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Abstract

:

This paper proposes a pneumatic artificial muscle based on a novel winding method. By this method, the inflation of silicone tubes is transformed to the contraction of muscle, whereas the expansion keeps on one side of the muscle, i.e., the expansion of the actuator does not affect the object close to it. Hence the muscle is great for wearable robots without squeezing on the user’s skin. Through necessary simplification, the contraction ratio model and force model are proposed and verified by experiments. The prototype of this paper has a maximum contraction ratio of 35.8% and a maximum output force of 12.24 N with only 5 mm thickness. The high compatibility proves it excellent to be the alternative for wearable robots.
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1. Introduction


Soft robots have been a research hotspot in recent years. Among them, pneumatic artificial muscles (PAMs) are becoming more and more important in the industry [1] and rehabilitation treatment [2] owing to their inherent compliance [3,4] and high force-mass ratio [5,6].



McKibben muscle is the most classic one being used and improved [7,8]. It uses multiple intertwined threads embedded in elastic tubes to convert the radial expansion of tubes into a contraction whose performance is relevant to braided angles [9]. Fionnuala [10] tested the influence of varying fiber angles on the motion of the actuator from which rotation and elongation can be generated. Gaurav [11] further studied the influence of different braiding methods on deformation, and programmable radius of curvature can be obtained according to requirements. Danial [12] proposed a method using 3D printing to obtain various patterns of braided threads, which widens the range of performance. Elliot [13] took extension during pressurization as initial length and the initial state as the final length to design the inverse PAM, which provided a new idea for the design of artificial muscle. Based on the classic structure of Mckibben muscle, the multifilament muscle [14] is designed, and the characteristics of different windings are studied [15,16].



Other types of fiber-reinforced actuators are the bending type [17,18,19]. By limiting the movement of one side of the silicone tube, the other side rotates around the limiting surface. Such structure is often used for hand assistance [20,21]. Because the expansion of the side close to the finger is limited, the bending type will not squeeze the finger when assisting the human movement [21], hence combining with inherent compliance, the structure has great human compatibility.



Whereas for Mckibben-like PAM, deployed in wearable robots, the radial expansion of the actuator will cause extra squeezing on users’ skin decreasing human compatibility [22,23]. In addition, to increase the contraction ratio of Mckibben-like PAM, larger radial expansion is needed [24], which will cause more discomfort when applied to wearable robots. The same is for the multifilament type used in contractile assistance [25]. For the inverse type PAM, although it has a constant diameter during actuation [13], in order to obtain a high contraction ratio, a higher strain is required, which has an adverse effect on durability.



Hence, a novel winding method eliminating the disadvantages mentioned above is required. It is observed that the above winding methods are deployed when tubes are placed vertically. There is little discussion for now about the winding method when the tube is placed horizontally. The novel winding method in this paper is proposed based on this concept to design a novel horizontal placed pneumatic artificial muscle (HPAM), as shown in Figure 1. Compared with conventional PAMs, this winding method keeps inflation of tubes on one side of the actuator, avoiding interfering objects close to it. In this way, human compatibility can be improved, and the advantages of a soft actuator can be retained. We notice that the design proposed by Hiramitsu et al. [26] also discussed the state of tube placed horizontally whose winding method is a modification of the traditional weaving process. However, its wires are alternately distributed on both sides of the tubes, which still causes additional squeezing to the user when it is deployed in close fitting.



In this paper, first, the design concept of the PAM is introduced. Next, three winding methods are analyzed, and one method is chosen as the optimal method. Then, based on necessary simplification, the model of HPAM is proposed. The output characterization is tested and verifies the accuracy of the model. Finally, application in wearable robots is prospected.




2. Design Concept


As shown in Figure 1, the actuator is composed of several silicone tubes placed horizontally and wires winded densely. As tubes are pressurized and inflated, wires are dragged around pressurized tubes. Hence the overall HPAM contracts and produces contraction force. During this process, the inflation of tubes is limited on one side of the wires. The other side is not affected. In the prototype of this paper, the inner and outer diameters of tubes are 2 mm and 5 mm, respectively. The length of the silicone tubes is 30 mm.



It is worth noting that the winding pattern of HPAM is crucial for improving performance. In this paper, several winding patterns are provided and compared.



