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Abstract

Morphing capabilities allow for the design of a wing structure able to drastically change
its external shape. The adaptive and flexible morphing wing is thus able to achieve high
efficiency throughout the entire flight envelope reducing, for instance, consumption and
pollution and improving aerodynamic performance.

In order to achieve its potential, a morphing wing necessitates the development of an
effective controller and, in particular, of an accurate feedback system able to provide a
real-time reconstruction of the multitude of possible shapes achievable by the morphing
wing. In developing a feedback system, successful results have been collected by recreating
the displacement field of the wing structure from the actual measurements of the strains
of the structure itself. This approach is an inverse problem called shape sensing.

Notably, the shape sensing methodology known as iFEM (inverse Finite Element Method)
has already shown promising applications in both open and closed-loop control strategies
for morphing wing structures. However, closed-loop control architectures have not been
tested thoroughly yet. Therefore, this master thesis focuses on the development of a
closed-loop control system for the actuation of a morphing wing structure using the iFEM
reconstructed shape as feedback. The objective is to observe the behavior of the iFEM
results in a closed-loop environment as well as to evaluate the effectiveness of the iFEM
code in providing feedback for the control scheme.

To simulate the actuation of the structure and the strain measurements, a FE model
of the structure is created. The closed-loop architecture is implemented in a MATLAB
environment. At each iteration, the MATLAB code calculates the difference between the
target and iFEM reconstructed displacements. Following a least-squares approach this
difference is used to compute the actuation loads. The least-squares problem is ill-posed
thus, as the complexity of the structure (and, as a consequence, of its model) increases,
regularization is needed. Therefore, the Tikhonov regularization method is introduced.

The results are presented for both a simple plate and a more realistic trailing edge
model. In both structures, the morphing potential is exploited by modifying the camber of
the structure so that it follows an arbitrary shape. The response of the control scheme and
of the structure to different operational conditions and external disturbances is tested. For
the trailing edge model, the external disturbance is simulated by the pressure distribution
over the morphed structure, which is extracted at each iteration using the software Xfoil.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The term ’morphing’ is the short of metamorphose [1]. The etymology of the term is the
Greek word ’metamórphōsis’, which means transformation. In the dictionary, the possible
definitions of ’metamorphosis’ are the following: "A profound change in form from one stage
to the next in the life history of an organism" or "A complete change of form, structure, or
substance, as transformation by magic or witchcraft"[2]. These two definitions are related,
as it is likely that the observation of the biological metamorphosis of plants and animals
led to the creation of ancient myths and legends where human characters metamorphose,
changing their appearance whilst keeping their identity [3].

In the aeronautical field, the word ’morphing’ is usually considered to mean large shape
change or transfiguration [4]. The term ’large’ is intentionally vague as there is neither an
exact definition nor an agreement between the researchers about the type or the extent of
the geometrical changes necessary to qualify an aircraft for the title ‘shape morphing’ [1, 5].
The lack of a complete definition is in part related to the multiple efforts of designers and
engineers who, since the very beginning of aeronautics, have tried to exploit the potential
of a shape-morphing aircraft. Therefore, rather than attempting to produce a concise
but incomplete definition, this chapter begins with a brief history of morphing designs to
portray the main features and benefits of morphing when applied to air-vehicles.

The continuous efforts that, starting from the first aviation pioneers, were put in the
development of morphing concepts and the increasing interest in the application of morph-
ing in the aeronautical field laid the basis for the modern understanding and the modern
designs of morphing structures. In today’s literature, a multitude of papers regarding mor-
phing aircraft and, notably, morphing wing designs can be found. A key concept underlying
many of these papers is the development of enabling technologies for such structures: for
instance, an intensively researched topic is the control strategy of the morphing wing.

In developing an effective controller, an accurate feedback system able to provide a real-
time reconstruction of the shape of the structure is needed. The state-of-the-art feedback
systems often revolve around sensor data measurements rather than relying on the actual
shape of the structure. This observation was first made by the co-supervisor of this master
thesis, Dr. Rinto Roy, in his paper [6], where he demonstrates how the shape of the
structure can be accurately reproduced via the shape sensing methodology named ’inverse
Finite Element Method’ (iFEM). Exploiting this potential, in [6] a real-time shape-based
feedback control strategy for morphing wing structures is developed. In his work [6],
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Introduction

Dr. Roy describes both open and closed-loop control strategies and explores in depth the
results of the open-loop control architecture. On the other hand, numerical results of the
closed-loop control strategy are left as future work.

