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Abstract. The so-called Adaptive Impact Absorption (AIA) is a research area of safety engineering devoted to problems of shock
absorption in various unpredictable scenarios of collisions. It makes use of smart technologies (systems equipped with sensors,
controllable dissipaters and specialised tools for signal processing). Examples of engineering applications for AIA systems are
protective road barriers, automotive bumpers or adaptive landing gears. One of the most challenging problems for AIA systems
is on-line identification of impact loads, which is crucial for introducing the optimum real-time strategy of adaptive impact
absorption. This paper presents the concept of an impactometer and develops the methodology able to perform real-time impact
load identification. Considered dynamic excitation is generated by a mass M1 impacting with initial velocity V0. An analytical
formulation of the problem, supported with numerical simulations and experimental verifications is presented. Two identification
algorithms based on measured response of the impacted structure are proposed and discussed. Finally, a concept of the AIA
device utilizing the idea of impactometer is briefly presented.
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1. Introduction

The objective of this paper is strongly related to the concept of Adaptive Impact Absorption (AIA) [1–3]. An AIA
system is a structure equipped with control devices that modify its local structural properties (e.g. local stiffness)
in real-time in order to adapt the structure to the actual dynamic loading. The initial challenge is to invent the tech-
nologies applicable to the above-mentioned control devices. One option deals with the concept of structural fuses
with elasto-plastic type of overall performance and the controllable yield stress level, where the control mechanism
can be based on various types of actuators, e.g. electromagnetic, piezoelectric, magnetostrictive or magneto Shape
Memory Alloys (SMA) [4,5]. Shock absorbers based on magneto-rheological fluids or piezoelectric valves can be
successfully utilised for AIA in case of repetitive operational impacts, for example in adaptive landing gears [6].
Another type of AIA systems are Adaptive Inflatable Structures (AIS) [7] composed of chambers filled with com-
pressed gas and equipped with high performance valves which control the release of pressure during impact. Finally,
Micro Pyro-technique Systems (MPS) can be used for detaching (in real-time) selected structural joints in order to
improve the structural response in emergency situations (e.g. in crash of vehicles) [8].

Examples of engineering applications for AIA systems are protective road barriers [9,10], automotive: longitu-
dinal members [11], bumpers [12], head-rest [13], so-called multi-folding protective systems [12], adaptive land-
ing gears [2,14], pneumatic offshore structures [7] and adaptive airbags for emergency landings [15]. The general
overview of the AIA concepts developed in Institute of Fundamental Technological Research can be found in [16,
17]. In all mentioned applications, the development of the optimal adaptation strategy requires information about
the characteristics of the impact loading and the value of the impact energy which has to be dissipated. Therefore,
the initial step of the adaptive impact absorption should be identification of the impact loading.
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Fig. 1. Experimental free-fall drop test stand: a. schema of the
set-up; b. view of the test stand.

Fig. 2. Considered mechanical system: a. numerical model; b. experimental
set-up.

This paper is focused on the problem of real-time identification of impact load (the impacting mass and its initial
velocity). The identification is performed by means of a specially invented device, the so-called impactometer (patent
pending) which is equipped with a force sensor (and/or accelerometer) and a tuneable gas-spring. It is assumed that
the impactometer is located on the structure protected by the AIA system and that is exposed to impacts of objects
of unknown masses and velocities.

Many techniques were developed in order to identify parameters of impact and dynamic excitations. This method-
ology usually belongs to the class of inverse problems. Similar to Structural Health Monitoring (SHM) [32], impact
identification problem can be defined as finding system inputs, based on given responses, boundary conditions
and system model [33]. Generally identification techniques can be divided into three main categories: determinis-
tic, stochastic and based on artificial intelligence [34,35]. Impact identification techniques are needed for different
technical application e.g. aircraft landing gears [2,14], composites structures [35,36] etc. In [18], a brief review
of methods used in the case of indirect impact force identification is presented. The article considers a variety of
approaches for identification of the time history of an impact force, its direction and location. The authors of [19]
give a detailed overview of the on-line load identification techniques. Moreover, the paper [20] points out that the
load identification problem is fundamentally an experimental one and requires good quality data for its successful
solution.

Taking into account the objective of this paper, the crucial issue is the operation time criterion (i.e. the time re-
quired to identify parameters of the impact load) which has to satisfy the deadline condition. The dead-line condition
is to identify the impact parameters at the very beginning of the process i.e. before the time instant when the accel-
eration of the colliding object achieves its optimal value (the constant value that enables to use the full stroke of the
controllable absorber). Contrary to the off-line identification techniques, cf. e.g. [21], which usually make use of a
numerical model of structure and require long computational time, the identification techniques considered in that
paper have to be performed in a few milliseconds to allow the AIA control procedure to be triggered in real-time.
The developed identification algorithms utilize sensors which are not directly fixed to the impacting object. It is
justified by the practical aspects and potential application of the impactometer for unidentified impacting objects
parameter’s estimation.

