4 _.:,?’ 60
51 ©
g =
=} ] I
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Figure 11. Impact response curves of H, H3, and G3 with hemisphere impactor. (a) Contact force—
displacement curves of 50 J. (b) Energy-absorption curves of 50 J. (¢) Contact force-displacement
curves of 100 J. (d) Energy-absorption curves of 100 J.

Figure 12 shows the impact response curves for FH3, FG3, and GFH. Sandwich panels
with different core types exhibited similar responses for the same impact energy. The
curves of FH3 and FG3 almost overlapped, while GFH showed a slight difference at
impact energy of 50 J. When the impact energy was 100 J, GFH had the shortest impact
displacement. This indicates that the impact resistance of GFH was better than those of FH3
and FG3. The energy-absorption histories of H, H3, and G3 are shown in Figure 12b,d. The
energy-absorption histories of the three sandwich panels were the same at impact energy
of 50].



Polymers 2023, 15, 456

10 of 20

Front

Back

60

g | H-FH3-50 b
R e H-FG3-50 =
Z |——ncrso =4
S e 2
8 E
5 =]
g 230
5 £
2 &
£ =
32 215 —— H-FH3-50
: = —— H-FG3-50
C — H-GFH-50
0 0
0 3 6 S 12 0 1 2 3 4 5
Displacement (mm) Time (ms)
(a) (b)
12 120
—— H-FH3-100
10 s H-FG3-100 =
(= o] S s =90
é 4 7 H-GFH-100 E
8 &
26 F60
- =
g4 8
& 530 H-FH3-100
3 = —— H-FG3-100
— H-GFH-100
0 0

5 10 15 20 25

0 0 2 4 6 8 10
Displacement (mm) Time (ms)
(©) (d)

Figure 12. Impact responses of FH3, FG3, and GFH with hemisphere impactor. (a) Contact force—
displacement curves of 50 J. (b) Energy-absorption curves of 50 J. (¢) Contact force—displacement
curves of 100 J. (d) Energy-absorption curves of 100 J.

4.2. Impact Response with Flat Impactor
4.2.1. Failure Modes

The failure modes of H, H3, and G3 under impact with a flat impactor are shown in
Figures 13 and 14. The front face sheet of the sandwich panels formed a perforation, and
the impact caused the dislodged metal fragments to be embedded inside the honeycomb
core. When the impact energy was 50 J, the back face sheet of H was severely convex,
whereas H3 and G3 were flat, as before. At impact energy of 100 ], the back face sheet of H
exhibited noticeable cracking, and H3 exhibited visible convexity and indentation. G3 was
only convex, but had no cracking.

Figure 13. Damage modes of H, H3, and G3 under 50 ] impact energy with flat impactor.
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Front

Back

Figure 14. Damage modes of H, H3, and G3 under 100 ] impact energy with flat impactor.

Figures 15 and 16 show the failure modes of FH3, FG3, and GFH under a flat im-
pactor. The perforation of the front and convex of the back were similar for the three
sandwich panels. Thus, the impact resistance of FH3, FG3, and GFH was difficult to eval-
uate in terms of visible damage under the same impact energy and required reference to
other performances.

Front

Back

Figure 15. Damage modes of FH3, FG3, and GFH under 50 ] impact energy with flat impactor.
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Front

Back

Figure 16. Damage modes of FH3, FG3, and GFH under 100 ] impact energy with flat impactor.

4.2.2. Contact Force and Energy-Absorption History

Figure 17 shows the impact-response curves of H, H3, and G3 under a flat impactor.
The contact force curves of the sandwich panels had two peaks, implying that the front
face sheet had completely penetrated, and the back face sheet was crushed and deformed
by the impact and metal fragment. The first and second peak forces were defined based
on the contact force corresponding to the displacement position. The curves of H had the
same characteristics under the two impact energies, except for the second peak force. The
curves of H3 and G3 show lower peak forces in c—d, owing to the impactor penetrating the
separators. When the impact energy reached 100 J, the second peak forces of H3 and G3
exceeded the first peak force. Figure 17b,d show the energy-absorption histories of H, H3,
and G3. The energy-absorption capacities of H3 and G3 were better than that of H under
the flat impactor.

Figure 18 shows the impact-response curves for FH3, FG3, and GFH. The sandwich
panels had the same first peak force under the two impact energies, and the force was
greater than that of the unfilled sandwich panels. At impact energy of 50 J, there were
two stages in the impact process with the flat impactor. The stage of the front face sheet
penetrated (a—c), and the core crushing stage (c—e). When the impact energy was 100 J, two
descending phases were observed in c—d. This indicates that the cracking damage of the
separator was alleviated by the support provided by the polyurethane foam.
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Figure 17. Impact responses of H, H3, and G3 with flat impactor. (a) Contact force—displacement

curves of 50 J. (b) Energy-absorption curves of 50 J. (¢) Contact force-displacement curves of 100 J.
(d) Energy-absorption curves of 100 J.
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Figure 18. Impact responses of FH3, FG3, and GFH with flat impactor. (a) Contact force-displacement

curves of 50 J. (b) Energy-absorption curves of 50 J. (¢) Contact force-displacement curves of 100 J.
(d) Energy-absorption curves of 100 J.
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4.3. Effects of Impactor Shape on Failure Modes