The first pattern is that all wires are winded in the same direction, as shown in Figure 2a. However, each wire around the tube produces a torque, and the overall actuator cannot be balanced. Hence the winding directions of two adjacent wires must be opposite, as shown in Figure 1. Another pattern is shown in Figure 2b. One end of the wire is passed through the gaps between the intertwined ones, which forms a circle that can be put in the silicone tube. This winding pattern is more stable because each wire is fixed into its places, avoiding interference among wires. However, hysteresis caused by friction appears more prominent in the experiment. Hence this paper uses the second method to manufacture the prototype.




3. Modeling


The contraction ratio model of HPAM is firstly analyzed. As shown in Figure 3a, the outer diameters of tube before and after pressurized are   2 B   and   2 b  ,espectively. The initial length  L  of the actuator is defined as the distance between points at the bottom of the tubes. The length during contraction is  l . The contraction ratio  τ  of the actuator is as follows, where k = b/B. representing the inflation ratio of the tube:


  τ =   L − l  L  =   2 b + π ( 2 b − 2 B ) − 2 b   2 b + π ( 2 b − 2 B )   =   π ( k − 1 )   k + π ( k − 1 )   ,  



(1)







Hence the contraction ratio is not affected by the initial outer diameter of the tube. The relation between the contraction ratio  τ  and inflation ratio  k  is shown in Figure 3b. The plot shows that the contraction ratio increases fast with the inflation ratio at the first half of the plot and the increasing speed decreases with it, i.e., a large contraction ratio can be produced from a small strain. As the inflation ratio  k  increases, the contraction ratio converges to 0.76.



Then the force model of HPAM is analyzed. Considering computational complexity, direct modeling requires calculating the effect of hyper-elasticity (silicone rubber), anisotropic (wires), and friction, which causes a decrease of convergence and an increase of computational complexity sharply. Therefore, it is necessary to simplify the model according to the experimental phenomena.



The output force  F  of HPAM is composed of the force    F P    acting on wires by silicone tube and friction force    F f    between them. The two forces are coupled. However, the effect of    F f    silicone tube can be neglected because, through observation, the section of the silicone tube keeps round, as shown in Figure 3. Hence, to be approximate, the two forces can be decoupled and solved separately. The wires are densely winded, and the cross-section of the silicone tube is always circular. Therefore, the complicated expansion process of the silicone tube can be simplified into the free expansion under uniform pressure    P  i n     and    P  e x t     on inner and outer walls, as shown in Figure 4b,c. Moreover,    F P    can be solved from    P  e x t    , as shown in Figure 4a considering non-friction presumption where for force analysis, half of the wire is shown. Then the effect of friction between the outer wall and wires is added. The inner and outer radii of the tube before and after pressurized are  A ,  B ,  a ,  b . Hence, by moment balance, the force    F P    is:


   F P  =  1 2   P  e x t    L w  2 b ,  



(2)




where    L w    is the length of winded part. Then, the friction force between the silicone tube and the wires is:


   F f  =  1 2  μ  P  e x t    L w  π 2 b ,  



(3)




where  μ  is the friction coefficient between wires and tube obtained by experiment.



Then the output forces of the HPAM during contracting    F  c t     and stretching    F  s t     are:


   F  c t   =  F P  −  F f  ,  



(4)






   F  s t   =  F P  +  F f  ,  



(5)







In order to obtain the output force model,    P  e x t     requires to be solved. The inflation of the silicone tube can be considered as a symmetric expansion of an infinite cylinder considering the low overall strain and it is assumed that the deformation law in cylindrical coordinate is:


  r =      R 2  −  A 2    γ s   +  a 2    , φ = γ Φ , z = s Z ,  



(6)




where a point occupying position  R ,  Φ ,  Z  in the reference cylindrical configuration moves to position  r ,  φ ,  z  in the current configuration.  γ  and  s  are circumferential and axial stretch, respectively.



The deformation gradient and the Green Strain take the following forms:


  F =  R  γ s r    g r  ⊗  G R  +   γ r  R   g ϕ  ⊗  G Φ  + s  g z  ⊗  G z  ,  



(7)






  E =  1 2  (  F T  F − 1 ) ,  



(8)







Then all components of Cauchy stress  σ  can be represented from  F  and  E  as following:


  σ = 2 F   δ ψ   δ ( 2 E + 1 )    F T  ,  



(9)




where  ψ  is the strain energy defining on invariants. In this paper, the two-parameter Mooney-Rivlin model [27] is used for calculation because of the low maximum stretch whose parameters    C  10     and    C  01     are obtained from experiments.