The layout of the paper is as follows. In the second section, the laboratory set-up for drop tests is demonstrated. In
the third section, numerical model for simulation of the dynamic response of the impactometer device is developed.
Results of the experimental tests and numerical simulations for the series of various impact scenarios are presented
in Section 4. In the following fifth section, an analytical algorithm for impact load identification is formulated and
verified numerically as well as experimentally. Finally, in Section 6 another algorithm, based on response map
approach is presented and verified. The plans for implementation of the impactometer concept are described in
Section 7 while the concluding remarks are drown in the last section.

2. Drop testing stand

Impact tests have been performed using a free-fall drop test stand (Fig. 1). The set-up allows to generate initial
impact energy up to 1.5 kJ by a mass of 100 kg dropped from the height of 1.5 m. A pneumatic absorber equipped
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with sensors has been used as a prototype of the impactometer. Adjustment of initial pressure inside the cylinder
has been found to be an effective method of modification of its properties. Moreover, a controllable exhaust valve
installed into the pneumatic cylinder allows the impactometer to act as a semi-actively controlled impact energy
absorber whose characteristics can be modified relatively simply and quickly.

The test-stand is equipped with electric motor (1) for lifting the mass and a control switch box (2) used to program
a set of drop tests. The main parts of the set-up are the pneumatic cylinder (3) mounted in the vertical position
(diameter 63 mm, maximum stroke 250 mm), the frame (4) and the carriage (5). The lifting mechanism includes
an electromagnet (6) used for releasing the impacting mass fixed to the carriage (5), which is guided by the rail
system (7) embedded in the frame. The mass is impacting onto the pneumatic cylinder via a rubber bumper (8).
The compressor (9) enables to modify the initial pressure inside the pneumatic cylinder (3) via the regulator (10).
The measurement system includes all necessary conditioning systems and amplifiers. The measured data, which are
recorded at 50 kHz by a Pulse (Brüel & Kjær) acquisition system, include signals from:

• the piezoelectric sensor (11) fixed to the piston rod of the pneumatic cylinder, in order to measure the impact
force-time history,

• the optical switch (12), which acts as a trigger and allows to determine the vertical velocity of the impacting
mass just before the impact,

• the accelerometer attached to the carriage to determine deceleration of the falling mass (13),
• the magnetic linear sensor (14) to determine displacement of the falling mass,
• the accelerometer (15) attached to the piston rod of the pneumatic cylinder,
• the “fast” pressure sensor (16) mounted in the cylinder,
• the LVDT sensor (17) to determine displacement of the piston.

3. Numerical model of the system

The pneumatic absorber described above was modelled numerically in order to simulate its response to various
impact scenarios, i.e. impacts of a rigid object of various masses and initial velocities. Another purpose of numerical
simulations was to estimate the influence of selected parameters of the pneumatic cylinder on the dynamic response
of the system and further to choose the optimal parameters of the impactometer.

The proposed basic model of a pneumatic absorber subjected to impact loading is based on the assumption that
pressure, density and temperature of the gas in each chamber are uniform in every instant of time. Moreover, due
to the fact that considered impact process is relatively short it is assumed that the heat transfer through the cylinder
walls does not occur and so the process can be considered as adiabatic. The numerical model is schematically
presented in Fig. 2(a), while the corresponding mechanical system is shown in Fig. 2(b).

The considered system consists of two rigid objects, the falling mass and the piston, which are represented by two
mechanical degrees of freedom. Corresponding equations of motion take the form:

M1
d2u1

dt2
−M1g + FC = 0 (1)

M2
d2u2

dt2
−M2g − FC + FP + FF − FTOP

D + FBOT
D = 0 (2)

where: M1, M2 are the masses of the falling object and the piston; u1, u2 denote their displacements and g is the
gravitational acceleration. The equation of piston motion Eq. (2) contains terms denoting the following forces: pneu-
matic FP , the friction FF and two delimiting forces FTOP

D , FBOT
D . Equations (1) and (2) are coupled by the contact

force FC which acts between the falling mass and the piston rod. The contact force FC depends on the material
properties of the colliding objects and moreover, it is influenced by the geometry and shape of contact surfaces.
Simplified models of the unidirectional contact proposed in the literature [22] usually include some combination
of springs with stiffness k and dampers with viscous damping c. Let us recall here the following classical models
described by the Eq. (3a,b) where the initial distance between bodies is denoted by d0, while u1, u2, u̇1, u̇2 denote
the displacements and velocities of falling object and the piston:
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• linear visco-elastic Kelvin-Voigt model

FC = k(u1 − u2 − d0) + c (u̇1 − u̇2) (3a)

• model with linear spring and nonlinear dashpot

FC = k(u1 − u2 − d0) + c(u1 − u2 − d0) (u̇1 − u̇2) (3b)

A thorough analysis of contact force models will be presented in Section 5.2 that concerns the “peak-to-peak
approach”, since the assumed contact model will be important for that identification procedure.