The paper of Dr. Roy paved the road for the efforts behind this master thesis. The ob-
jective is to complete the results already provided in [6] by implementing the inverse Finite
Element Model shape feedback in a closed-loop control environment. Before discussing
the actual control loop strategy, however, it is useful to build a general yet comprehensive
framework of the modern morphing designs and their controllers. Therefore, following the
introductory paragraph on the history of morphing in the aeronautical field, the state-
of-the-art of both morphing wing structures and their closed-loop control strategies is
provided.

1.1 Brief history of morphing wing designs
Since the very beginning of the history of the aeronautical field, morphing capabilities have
always fascinated engineers and designers. The early pioneers found out that birds used
warping of their wings to control flight. Wilbur Wright in 1900 wrote “My observation
of the flight of buzzards leads me to believe that they regain their lateral balance, when
partly overturned by a gust of wind, by a torsion of the tips of the wings. If the rear
edge of the right wing tip is twisted upward and the left downward, the bird becomes
an animated windmill and instantly begins to turn, a line from its head to its tail being
the axis” (Wright, 1900) [7]. Following this observation, the Wright brothers created a
glider that implemented a system of wires that could be used by the pilot to control lateral
stability. This innovative morphing design represented a fundamental step in the creation
of history’s first successful airplane, the Wright Glided. Bio-inspired designs were later
exploited by the Austrian engineer Igo Etrich, with his Etrich Taube (’Taube’ means dove
in German). The Taube was essentially a bio-mimetic airplane: the planform of the Taube
accurately reproduced the shape of the Zanonia macrocarpa seed, which falls from trees in
a similar spinning motion of the Disamare, commonly seen in Italy in mountain regions.
Moreover, as for the Wright glider, the Taube exploited the warping of both the wing and
the horizontal tail for lateral control.

As planes became faster and faster, metallic airplanes proved to be much more successful
in sustaining the increasing structure loads. As a consequence, the morphing bio-inspired
solutions were replaced by the now commonly used systems of hinges, pivots, and rails.
However, engineers still experimented with morphing designs, now acting on the span of
the wing to reduce wing loading (which is the ratio between the weight and the span of the
wing) and, in turn, reduce induced drag. The first telescopic wing design, able to change
its span, was conceived in France, by Ivan Makhonine, and applied to his aircraft, the
Makhonine MAK-101 (1931). The idea of changing the geometry of the wing to adapt to
different flight envelope conditions was pursued by NASA with the design in 1951 of the
Bell X-5, which could change its wing sweep. The wing sweep could be set to 20, 45, and 60
degrees: high sweep angle values improved the take-off and landing performance. On the
other hand, a low sweep angle allowed to achieve high speed and aerodynamic efficiency.
The Bell X-5 inspired a series of military designs that went into large-scale production in
the 1960s and 1970s.
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1.1 – Brief history of morphing wing designs

The numerous studies on variable geometry aircraft reached a peek in 1981, with the
development of NASA’s AFTI F-111 Mission Adaptive Wing (MAW), an aircraft that cou-
pled the mature variable geometry technologies with a shape morphing capability, similar
to the one of the first aircraft designs. The objective was to create an aircraft that could
adapt to off-flight conditions not only by changing its wing sweep angle but also by acting
on the camber of its profile while maintaining a smooth skin surface.

Figure 1.1: Timeline of fixed-wing aircraft implementing morphing technologies [1]

Each of the designs briefly presented in this chapter (figure 1.1) represented a small
step toward the modern concept of morphing wing designs. All these separate efforts
were collected in the early years of the 21st century by two different projects: the NASA
Morphing Aircraft Project and the DARPA Morphing Aircraft Structures (MAS) Program.
Both programs contributed to the definition of ’morphing’ and laid the basis for the state-of-
the-art of morphing designs. The former project defined morphing as "efficient, multipoint
adaptivity" [4]. The latter, on the other hand, stated: "Morphing is a capability to provide
superior and/or new vehicle system performance while in flight by tailoring the vehicle’s
state to adapt to the external operational environment and multi-variable mission roles.
In the context of this DTO, morphing aircraft are multi-role aircraft that change their
external shape substantially to adapt to a changing mission environment during flight"[7].
As for the morphing designs developed within those projects, the past morphing solutions
such as bio-inspiration, warping, shape-changing, and variable geometry were combined
together leading to innovative designs with the potential to accommodate contradictory
mission requirements; achieve resilience against unforeseen problems; reduce weight and
drag and face mission scenarios previously deemed impossible [4].