The effects of impactor shape were investigated by comparing the failure modes
and response curves of the sandwich panels. From the results, the impact damage of the
sandwich panels was closely related to the impactor shape. Figure 19 shows the damage
morphology of the sandwich panels under impact energy of 100 ] with hemispherical and
flat impactors. The penetration shape produced by the hemispherical impactor was a con-
cave and irregular circle with petal-like cracking. However, the penetration shape caused
by the flat impactor was a convex and regular circle with smooth cracking. Furthermore, the
contact force curves with flat impactors had more characteristic points and response phases.
This indicates that the flat impactor produced more severe damage and complex response
process than the hemispherical impactor under the same impact energy. Comparing the
energy-absorption curves under the two impactor shapes, the energy-absorption curves of
the sandwich panels during the impact of the hemispherical impactor were smoother than
those of the flat impactor.

?'

(©)

Figure 19. Damage morphology of H. (a) Front plate of H-H-100]. (b) Back plate of H-H-100]. (c) Front
plate of F-H-100]. (d) Back plate of F-H-100].

4.4. Comparison the Impact Resistance of Sandwich Panels

The impact resistance of the sandwich panels was evaluated in terms of contact force,
impact displacement, and energy absorption. The sandwich panels fully absorbed 50 and
100 J of impact energy in this study. The first peak of the contact force reflects the resistance
capacity of the front face sheet of the sandwich panel. Hence, the first peak force and
impact displacement were regarded as indices for assessment. The change values of the
impact resistance with the two impactors are summarized in Tables 4 and 5, and the change
values are based on single-layer sandwich panels.
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Table 4. Change values of sandwich panels under hemispherical impactor.
Impact Energy 50 (J) Impact Energy 100 (J)

Core Type 1st Peak Change Disp. Change 1st Peak Change Disp. Change

(N) Value (mm) Value N) Value (mm) Value

H 6205.30 0.00% 13.79 0.00% 6315.16 0.00% 37.43 0.00%
H3 6830.34 10.07% 13.16 —4.57% 6808.24 7.81% 29.34 —21.61%
G3 7358.20 18.58% 12.69 —7.98% 7204.66 14.09% 28.82 —23.00%
FH3 7855.56 26.59% 11.75 —14.79% 7741.94 22.59% 20.86 —44.27%
FG3 7837.56 26.30% 11.95 —13.34% 7490.29 18.61% 21.64 —42.19%
GFH 7909.55 27.46% 11.96 —13.27% 8515.39 34.84% 18.35 —50.98%

Table 5. Change values of sandwich panels under flat impactor.
Impact Energy 50 (J) Impact Energy 100 (J)

Core Type 1st Peak Change Disp. Change 1st Peak Change Disp. Change

(N) Value (mm) Value N) Value (mm) Value

H 4884.07 0.00% 28.64 0.00% 5105.10 0.00% 37.85 0.00%
H3 5415.19 10.88% 21.9 —23.53% 5168.81 1.25% 30.91 —18.34%
G3 5385.98 10.28% 22.12 —22.77% 5214.20 2.14% 31.34 —17.20%
FH3 6437.50 31.81% 15.46 —46.02% 6217.54 21.79% 24.63 —34.93%
FG3 6445.50 31.97% 15.05 —47.45% 6051.75 18.54% 27.13 —28.32%
GFH 5957.22 21.97% 16.05 —43.96% 6188.63 21.22% 25.89 —31.60%

4.4.1. First Peak Force

Figure 20 shows the first peak forces of sandwich panels with different core types
under hemispherical and flat impactors. Compared with the single-layer sandwich panel,
tandem, gradient, and foam-filled structures effectively increased the resistance capacity
of the front face sheet. For hemispherical impactors, the first peak forces of H3 under two
impact energies increased by 10.07% and 7.81%, while those of G3 increased by 18.58%
and 14.09%. The foam-filled structure improved the impact resistance of the sandwich
panels. The first peak forces of FH3, FG3, and GFH increased by more than 18%. Under a
flat impactor, the force improved to varying degrees.
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Figure 20. Peak force of various panels. (a) Hemispherical impactor. (b) Flat impactor.

4.4.2. Impact Displacement

Figure 21 shows the maximum impact displacement under the hemispherical impactor.
The impact displacement of H3 decreased by 4.57% and 21.61% with 50 and 100 ] impact
energies and G3 decreased by 7.98% and 23%, respectively. Figure 21 shows the impact
displacement of the three foam-filled sandwich panels reduced by 10% under impact energy
of 50 J. For impact energy of 100 J, the impact displacement of GFH decreased by 50.98%,
while those of FH3 and FG3 decreased by over 40%. However, the decreases in G3 and H3
were similar for the flat impactor as shown in Figure 22.
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Figure 21. Maximum impact displacement of various panels with hemisphere impactor. (a) Impact
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Figure 22. Maximum impact displacement of various panels with flat impactor. (a) Impact energy at
50]. (b) Impact energy at 100 J.