Because of geometrical and constitutive symmetry, the only non-trivial component of the equilibrium equations is:


    δ  σ  r r     δ r   +    σ  r r   +  σ  φ φ    r  = 0 ,  



(10)







Integrate the equilibrium equation,    σ  φ φ     and    σ  z z     over the wall thickness with account of the boundary conditions shown in Figure 4:


   P  e x t   +  P  i n   +    ∫ a b   (  σ  r r   −  σ  φ φ   )   d r  r     = 0 ,  



(11)






   P  e x t   b −  P  i n   a +    ∫ a b    σ  φ φ   d r    = 0 ,  



(12)






   P  i n   π  a 2  +    ∫ a b   2 π r  σ  z z   d r    = 0 ,  



(13)







Through Equations (11)–(13),    P  e x t     can be solved semi-analytically. Then substituting the value of Equations (4) and (5), the output force can be solved. The verification of the model is conducted in Section 5.




4. Fabrication


For the prototype design of this paper, a simple manual manufacturing board is designed as shown in Figure 5a. The board is composed of a ruler, several fixing sticks, and adhesive tapes. The fixing sticks support silicone tubes and fix their positions. These sticks can be glued on the setting positions accurately through the scale on the ruler by hot-melt adhesives. On the top and bottom of the ruler are the adhesive tapes, which can fix the wires. First, put the silicone tubes on the fixing sticks. Then fix one end of the wire on the adhesive tape, wrap it on silicone tubes one by one according to the winding pattern 2 described in Section 2. Stick the remaining wire on the adhesive tape at the bottom to complete the winding of the first wire. The rest wires are winded closely to each one as the above steps. When finishing the above steps, hot-melt adhesives are used to fix the ends of wires parallelly. Then remove the actuator from the board and install air pipes on silicone tubes. In this way, the actuator can be made as shown in Figure 5b. It is worth noticing that although the muscle is wider than tube-like traditional muscle, it can fit objects passively when both ends are fixed owing to its inherent compliance. This feature makes it perfect for wearable applications.



Considering the actuator life and contraction ratio, the prototype described in this paper is casted with silicone rubber of shore hardness 20 (Dragon Skin, Smooth-on). The diameter of wire is 0.2 mm. The length of winded part    L w    is 25 mm.




5. Experiment and Result


The experiment setup shown in Figure 6 was used to acquire output characteristics of HPAM. The actuator was fixed on the clamp of the force gauge and was slightly preloaded and straightened. It is worth noting that the ends of wires need to be paralleled, as shown in Figure 5b. Then, both force and displacement were set to zero on PC. The pressurized air was provided by an air compressor and adjusted by a pressure regulator (ITV1020, SMC). The current pressure of the system was acquired by a DAQ card (NI-6009) to be transmitted to the PC and be recorded. When the pressure reached desired value stably, the test bench drives HPAM slowly to move down (5 mm/min), simulating the quasi-static movement. Once the actuator reaches the shortest state, i.e., the output force equals zero, the force gauge moves up with the same speed to the initial position. This process was repeated at 3 pressures (100 kPa, 150 kPa, 200 kPa) 3 times to obtain the output characteristics of HPAM.



The output force corresponding to the contraction ratio at 3 different pressures were shown in Figure 7a. The actuator had a maximum contraction force of 12.24 N and a maximum contraction ratio of 35.8 % at 200 kPa. It is worth noting that the part where the data declines steeply was because that the output force was transiting from the state of stretching    F  s t   =  F P  +  F f    to    F  c t   =  F P  −  F f   , i.e., the state transition part. Figure 7b represents the comparison between the model and experiment result of the actuator at 2bar, which shows that lines of    F  s t     and    F  c t     acquired from model were slightly higher than the lines of stretching state and contraction state from the experiment. However, it was enough to verify the model proposed in Section 3. It is noted that the error of the model was lower when pressure increased from Figure 7b–d. This is because with the increase of pressure, the influence of friction on the state of silicone tubes decreased, hence the experiment result approached the model results.