The results of the NASA and DARPA projects kindled a renewed interest in morphing
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wing structures. Morphing wing designs were proven to greatly improve aerodynamic per-
formance for a range of flight conditions, thus improving fuel savings and in turn reducing
costs and pollution. An example of the performance enhancement produced with morph-
ing is shown in the spider plot of figure 1.2. The spider plot compares, for different flight

Figure 1.2: Spider plot comparing predicted performance of the baseline Firebee, a mor-
phing airfoil Firebee, and a morphing planform Firebee [1]

conditions, the baseline performance (in red) of the UAV BQM-34 to the performances of
two different morphing strategies: a geometrical variation (in green), or an airfoil shape
variation (in yellow). The outer circle represents the maximum performance value. As
clearly shown in the figure, the performance of the aircraft is improved throughout all the
flight envelope, highlighting the potential of morphing wing designs.

1.2 Morphing wing structures: state of the art
The potential of morphing wing structures has attracted the attention of many researchers
in the past decade. In today’s literature, a plethora of morphing wing designs can be found.

8



1.2 – Morphing wing structures: state of the art

This chapter contains a small collection of those designs together with a brief description
of each one of them.

The first morphing wing structure presented is shown in figure 1.3. This morphing wing

Figure 1.3: The MIT Digital Morphing Wing [8]

design was developed by the team of Neil Gershenfeld, director of MIT’s Center for Bits and
Atoms (CBA) in collaboration with NASA [8]. The internal structure of the wing is made of
lattice carbon fiber reinforced polymer (CFRP) assembly forming a cellular solid structure.
Cellular solids are materials made of a network of 1D and 2D elements. Such materials
combine high specific properties with an extremely lightweight. Since the properties of
cellular solid structures are related to the geometry of the lattice array, the macroscopic
properties of the structure itself can be tuned to match the desired compliance and mass
[9]. The skin of the wing is made of strips of Kapton. The flexible strips can overlap like the
feathers of a bird, thus maintaining a smooth skin surface through morphing. Actuation
is obtained via a small set of actuators placed at the wing tip. The motors allow the wing
to twist for roll control.

The peculiarity of the MIT wing design is shown in figure 1.4: the lattice structure
is made of a repetitive unit, which Gershenfeld calls ’digital material’ [8]. As shown in
the top-right picture, the digital morphing structure can be assembled by combining the
building block elements. This design strategy drastically reduces the manufacturing process
complexity and allows to precisely tune the properties of the cellular solid.

The digital approach is not the only innovative manufacturing process found in the
literature. At the ETH spin-off 9T Labs, a 3D-printed composite morphing wing has been
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Figure 1.4: Construction of shape-changing structures from discrete lattice building-block
elements [9]

developed [10]. To test the performance of the wing, the research team has produced
a morphing composite drone, shown in figure 1.5. In the picture, the morphing parts
of the drone are colored in green: the internal lattice structure of both the V-tail and
the wing is actuated using 8 internal servo motors that allow trailing edge bending. As
the actuators are independent from one another, the lift along the span can be varied,
reducing the structural loads and potentially increasing the efficiency of the drone [11]. The
carbon fiber and plastic internal structure, as mentioned before, is obtained via additive
manufacturing. This innovative process, as waste material is minimized and the complexity
of the printed part doesn’t add to the cost of the process, reduces the cost of the process
itself. Furthermore, the 3D printing technique allows to exploit the anisotropy of the
carbon fiber reinforced polymer, by aligning the fibers in the direction of the load path
[11].