The pneumatic force FP is defined as the difference of the pneumatic forces that act on both sides of the piston.
These forces results from pressures p1 and p2 acting on upper and lower piston area (A1 and A2), as well as from
ambient pressure acting on the piston rod:

FP = p2A2 − p1A1 − pA(A2 −A1) (4)

The friction force FF models the friction between the piston and cylinder walls. Two models were considered:
the Coulomb friction, which depends only on the direction of piston movement, and a velocity-dependent friction
described by a friction coefficient cF :{

FF = −F if
du2

dt
< 0 and FF = F if

du2

dt
> 0

}
or

{
FF = cF

du2

dt

}
(5)

In order to confine the piston movement to the range determined by the cylinder geometry, the top delimiting force
FTOP
D and the bottom delimiting force FBOT

D were used. Both forces are defined in the simplified form as linear
springs with the stiffness kD . The bottom delimiting force FBOT

D is generated when the piston reaches position
ucrit
2 .

FTOP
D = −kDu2 if u2 < 0 and FTOP

D = 0 if u2 � 0
(6)

FBOT
D = kD(u2 − ucrit

2 ) if u2 > ucrit
2 and FBOT

D = 0 if u2 � ucrit
2

The following part of the numerical model is related directly to thermodynamics of the system. The basic equation
describing gas in both chambers is the ideal gas law:

p1V1 = m1RT1 where V1 = A1(h01 + u2)
(7)

p2V2 = m2RT2 where V2 = A2(h02 − u2)

where: V1, V2, T1, T2 denote the volumes of the chambers and their temperatures, R is the gas constant, m1,m2 are
air masses while h01, h02 are the initial lengths of the chambers. The flow of the gas between the upper chamber and
the environment can be described by a simple formula which relates mass flow rate of gas into the upper chamber
with the pressure difference between the chamber and environment:

Δp = p1 − pA = −CV (t)ṁ1 − CH(t)ṁ1 |ṁ1| (8)

where: CV , CH are the flow resistance coefficients. Other, more sophisticated analytical models of the gas flow can
be found in the classical literature [23,24]. However, let us note that precise modelling of flow of the gas to the upper
chamber of the cylinder is beyond the scope of this paper. The inflow of the gas could be totally blocked or totally
opened with no significant influence on further considerations and the conclusions concerning impact identification.

Moreover, balance of internal energy of gas enclosed in each chamber has to be considered. General form of
equation of internal energy balance for an open chamber with adiabatic walls and variable volume involves enthalpy
of gas added/removed from the chamber, change of gas internal energy and work done by gas [25]:

dminHin − dmoutHout = d(mU) + dW (9)

Specific gas enthalpy Hin/Hout, specific gas energy U and work done by gas W are defined as follows:

Hin = cpTin; Hout = cpT ; U = cV T ; dW = pdV (10)

where: cp and cV denote specific heat at constant pressure and constant volume, and Tin denotes temperature of the
gas which enters the chamber. For the upper chamber Eq. (9) has to be considered in a full form. By contrast, for the
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Fig. 3. The effect of impact mass and velocity on the contact force time-history for initial pressure 100 kPa.

lower chamber which remains closed the term denoting enthalpy vanishes and differential Eq. (9) simplifies to the
algebraic one.

The initial conditions for the system are defined by the initial position and velocity of the falling object and the
piston, and the initial parameters of the gas inside the cylinder:

u1(0) = u0
1,

du1

dt
(0) = V 0

1 , u2(0) = u0
2,

du2

dt
(0) = 0,

(11)
p1(0) = pA, T1(0) = T 0

1 , p2(0) = p02, T2(0) = T 0
2

Equations (1–11) fully define the problem of a double chamber pneumatic cylinder subjected to an impact load-
ing. The variables for which the equations are solved (chosen among u1, u2,m1,m2, p1, T1, p2, T2) and the corre-
sponding initial conditions can be chosen arbitrarily. The final system of differential equations was implemented in
mathematical software MAPLE and solved numerically by the fourth-order Runge-Kutta method.

4. Impact scenarios

This section presents examination of the impact process for the considered mechanical system. The objective
is to analyze the structural response under impact excitation with regard to collision parameters as well as impact
absorber properties. The considerations are performed on the basis of the experimental and numerical results.

4.1. Experimental tests of impact scenarios

The considered impact types are limited to the collinear central collision between the rigid bodies (i.e. falling
mass and the piston rod of the pneumatic absorber). A variety of impact scenarios of this kind have been tested.
The impact scenarios were defined by three parameters: the impacting mass value, the velocity of the colliding
object and the initial pressure inside the pneumatic absorber. The range of the impacting mass was 10–55 kg, while
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Fig. 4. Ratio of maximal forces in two stages of the process in the mass velocity area for different initial pressures: 20 kPa (left), 100 kPa (middle),
200 kPa (right).

the relative impact velocity was adjusted by the drop height, which was confined to the range of 0.05–0.5 m. The
pressure parameter was modified in the range of 0–400 kPa where 0 is understood as the atmospheric pressure.

The chosen cases of collision scenarios are presented in Fig. 3. The graphs illustrate the experimental measure-
ments of the contact force acting between the impacting mass and the piston rod.

Characteristic change of contact force observed in the experiment allows to divide the impact process into two
separate stages (i.e. A,B) which were marked in Fig. 3:

• the first one i.e. stage (A) when the piston rod rebounds from the falling mass and large oscillations of the
contact force occur,

• the second one i.e. stage (B) during which the falling mass is moving downwards together with the piston
which results in a smooth change of the contact force.