4.4.3. Factors of Impact Resistance

By analyzing the impact resistance of H3, G3, FH3, and FG3, it was observed that
foam-filled affects the impact response of the tandem honeycomb structure. G3 showed
better impact resistance than H3 under two impact energies with a hemispherical impactor.
However, for the foam-filled structures, the impact resistance of FH3 was better than that
of FG3. Moreover, H3, G3, FH3, and FG3 exhibited sensitivity to impact energy, as 100 ]
impact produced a first peak force slightly less than 50 ] impact energy.

The impactor shape is a significant factor in the impact response of sandwich panels.
The flat impactor produces a greater impact displacement than the hemispherical impactor.
From the comparison of the impact resistance of GFH under the two impactors, the sen-
sitivity of GFH to the impact shape was observed. The flat impactor caused a significant
reduction in the impact resistance of GFH.

Different shapes of impactor impact sandwich panels when the form of damage
produced is different. When a hemispherical impactor impacts the sandwich panels,
the contact area between the impactor and the front face sheet gradually increases. The
face sheet is stretched until it is perforated and forms petal-like cracks. However, when
impacting with a flat impactor, the contact area of the impactor and face sheet remains
consistent. The front face sheet is sheared until it is perforated, forming rounded fragments
embedded in the core and formed round cracks with neat edges.

The multi-layer sandwich panel offers a higher peak contact force than the single
layer impacted with a hemispherical impactor. The failure of the multi-layer honeycomb is
layer-by-layer, which can reflect the coupling effect of face sheet-honeycomb-separator.
In contrast, the failure of the single-layer sandwich panel depends on the strength of the
honeycomb. However, this coupling effect is inapparent with a flat impactor. In addition,
G3 exhibits the highest peak contact force. It might be due to the gradient-tandem core that
can better distribute the load and increase the load-bearing capacity of the front face sheet.
The main form of honeycomb energy absorption forms plastic hinges, and the top core of
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G3 has the smallest cell length and can form the most plastic hinges. It explains that G3 has
a higher peak contact force than H3 at an impact energy of 50 J.

The foam-filled structure substantially improves the peak contact force of the tandem
honeycomb sandwich panel, but weakens the honeycomb-panel coupling effect. The foam
retarded the formation of plastic hinges during honeycomb buckling, causing FH3 and
FG3 to exhibit similar impact resistance values. The gradient-filled effect on the tandem
honeycomb sandwich panels is significant by comparing the contact force-displacement
curves of FG3, FH3, and GFH (Figure 12a,c).

5. Conclusions

The impact response of honeycomb sandwich panels with different core types of flat
and hemispherical impactors was investigated using low-velocity-impact tests with impact
energies of 50 and 100 J. The effects of the core type and impactor shape on the impact
resistance of the honeycomb sandwich panels were analyzed by comparing them with
a single-layer honeycomb sandwich panel. From the results, the following conclusions
were drawn.

1.  For foam-unfilled sandwich panels, the impact resistance of multi-layer honeycomb
sandwich panels was better than that of single-layer honeycomb sandwich panels. The
three-layer gradient-tandem honeycomb sandwich panel exhibited the best impact
resistance. Compared to the single-layer sandwich panel, the first peak force increased
by 18.58% and the maximum impact displacement decreased by 23%.

2. Foam-filled structures significantly improved the impact resistance of tandem honey-
comb sandwich panels. When the impactor shape was hemispherical, the first peak
force of a gradient-filled tandem honeycomb sandwich panel improved by 34.84%,
and the impact displacement was reduced by 50.98% (compared with a single-layer
honeycomb sandwich panel). However, it is sensitive to the impact shape. The change
values of the first peak force were 21.97% and 21.22% under a flat impactor with 50
and 100 J of impact energy, respectively.

3.  The shape of the impactor significantly affected the failure modes of the sandwich
panels. The hemispherical impactor produced perforations in the shape of concave
circles, forming petal-like cracking. The flat impactor caused perforation with a
convex and circular hole. Furthermore, the flat impactor caused more severe damage
to the sandwich panels than the hemispherical impactor with the same impact energy.

4.  The foam-filled structure affects the characteristics of the impact response of the
tandem honeycomb structure. Gradient-tandem honeycomb sandwich panels ex-
hibited better impact resistance than uniform-tandem honeycomb sandwich panels.
In the foam-filled structure, the two tandem structures exhibited an approximate
impact resistance. However, the gradient-tandem structure was still better than the
uniform-tandem structure in terms of impact displacement.

5. Thelow-velocity-impact response of tandem sandwich panels with different core types
was investigated in this study with hemispherical and flat impactors. However, the ef-
fects caused by other shapes of impactors should have been considered. Furthermore,
the effect of horizontal misalignment of the core layer of the multi-layer sandwich
panel is also not considered due to the limitation of the manufacturing process.

6.  When the structural parameters of gradient-tandem honeycomb sandwich panels are
changed, their impact resistance also changes. In addition, the impact angle is also an
influencing factor for impact damage and deserves further research. Further works are
supposed to focus on developing numerical models for gradient-tandem honeycomb
sandwich panels to analyze the effect of these parameters on the failure processes.
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