In the field of drones, in particular of ’micro air-vehicles’ (MAVs), an extremely inter-
esting design is the one shown in figure 1.6. The primary flight feathers, highlighted in
red in figure (a), allow birds to modify the planform area of the wing. The bio-inspired
wing design presented mimics this mechanism: 8 artificial feathers are connected to the
outer section of the leading edge and can be folded or deployed using respectively a pre-
stretched linear spring or a servo motor [12]. This wing mechanism is used to achieve in
a single efficient design conflicting mission requirements: when the drone has to maneu-
ver among obstacles small turn radius is needed. This can be achieved by deploying the
feather-like wings since the turn radius is directly proportional to the wing loading (W/S).
On the other hand, when facing wind gust, or even breeze, by folding the wing, high wind
resistance is achieved.
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1.2 – Morphing wing structures: state of the art

Figure 1.5: 3D printing manufactured composite morphing wing [10]

Moving away from morphing drones, many promising UAV morphing designs can be
found in literature: here in this chapter two different projects are presented: the SmartX
prototype morphing wing [13, 14], and the morphing concepts developed by G. Molinari
and his team [15, 16]. The SmartX project is presented in figure 1.7. The morphing action
takes place in the trailing edge of the structure, which is divided into 6 different morphing
modules. Each module is actuated using a pair of electromechanical actuators placed,
as shown for the first module in figure 1.7, in the wingbox. To guarantee continuity in
the span direction, the gaps in the composite skin are filled with a flexible elastomeric
skin. This actuation system is able to provide high deflections at a slow pace. To achieve
faster morphing, the electromechanical actuators are coupled with piezoelectric bimorphs
installed along the tip of each trailing edge module. To reconstruct the shape of the
morphing structure, the trailing edge skin is bonded with FBG (Fiber Bragg Grating)
sensors. The optical fibers run along both the span direction and the chord direction,
assuming in this last configuration a U shape to measure both torsion a bending. The
strain measurement is converted into displacements that allow for the reconstruction of
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Figure 1.6: Bio-inspired MAV [12]

the shape using proper transfer functions that are obtained from pre-known morphing
configurations [14]. Figure 1.7 shows how the skin is also embedded with piezoelectric
sensors to measure boundary layer states.

Figure 1.7: SmartX morphing wing design [13]

Molinari’s conceptual morphing design [15] is shown in figure 1.8. The wing is divided
into three different sections. The leading edge of the structure is made of a stiff wing box
and is considered infinitely rigid compared to the rest of the structure. Morphing occurs
in the remaining part of the wing, which is divided into two sections: the intermediate one
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1.2 – Morphing wing structures: state of the art

Figure 1.8: Conceptual design of a UAV morphing wing [15]

is made of compliant ribs with a truss-like structure and it is covered by a carbon fiber
reinforced polymer (CFRP) skin. The actuation is obtained using piezoelectric bimorphs;
the second section coincides with the trailing edge of the wing. The skin of this part is
made of a dielectric elastomer (DE), which covers an inner honeycomb structure. The
honeycomb core function is to withstand the pressure distribution acting on the wing. The
actuation of the morphing trailing edge is obtained by combining the action of the DE skin
with piezoelectric actuators placed on a cantilever plate. The actuation plate connects the
intermediate section with stringers in the spanwise direction that support the honeycomb
core. An alternative morphing design, proposed by G. Molinari and his team [16], is pre-
sented in figure 1.9. In this design, the compliant rib structure of the intermediate section is
extended to the trailing edge. To guarantee an equivalent compliance of the rearmost part,
the lower skin of the trailing edge is made of a corrugated glass fiber reinforced polymer
(GFRP). To measure and reconstruct the shape of the wing as it morphs, strain gauges
are bonded to the skin.

Morphing is not solely applied to unmanned air-vehicle design. Many researchers are
studying how to apply morphing to civil aircraft. For instance, in figure 1.10 the morphing
flap developed for a regional airplane in the Clean Sky Joint Technology Initiative (JTI) is
shown. The single-slotted camber morphing flap is being designed to replace the double-
slotted flap conventional architecture. Morphing is obtained through a rigid link-based
mechanism: the ribs of the trailing edge are divided into four different blocks, connected in
a "finger-like" configuration [17]. To reconstruct the shape, the relative rotations between
the parts of the mechanism are measured using encoders.
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Figure 1.9: Alternative conceptual morphing design of a UAV wing [16]

Figure 1.10: Clean Sky’s prototype of a morphing wing for a civil aircraft [17]
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1.3 – Control strategies for morphing structures: state of the art

1.3 Control strategies for morphing structures: state
of the art

In literature, two of the most frequently encountered control strategies for morphing wing
designs are the following:

• Proportional-Integral-Derivative (PID) control [18–20];

• Reinforcement Learning (RL) control [21–23];

In this chapter, both are briefly presented together with examples found in the literature.