The total duration of the stage (A) was approx. 20–40 ms (mainly depending on the initial pressure), while the
duration of an average force peak was approx. 5 ms. The phenomenon of the initial piston rebounds in stage (A) is
the consequence of a relatively small value of force acting on the bottom part of the piston at the beginning of the
process. Each of the considered impacts can be characterized by the number of rebounds between the falling mass
and the piston rod observed in the stage (A) of the process. For the employed range of impact conditions (mass-
velocity-initial pressure) it was found that the number of the rebounds was between 0–2. It might be concluded that
the most important factor for occurrence of the rebounds was the initial pressure. In general, the maximum number
of rebounds was observed in the case of the smallest initial pressure. Generally, the stage (A) of the process reveals
strong sensitivity to impact velocity but appears to be only slightly dependent on the mass of the hitting object.
The first peak of the contact force increases together with the impact velocity which is the result of the explicit
dependency of the contact force on velocity of the impacting object (cf. Eq. (3).)

In further part of the process (i.e. stage B), the falling mass is moving downwards together with the piston. The
stage B is significantly sensitive to both impact velocity and mass of the hitting object. Some of the collisions
presented in Fig. 3 are characterized by the same impact energy, for example (10 kg–50 cm and 50 kg–10 cm). In
these cases, very different structural responses were observed, as defined by the force time-history in both impact
stages. The impact of the same energy caused by an object with a larger mass results in a higher value of the contact
force in the second stage of the impact. It is mainly caused by the impacting object vertical movement and the effect
of change of its potential energy via the absorber compression.

The objective of the considered problem of impact identification is to utilize the measurements performed during
stage (A) to obtain the desired impact parameters. This would allow the stage (B) of the impact process to be
controlled in order to reduce the impact force and the acceleration of the colliding objects (the so called Adaptive
Impact Absorption, cf. [1]). The proposed methodology requires that the maximal value of the contact force in stage
(A) is lower than the maximal value of contact force in stage (B). The above condition was examined for presented
experimental data and it results in contour lines shown in Fig. 4. For each value of the initial pressure, the plane
defined by the impact parameters (impacting mass and drop height) can be divided into several areas defined by
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Fig. 5. Comparison of experimental and numerical results of contact force in time domain (initial pressure equal 200 kPa).

ratio of the maximal force in first and second stages of the process. It can be concluded that for the experimentally
tested impact conditions low initial pressure is more profitable for the proposed methodology of combined impact
identification and absorption.

4.2. Numerical simulation of impact scenarios

Comparison of the numerical results obtained on the basis of the model described in Section 3 and the experimen-
tal measurements, is presented in Fig. 5. Although the results are in good qualitative agreement, the exact quantitative
compatibility for the wide range of impact scenarios is difficult to obtain. The main reasons are complex and diffi-
cult to estimate mechanical properties of the rubber bumper used in the experimental set up (hyperelastic material
properties including Mullins and Payne effects [26,27]). In general, the complexity of the model should depend on
the objectives of the analysis to be performed. Here, that the model was used mainly to examine the qualitative
influence of selected parameters. The attention for the numerical model validation was especially focused on stage
A of the impact process when the identification process is going to be performed.

Another purpose of the numerical model was an examination of the dynamic responses of the pneumatic system
subjected to the excitation with higher impact energies. The range of the considered impact scenarios was extended
(in comparison to the experimental section) to the mass range 10–190 kg and height 10–190 cm. The results of the
analysis for selected impact scenarios are presented in Fig. 6.

The most important conclusion from the conducted numerical analysis is that an increase of both the impacting
object mass and the drop height (i.e. impact velocity) causes increase of the ratio of the peak contact force in stage B
to peak contact force in stage A. This ratio is presented in Fig. 7 in the form of a contour plot in terms of impacting
mass and drop height. The good quantitative agreement with the experimental plot (see Fig. 4) was obtained. For
high impact energies the ratio is even greater than five which indicates that an application of the proposed system of
impact identification is justified.
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Fig. 6. Effect of impact mass and velocity on the contact force time-history (initial pressure 100 kPa).

Fig. 7. Ratio of maximal forces in two stages of the process in dependence on the impact mass and velocity for different initial pressures: 20 kPa
(left), 200 kPa (middle), 400 kPa (right).

5. Impact identification based on “peak-to-peak” approach

The methodology presented in this section is based on well-known mechanical principles. It utilizes measurements
from two sensors: force sensor and accelerometer. Alternatively, the identification is feasible with measurements
from one sensor, however a well-tuned model of the absorption system is required.

5.1. The idea

As described in a previous section, the impact process begins with several rebounds of the piston and the falling
mass. The rebounds are separated by short time periods during which both objects remain in contact with each other.
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Fig. 8. Different stages of impact: (left) beginning of the compression stage, (middle) time instant when both velocities are equal, (right) end of
the restitution stage.