According to the model, the output force was proportional to the length of the winded part    L w   . If the length of silicone tube was close to    L w   , the output force approaches the model. However, if the length of silicone tube much exceeds    L w   , the non-winded part at sides will expand freely, which affects the expansion of the winded part, thus affecting output.



The working efficiency of HPAM can be estimated from the Figure 7a by comparing the area under the contraction curve to the area under the stretch curve. The working efficiency of HPAM was about 45%. Friction accounts for the majority of hysteresis, thus affecting overall efficiency. However, the working efficiency can be improved from simply surface treatment. Further improvement will be conducted in a future study.



It is worth noting that if higher output force was needed in a limited area, increased diameter of silicone tubes could meet the demand. According to the model, the output force was positively related to pipe diameter, whereas the contraction ratio does not change with it, only with the inflation ratio, hence the output force can be easily increased without affecting the contraction ratio. Or the hardness of the material can be improved, thus that silicone tubes can bear higher air pressure, output force will also be increased. However, the inflation ratio of silicone tubes at the same pressure will be reduced, which will affect the contraction ratio at the same pressure.



In order to verify the effect of HPAM on reducing the extra squeezing compared with traditional pneumatic muscles, three Mckibben muscles with the same length as HPAM were fabricated, as shown in Figure 8a. They were made of silicone tubes the same size as HPAM and wrapped with braided wires. The extra squeezing force was acquired on the test bench, as shown in Figure 8b,c. Mckibben muscles and HPAM were fixed on the fixture to the original length, and the force sensor under them can measure the extra squeezing force after pressurization. The ratio of extra squeezing force to output force at corresponding pressure is plotted as shown in Figure 8d. It can be seen that the ratio of Mckibben muscle gradually increased to 18.32% when pressure increased, which means that when the output force increased, the extra squeezing force increased faster. However, HPAM did not show obvious extra squeezing.




6. Conclusions and Discussion


This paper proposes a pneumatic artificial muscle based on a novel winding method (HPAM). The design and manufacturing method is introduced, and the output characteristics of HPAM are solved by simplified and semi-analytical methods. The output characteristic curve is obtained by experiment, and the accuracy of the model is verified. The maximum output force of HPAM is 12.24 N at 2 bar with a thickness of 5 mm. The maximum contraction ratio can reach 35.8 %.



The winding method enables the inflation of silicone tubes on one side of wires avoiding interference of object close to it. HPAM is suitable for close-fitting without squeezing the skin of the user, as shown in Figure 9. With the 100 mm length of the winded part, the maximum output force reaches over 30 N with a thickness of 5 mm.



Considering the hysteresis caused by friction, future research will focus on reducing the hysteresis of the structure to improve energy efficiency. In addition, other types of silicone tubes will be considered, such as the fiber-reinforced type shown in [10], to improve overall performance.
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Figure 1. Three-dimensional diagram of the initial state (a) and contraction state (b) of HPAM, air pipes, and the side of silicone tubes are hidden for clearer display. 
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Figure 2. Two patterns of winding (a) in same direction (b) one end of wire is passed through the gaps between the intertwined wire. 
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Figure 3. (a) The contraction ratio model of HPAM (b) the plot of inflation ratio changing with contraction ratio. 
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Figure 4. (a) For elucidation and force analysis, half of the wire is shown considering non-friction presumption. Sectional view of pipe before (b) and after (c) pressurized. 
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Figure 5. (a) Manufacturing board of HPAM (b) picture of HPAM fixed on the clamp of the test bench. 
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Figure 6. Test bench to acquire output characteristics. 
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Figure 7. (a) Output characteristics of HPAM at three pressures, (b) comparison between data of model and experiment at 2.0 bar, (c) comparison between data of model and experiment at 1.5 bar, (d) comparison between data of model and experiment at 1.0 bar. 
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Figure 8. (a) Three Mckibben muscles with an outer and inner diameter of 5 mm and 2 mm, respectively, (b) Mckibben muscles are fixed on a test bench to obtain extra squeezing force, (c) HPAM is fixed on a test bench to obtain extra squeezing force, (d) the plot of extra squeezing force to output force ratio changing with pressure. 
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Figure 9. HPAM with 100 mm length of the winded part is fixed on the arm through upper and lower fixing strap to assist movement. 
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