1.3.1 PID control
PID refers to a control strategy that combines the different control strategies (Proportional,
Integral, and Derivative control) to obtain a unique and efficient controller.

In feedback control, the objective is to reduce the error signal between the output of
the controlled system and its target value, the set point. To achieve this, the controller
output (which is fed to the controlled system) can be computed using different strategies:
in a proportional control scheme, the controller output is proportional to the error signal,

p(t) = Kce(t) (1.1)

Equation 1.1 implies that proportional controllers have an asymptotic behaviour, as the
error e(t), and as a consequence, the controller output p(t), gradually decreases with each
iteration. Proportional controllers are able to achieve fast convergence if the controller
gain, Kc is properly adjusted, a practice which in control theory is referred to as ’tuning’.
However, if an external sustained disturbance is acting on the system, or if a set change
occurs, the proportional controller alone is not able to reduce the error to zero, and a
steady-state error, or offset between the system’s output and its target value is produced.
To eliminate the steady-state error, integral control is introduced,

p(t) = KI

Ú t

0
e(t∗) dt∗ (1.2)

where KI is the integral gain. The integral controller output, roughly speaking, is pro-
duced by looking at the past, as the output is now proportional to the error integral (or
sum in discrete cases) along the iterations. Therefore, in case of steady-state errors, while
the proportional output reaches an asymptotic limit, the controller output of the integral
controller will gradually increase with time until the error signal is zero. Implementing
proportional and integral control yields effective controllers that, nonetheless, could have
problems with oscillations and overshoots caused by sharp increases in the controller out-
put. To avoid such problems, a prediction of the evolution of the error would be needed.
This problem is solved with the implementation of a derivative controller,

p(t) = KD
de(t)

dt
(1.3)

where KD is the derivative gain. Combining the three control strategies, a PID controller,
as shown in figure 1.11, can be obtained.
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Figure 1.11: Proportional-Integral-Derivative controller [18]

The PID controller shown in figure 1.11 was implemented in a closed loop control
architecture. The control scheme is presented in a Simulink environment in figure 1.12.
The control scheme is used to monitor and actuate a morphing trailing edge structure made

Figure 1.12: PID controller implemented in the closed loop control architecture of an
adaptable morphing trailing edge concept [18]

with an internal structure of segmented adaptive ribs [18]. The finger-like rib structure
is actuated through rotary electromechanical actuators. The PID controller, highlighted
in green in figure 1.12, is used to produce the input voltage command for the servo-
actuator. The error at each iteration is obtained by the difference between the target
deflection, highlighted in blue, and the angular position of the morphed trailing edge,
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which is measured using rotary encoders and is highlighted in red in figure 1.12.
A more complex application of PID control in closed loop control strategy is shown

in figure 1.13. The closed-loop control architecture objective is to control the shape of

Figure 1.13: Closed loop control of the shape morphing airfoil using a fuzzy logic PID
hybrid controller [20]

a morphing profile in order to alter the position of the transition point between laminar
and turbulent flow over the wing: moving the transition point towards the trailing edge
reduces drag thus improving aerodynamic efficiency [20]. The structure is actuated with
a spanwise distribution of shape memory alloy actuators. To monitor the displacements
of the flexible morphing skin, two position transducers measure the displacements dY1real

and dY2real in two specific control points. The measured displacements are then used as
feedback for the controller, comparing them with the target displacements. In the previous
example, a simple PID controller was sufficient for the electromechanical actuators as they
were assumed to have linear behaviour. On the contrary, SMA actuators are highly non-
linear and characterised by hysteresis. To deal with non-linearity, a fuzzy logic (FL) PID
controller was implemented. The FL PID controller was then coupled with a conventional
on-off controller to address the hysteretic behaviour between the cooling and heating phases
of the SMA actuator. The resulting hybrid architecture is presented in figure 1.14.

Figure 1.14: Hybrid fuzzy logic proportional-integral-derivative and conventional on-off
controller architecture [20]
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1.3.2 Reinforcement Learning control
Reinforcement Learning (RL) is an algorithm that is able to produce a control architecture
exploiting a bio-inspired mechanism: the control scheme learns how to "behave" through
trial and error interactions with the environment, in the same way as we, as humans, collect
information and knowledge by interacting with our surroundings. As RL is a computational
method, the reinforcement learning algorithm is trained using a goal-directed approach,
that is using a reward system to achieve a certain goal. The RL problem is characterised
by the interaction of a learning agent with its environment. The learning agent is defined
by three main aspects [24]:

• sensation, as it must be able to sense the state of the environment;

• action, as it must be able to affect the state of the environment with its behaviour;

• goal, as it must relate goals to the state of the environment.