During these periods certain instants of time must occur, when the velocities of both colliding objects are equal. This
phenomenon is schematically shown in Fig. 8, where a simplified two degrees of freedom system is presented. The
instants of time shown in Fig. 8 are also marked in Fig. 9(a).

The main idea of the proposed method of impact identification is based on computing the integral of the equation
of motion of the impacting mass over time in the range defined by the time instants when the relative velocity
of colliding objects vanishes. Let us denote these characteristic time instants by t01 and t11 (see Fig. 9). In the
equations presented in this section the upper indices represent the instant of time while the lower ones correspond
to the colliding objects. Integration of the equation of motion of the falling mass yields:

M1

t11∫
t01

ü1dt−
t11∫

t01

M1gdt+

t11∫
t01

FC(t)dt = 0 (12)

and therefore

M1 = −

t11∫
t01

FCdt

t11∫
t01

(ü1 − g)dt

= −

t11∫
t01

FCdt

(V 11
1 − V 01

1 )− gΔt
. (13)

Taking the advantage of the fact that in the considered time instants the velocities of both objects are equal, the
velocities and accelerations of the falling mass can be replaced by the velocities and accelerations of the piston:

M1 = −

t11∫
t01

FC(t)dt

(V 11
2 − V 01

2 )− gΔt
= −

t11∫
t01

FC(t)dt

t11∫
t01

(ü2 − g)dt

. (14)

The velocity of the impacting object at time instants t01 and t11 is simply determined based on the condition that
both velocities are equal. Hence the following equations can be introduced:

V 01
1 = V 01

2 =

t01∫
t00

ü2dt, V 11
1 = V 11

2 =

t11∫
t00

ü2dt. (15)
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Fig. 9. Contact force and colliding object velocities in time domain for different models of the contact material: a. elastic contact force; b. contact
force with nonlinear damping component; c. experimental results.

5.2. Determination of time instants when colliding objects relative velocity vanishes

In order to apply the methodology presented in the previous section, it is important to determine the instants t01

and t11. In Ref. [22] it is asserted that the relative velocity of contact points vanishes when the compression phase
terminates and the restitution begins. In the classical impact theory (see ref. [28]) it is assumed that it occurs when
the maximum contact force of colliding objects is observed. However, the following conditions have to be fulfilled:

• the contact force must increase in terms of displacement,
• the contact force must be mostly a function of the elastic deformation of colliding bodies and should be inde-

pendent or negligibly dependent on other factors like velocity.

In general, the method of determination of time instants at which the velocities of both objects are equal depends
on the properties of the contact element located between the falling mass and the piston. The three following cases
will be considered separately:
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• elastic model of the contact force,
• model with viscous damping,
• real rubber applied in the experiment.

5.2.1. Elastic model of contact force
The assumption of contact force being purely elastic is often applied in the classical impact theory [22]. In such

a case, the contact force arising between the falling object and the piston is a function of the distance between the
centers of both bodies, i.e.:

FC = kxn, x = u1 − u2 − d0 if x > 0, (16)

where d0 indicates the initial distance between both objects while u1, u2 represent their displacements. The condition
of the extremum of the contact force is defined by the equation:

dFC

dt
= kn(u1 − u2 − d0)

n−1(u̇1 − u̇2). (17)

The above formula indicates that the velocities of both objects are equal exactly at the instant of time when
the contact force reaches its extremum (i.e. maximum or minimum), see Fig. 9(a). Therefore, in case of elastic
definition of the contact force the characteristic time instant, which have to be applied in the proposed method, can
be determined very easily. An advantage of this method is that, except for the fact that the contact force is elastic,
neither the exact knowledge of the constitutive relation nor the knowledge of exact value of the stiffness coefficient
is required.

5.2.2. Contact force with the viscous damping component
In more general case the contact force is a linear combination of stiffness and damping:

FC = kx+ cẋ, x = u1 − u2 − d0 if kx+ cẋ > 0. (18)

Differentiation of the definition of the contact force over time yields:

dFC

dt
− k

d(u1 − u2 − d0)

dt
− c

d2(u1 − u2)

dt2
= 0. (19)

At time instant when relative velocity of the colliding objects equals zero, the second term of Eq. (19) vanishes and
the third term is positive (acceleration of the mass is negative and acceleration of the piston is positive). Therefore,
the first term has to be negative and velocities of the objects equalize when contact force is decreasing, i.e. with
certain delay to the peak of the contact force, Fig. 9(b). Similar situation occurs for the model of the contact force
which involves nonlinear damping terms Eq. (3b).

5.2.3. Real rubber contact material properties
Rubber contact element used in the experiment is characterized by a complex mechanical behavior of rubber

briefly described in Section 4.2. Precise modeling of rubber requires a three-dimensional model of the consid-
ered system as well as the Arruda-Boyce or the Ogden-Roxburg [29] constitutive models. The alternative approach
proposed here does not require a numerical model and is based on experimental results only. The performed mea-
surements indicate that the time instants at which the relative velocity vanishes can be determined with respect to
the contact force peaks. The characteristic features of the process were observed:

• time shifts (i.e. Δt1, Δt2, Δt3) were different for the first, second and third peaks of the contact force, cf.
Figure 9(c),

• mentioned time shifts were almost independent of impacting mass and velocity.