Sensation and action in a RL algorithm are devolved to a function called policy, that maps
and determines the state-to-action behaviour of the actor. Goal is instead defined by a
reward signal. The interaction of the agent with the environment produces a reward and
the objective of the agent is to maximize such reward in the long run. Reward represents
an immediate response to the action of the agent, thus it is the driving changing factor of
the policy. However, choosing to guide the actor only with immediate feedback would lead
to poor results. An initial state with low reward could result in a series of subsequent high
reward states, amounting to an initially unexpected high total reward. Therefore, a key
aspect in a RL method is the estimation of the value function [24], which, given a certain
state, yields the expected reward to be received starting from that state. Lastly, a model
of the environment, when the real environmental behaviour is unknown, is usually needed.
This model, together with the policy, the reward signal, and the value function, constitutes
the basis of the RL method [24].

In literature, different morphing controllers trained with RL can be found and frequently
the control scheme is tested in a simulated environment [23]. However, recently, a Proximal
Policy Optimization (PPO) algorithm was used to achieve control of a real morphing airfoil
[23]. PPO is a Deep Reinforcement Learning algorithm (DRL): it combines Artificial Neural
Networks with a RL algorithm to estimate both the state’s value and the policy functions.
PPO is also a model free method, as no modeling of the environment is needed. As
for the last "ingredient" of the RL algorithm, the reward signal (in the paper [23], it is
referred to as ’reward scheme’) two definitions have been implemented: both are based
on the relative errors between measured and achieved deflection of the structure, with
one also implementing a penalty function to take into account unwanted overshoot. To
distinguish between the controllers trained with a different reward scheme, the simplest
one is represented as RL while MO (mitigate overshoot) points to the other.

The control scheme is shown in figure 1.15. On the right, the airfoil structure with its
morphing trailing edge is shown. On the bottom left of the picture, the RL controllers
are represented: the control architecture produces a voltage signal which is modulated
and sent to the piezoelectric actuated skin of the morphing trailing edge. The deflection
is reconstructed by feeding the real measurements of piezoelectric sensors to an inference
model, which yields the true deflection, measured by a profilometer. The inference model
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was built using two different neural networks: a traditional linear (LIN) and a long short-
term memory (LSTM) network.

Figure 1.15: Deep Reinforcement Learning control scheme [23]
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Chapter 2

The inverse Finite Element
Method

The morphing designs and control strategies presented in the previous chapter implemented
various feedback strategies:

• in [23] the feedback deflection was measured by coupling piezoelectric sensor results
with inference models obtained through neural networks;

• in [17] encoders measuring relative rotation between the kinematic rigid link mecha-
nism were used to monitor the shape of the structure;

• in [14] Fiber Bragg Grating strain measurements were fed to pre-known transfer
functions to produce the control loop feedback.

Although very different, these strategies all rely on sensor data rather than actual shape
measurements to reconstruct the shape of the morphing wing. In this master thesis, in
contrast to the commonly used sensor feedback controllers, a shape-based feedback closed-
loop control strategy is developed and tested using the shape sensing methodology known
as the inverse Finite Element Method.

Shape sensing is defined as the inverse problem of reconstructing the deformed shape of
a structure using surface strain measurements [25]. In the inverse Finite Element Method,
the strain measurements are used to build a least-squares difference functional, Φ. Seeking
an extremum of this functional, i.e. enforcing its first variation to be null (δΦ = 0), yields
Euler equations and consistent boundary conditions that relate the measured strains to the
unknown displacement field. In other words, iFEM is a least-squares variational principle
based method.