The second of these features enables a straightforward application of the proposed method based on Eqs (14) and
(15) since the duration of the time shifts are determined in advance.
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Fig. 10. Mass identification, experimental results (initial
pressure 100 kPa).

Fig. 11. Velocity identification, experimental results: (left) initial pressure 20
kPa, (right) initial pressure 100 kPa.

5.3. Verification of the method

The proposed “peak to peak” identification method was verified experimentally and numerically. Equation (14)
was applied in order to perform the mass identification. The experimental verification makes use of measurements
from two sensors (i.e., force sensor and accelerometer attached to the piston rod). The initial experimental tests
enable to obtain the average lengths of the time shifts Δt1 and Δt2 for the preselected set of impacts. They were
further used during the stage of method verification for determination of the time instants t01 and t11.

The impact mass identification was tested for a vast variety of impact scenarios defined by impact mass, velocity
and initial pressure. Exemplary results of identification in the case of the initial pressure of 100 kPa are shown in
Fig. 10. The graph presents in each case the exact value of the mass and the identification error (i.e. the relative
difference between the identified and actual values).

The results presented in Fig. 10 show a large diversity of identification errors. It is a consequence of the strong
sensitivity of the method to measurements inaccuracy which is especially apparent for small initial pressure and
large mass of the impacting object.

The identification of the velocity was tested experimentally by using integration of the piston rod acceleration
(see Eq. (15)). The method uses the assumption of the equality of velocities of the colliding objects at time instants
t01 and/or t11. For verification purposes the instant t11 was used, since then the impacting object mass is already
identified. The determination of the actual velocity was performed by an analysis of a movie taken by the high-
speed camera. The identification results are shown in Fig. 11. The accuracy is consistently better than 2% and no
significant influence of the initial condition was observed.

The numerical model presented in Section 3 was used to perform a statistical analysis of mass identification
error and to investigate the influence of selected parameters. The analyses were focused rather on qualitative than
quantitative effects. In order to obtain more representative results, the average identification error for 125 impact
cases (impact mass 10–50 kg, impact velocity 1–3 m/s, initial pressure 20–400 kPa) was calculated.

The proposed methodology turns out to be sensitive to impact conditions. Figure 12 presents the influence of
impact mass, velocity and initial pressure on the mean identification error. More accurate results were obtained
for smaller masses of the impacting object, which can be explained by an analysis of the ratio of the falling mass
to the piston rod mass. A smaller ratio leads to a larger change of velocity of the dropped mass in the first phase
of the impact process. As a consequence, the identification procedure seems to be less sensitive to measurements
noise in the case of small impacting masses. The second aspect noticed from the statistical analysis is that a higher
initial pressure in the pneumatic absorber leads to more accurate results. Contrary to the mentioned parameters, the
velocity effect was not significant, even if the precision slightly increased together with the impact velocity.

The experimental results are often corrupted by the measurements noise. The sensitivity of the proposed method-
ology to these disturbances has been analyzed. In the numerical simulations, the noise-free simulation results were
disturbed by random Gaussian noise in the range of 0–10%, which was defined as the root mean square value of the
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Fig. 12. Average error of mass identification in dependence on: a. falling mass; b. initial pressure; c. impact velocity.

a. b. c.

Fig. 13. Error of mass identification as a function of signal noise: a. force signal noise; b. acceleration signal noise; c. both signals noise.

original signal. The results are presented in Fig. 13, where the force, acceleration and both quantities were disturbed.
Each point in the graph presents the mean identification error for 125 impact cases (defined by various masses, ve-
locities and pressures). Despite the large number of tests, apparently random values of identification errors were
obtained. The noise in the force signal was found to have a larger influence on mass identification error than the
noise in the acceleration signal. It was noticed that the crucial task is the proper determination of the instants t01 and
t11, which are obtained on the basis of the force signal. Hence, disturbances in the force signal lead to inaccurate
determination of t01 and t11 and as a consequence, to errors in mass identification.

Finally, the influence of sampling frequency on the identification error has been analyzed. The results presented
in Fig. 14 clearly reveal the importance of this parameter. As expected, higher sampling frequency enables to obtain
more accurate results. Good results (i.e. mean error below 5%) are obtained for the sampling frequencies exceed-
ing 30–40 kHz. Unfortunately, even in this case extreme outliers (i.e. approx. 20%) can be observed. A general
conclusion might be drawn that the methodology requires a high sampling frequency of 50 kHz or more.

6. Response map approach

The methodology proposed in this Section is focused on the maximum simplicity of the data acquisition set-up,
i.e. application of an algorithm which utilizes measurements from one sensor only. Besides, the aim was to decrease
the computational cost, which is crucial, as the device has to respond immediately in order to fulfill the deadline
condition.
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Fig. 14. Error of mass identification as a function of sampling frequency.

Fig. 15. Identification error and time as functions of database size: mass identification (left), velocity identification (right).

6.1. The idea

The proposed method can be classified into the group of pattern recognition techniques. The identification is per-
formed based on a formerly prepared database of measured dynamic responses caused by various impact scenarios
applied to the considered structure. The actually measured dynamic response is compared with the responses stored
in the database. The methodology can be classified as model-free because the structural model is not required in the
identification stage.

The objective of identification is to determine the impact parameters (mass and initial velocity of the impacting
body) for which the structural response is the most similar to the actually measured response. The identification is
based on a pre-fetched database (called the response map) which gathers selected characteristic parameters of the
measured structural response Y1, Y2, . . . , Ym (e.g. signal amplitude, its period etc.) that correspond to various param-
eters of the applied loading x1, x2, . . . , xn (e.g. mass, impact velocity, etc.). General dependency of the structural
response on impact parameters is defined by the following relations:
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Y1 = Y1 (x1, x2, ..., xn) ,
Y2 = Y2 (x1, x2, ..., xn) ,
. . . . . .
Ym = Ym (x1, x2, ..., xn) .

(20)

The approach consists of two main steps. In the first step, the database is generated, which can be performed
either via a calibrated numerical model of the structure [30] or by experimental tests. The second step is the actual
identification. Measurement of the actual response is performed and compared with the measurements stored in the
database.

The proposed approach leads to an optimization problem in which the discrepancy between the actually measured
response Y M

i and the stored responses Yi is minimized. With the normalized least squares discrepancy measure, the
objective function to be minimized takes the following form:

L (x1, x2, ..., xn) =
m∑
i=1

[
Y M
i − Yi (x1, x2, ..., xn)

Y M
i

]2
, (21)

and the corresponding optimization problem is to minimize of the objective function over impact parameters
x1, x2, . . . , xn. The number of parameters to be identified, denoted by n, is limited by the number m of the pa-
rameters used for identification: n � m.

In the considered case two parameters (i.e. falling objects mass M1 ≡ x1 and its impact velocity V1 ≡ x2) had
to be identified based on a single measurement from the force sensor. Therefore, in order to construct the response
maps, at least two characteristic quantities had to be extracted from each single measurement.

For the given response maps, the impact identification procedure utilizes the error function defined as:

f 〈M1, V1〉 =
[
Y M

1
− Y1 (M1, V1)

Y M
1

]2
+

[
Y M
2 − Y2 (M1, V1)

Y M
2

]2
(22)

where: M1 and V1 are the impact parameters to be identified, Y1(M1, V1) and Y2(M1, V1) are obtained from the
response maps for the specific values of M1 and V1, while, Y M

1 and Y M
2 denote the actually measured values.

6.2. Selection of parameters for the response maps

An important task is the extraction of the characteristic features of the measured response to be stored in the
database. Appropriate choice of these parameters (signal features) facilitates the identification and leads to more
accurate results.

The response map is prepared based on the experimental measurements of the contact force. The choice of force
sensor was motivated by its location (i.e. fixed to the absorber) and signal properties (smooth and not requiring filter-
ing). However, the procedure can use other sensor, if its measurements is sensitive enough to the impact parameters.

Since the procedure utilizes contact force as a main quantity for the identification, its sensitivity on impacting
mass and velocity is crucial for the effectiveness of the methodology. The analysis (see Section 4, Figs 3 and 6)
conducted via the experimental measurements and numerical simulation proved strong dependence of the contact
force on hitting object velocity during the whole period of impact. On the contrary, the dependence on mass of the
impacting object is noticeable only in the second stage of impact. It indicates that in the first impact stage it is easier
to identify the impacting object velocity than its mass.

As an example, the first parameter of the response (Y1) can be defined as amplitude of the first peak of the contact
force, and the second parameter (Y2) as time integral of contact force in certain period of time 〈0, tend〉:

Y1(M1, V1) = max FC(M1, V1, t), t ∈ (t00, t02) ; Y2(M1, V1) =

tend∫
0

FC(M1, V1, t)dt; (23a)
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Fig. 16. Identification error as a function of analysed force signal length: mass identification (left), velocity identification (right).

Fig. 17. An adaptive impact absorption system equipped with the Impactometer device a. schema of the proposed system b. numerical example
of an impact scenario.

Y M
1 = max FM

C (t), t ∈ (t00, t02) ; Y M
2 =

tend∫
0

FM
C (t)dt. (23b)

The parameters defined by Eq. (23a) correspond to the values stored in the database while the parameters defined
by Eq. (23b) are extracted from the actual measurement.

The choice of proper parameters of the response for preparation of the response map is also motivated by practical
aspects. The selected values have to be characteristic for the impact process, i.e. it should be possible to unambigu-
ously determine them from the measured signal (without neglecting the deadline condition). Hence, the objective
is to find characteristic parameters of the response which exist at the beginning of the impact process (stage A).
Moreover, the computational cost is significantly lower in case of a small-dimensional database. Sampling of the
parameter space might be uniform or non-uniform. If a region of more frequent cases can be determined, the proba-
bility density functions can be used for sampling of the parameters space [30]. In the considered case it is assumed
that each impact scenario is equally probable and a uniform sampling is applied.

Finally, taking into account all the above indications, the selected parameters were either the amplitudes of the
two first peaks of the force signal or, alternatively, maximum value of force and its time integral in the considered
time interval.
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6.3. Verification of response map approach

The verification of the method was focused on the sensitivity analysis and it was performed on the basis of
numerical simulations. Two parameters were considered: identification error and computational cost.

The response map was built using the results obtained for 100 different impact scenarios (10 impacting masses
10–50 kg and 10 impact velocities determined by the drop height 5–50 cm), while the initial pressure was not altered.
Hence, the database was originally of the size 10 × 10 and utilized two parameters. The approach was tested using
10 randomly selected impacts. An important problem to be considered is the minimal size of the database which
guarantees acceptable identification accuracy. The database density was numerically increased by interpolation.
Nine databases (25 × 25, 50 × 50, 100 × 100, 250 × 250, 500 × 500, 1000 × 1000, 2000 × 2000, 2500 × 2500,
and 3000 × 3000) were obtained.

The graphs shown in Fig. 15 present the average identification error and the computational cost of identification
of impacting mass Fig. 15(a) and impact velocity Fig. 15(b) as functions of the database size. Here, amplitudes of
the first two peaks of the contact force in the first stage of the impact process were used as characteristic parameters.
In each case, the accuracy of velocity identification turns out to be much higher (about 5–10 times) than the accuracy
of mass identification. It is the result of the different sensitivity of the measured contact force on both parameters.
In general, the accuracy of the response map approach increases together with the database size. Nevertheless,
the computation time increases significantly as well. Hence, the identification process for large databases became
impractical with regard to the deadline condition. For databases larger than 3000 × 3000 (9 · 106 of mass-velocity
variants) the computational cost exceeded 350 ms for a modern PC. As a consequence, the 500 × 500 database has
been used to guarantee an acceptable identification accuracy and to keep the computational cost low.

Next, the maximum value of the contact force and its integral in a certain time interval were used as characteristic
parameters to build the database. A significant influence of the integration interval length on the identification error
was found. The results obtained for the database 50 × 50 are shown in Fig. 16. The accuracy increases together with
the length of the time interval and this effect is the most significant for smaller databases. On a contrary, in the case
of velocity identification, the obtained precision is insensitive to the length of the integration interval.

7. Concept of an AIA device

The conducted research enables to propose a concept of the device which utilizes the developed on-line identifi-
cation methods. Such a device contains a gas spring, which can be switched to a pneumatic absorber (via controlled
opening of the valve), and thus can be capable of impact energy absorption in a controllable manner. A simpli-
fied scheme of the impactometer together with the pneumatic AIA (adaptive impact absorption) device is shown in
Fig. 17. The force sensor F and the accelerometer A are used for the identification of impact parameters and together
with the gas spring and the control system CS, are the main part of the impactometer. The pressure sensors P1 and
P2 are used for the measurement of the pressure in the chambers V1 and V2 and V2 and together with the control
system CS and controllable valve Z are the main parts of the AIA system.

The theoretical effectiveness of an AIA system which utilizes impactometer- based impact identification is shown
in Fig. 17(b). Three force histories are presented: i) the case when the valve remains closed during the impact
process, ii) the case with constant optimum valve opening and finally iii) the case with a real-time control of the
gas flow. Both considered adaptation strategies enable to reduce the contact force observed in the second stage of
collision and so to decrease the acceleration acting on the colliding object.

8. Summary

The paper presents a thorough analysis of the process of a rigid body impact into a pneumatic cylinder. The
impact drop tests were performed experimentally and a numerical model of the impact process was developed. A
wide variety of impact scenarios have been tested and its range has been numerically extrapolated.Various properties
of contact element in collision region were investigated. Two algorithms for real-time impact load (i.e. impact mass,
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velocity) identification have been demonstrated (in Sections 5 and 6). Both algorithms operate in real-time and
enable identification of impact during the initial milliseconds. It makes them useful for potential future applications
in adaptive impact absorbing systems.

The first of the proposed approaches (the “peak-to-peak” method) uses two sensors (contact force and piston
acceleration) for a very fast identification, which is possible due to the simplicity of the procedure. On the other hand,
the method requires high sampling frequency and almost noise-free measurement data. Precision of the identification
was found to be sensitive to the internal parameters of the impactometer. An acceptable precision was obtained when
the mass of the impacting object was comparable to the mass of the piston rod (within the range of one order of
magnitude) and for high pressures inside the cylinder.

The second of the proposed methods (the “response-map” approach) is based on single measurement only (contact
force), however it requires initial preparation of the database. It can be obtained either by multiple experimental tests
or by numerical simulations. The “response-map” approach requires longer identification time than the “peak-to-
peak” approach, but the results are more precise. The mean value of identification errors as well as their deviations
decrease for larger databases, however at the cost of the identification time. It was proved that the precision is
significantly improved by considering a longer contact force history, but it delays the identification process. Inde-
pendently on the identification method, accurate velocity identification is much easier to perform than accurate mass
identification.

In the next step, the impactometer will be realized and implemented. The problem of impact identification will
be extended into two and three dimensional cases which is much more challenging and requires more advanced
identification techniques.
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