The structural framework model for the inverse Finite Element Method is the first-
order, shear-deformation theory (FSDT or Mindlin theory). With reference to figure 2.1,
the FSDT kinematic model relations are

ux(x, y, z) = u(x, y) + zθy(x, y)
uy(x, y, z) = v(x, y) + zθx(x, y)
uz(x, y, z) = w(x, y)

(2.1)
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Figure 2.1: Notation for the flat shell [25]

where the five kinematic variables u, v, w, θx, θy all refer to displacements and rotation of
the middle plane of the shell structure. The kinematic model of Eqs. 2.1 leads to the
following expression for the in-plane strains:

εxx

εyy

γxy

 =


εx0
εy0
γxy0

 + z


κx0
κy0
κxy0

 ≡ e(u) + zk(u) (2.2)

where u is the vector of kinematic variables, e(u) is the vector of membrane strains, and
k(u) the vector of curvatures. Both vectors are related to the five kinematic variables by
3 × 5 differential operator matrices:

e(u) = Lεu
κ(u) = Lκu (2.3)

Similarly, transverse shear strains are related to u via a 2 × 5 differential operator matrix:;
γxz

γyz

<
≡

;
γxz0
γyz0

<
≡ g(u) = Lγu (2.4)

In the FSDT framework, the measured strains are to be correlated to the membrane strains
and to the curvatures. Referring to the notation of figure 2.1, let the position of the i-th
strain sensor pair (for instance, a couple FBG sensors or a strain rosettes) on the top or
bottom surface of the plate be xi = (xi, yi, ±t). The strains measured by the sensor on the
top-skin are (ε+

xx, ε+
yy, γ+

xy). The strains measured on the bottom are (ε−
xx, ε−

yy, γ−
xy). Having
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sensors on both the top and bottom surface, the measured strains can be converted into
membrane strains and curvatures using the following equations:

eε
i ≡


εx0
εy0
γxy0


i

= 1
2




ε+
xx

ε+
yy

γ+
xy


i

+


ε−

xx

ε−
yy

γ−
xy


i

 , (i = 1, n) (2.5)

kε
i ≡


κx0
κy0
κxy0


i

= 1
2t




ε+
xx

ε+
yy

γ+
xy


i

−


ε−

xx

ε−
yy

γ−
xy


i

 , (i = 1, n) (2.6)

where n is the number of sensors, the i subscript stands for x = xi, and the superscript ε
represents the existence of errors in experimental measurements.

These measured strains, together with the FSDT strains of Eqs. 2.3 and 2.4, are used
to formulate the least-squares difference variational principle that constitutes the basis of
iFEM. The least-squares difference functional is presented in the following expression [26]:

Φλ
e (u) =

..e(u) − eε
..2 +

..k(u) − kε
..2 + λ

..g(u) − gε
..2 (2.7)

where each norm is defined as follows:..e(u) − eε
..2 ≡ 1

Ae

Ú
Ae

[e(u) − eε]2 dAe

..k(u) − kε
..2 ≡ (2t)2

Ae

Ú
Ae

[k(u) − kε]2 dAe..g(u) − gε
..2 ≡ 1

Ae

Ú
Ae

[g(u) − gε]2 dAe or
..g(u) − gε

..2 ≡
Ú

Ae

g(u)2 dAe

(2.8)

In order to build the inverse Finite Element Model, an approximation of the distribution of
the kinematic variables on the middle plane surface is introduced. Under the assumptions
of the displacements finite element method, u is expressed as a function of ue, the nodal
displacement vector of the inverse finite element:

u(x, y) = N(x, y)ue (2.9)

Equation 2.9 represents the approximation introduced by the finite element discretization
as it is assumed that the displacement field over the element can be obtained by interpo-
lating the nodal displacements using appropriate shape functions contained in the matrix
N. Two different inverse finite elements have been developed:

• a three-node triangular element, referred to as iMIN3 [26], with 5 DOF (degrees of
freedom) at each node

ue
T = {ui, vi, wi, θxi, θyi} i = 1,2,3 (2.10)

• a four-node quadrilateral element, the iQS4 [27], with 6 DOF (degrees of freedom) at
each node

ue
T = {ui, vi, wi, θxi, θyi, θzi} i = 1,2,3,4 (2.11)
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For both these inverse finite elements, the shape functions are always C0-continuous
anisoparametric functions. (For the sake of simplicity the shape functions are not pre-
sented in this work. Refer to [26] and [27] for further details). Introducing the inverse
finite element approximation in Eqs. 2.3 and 2.4, the membrane and transverse strains, as
well as the curvatures, can be expressed as functions of the nodal displacements:

e(ue) = LεNue = Bmue

κ(ue) = LκNue = Bbue

g(ue) = Lγue = Bbue

(2.12)

where Bm, Bb, and Bs are matrices of shape function derivatives corresponding to the
membrane, bending, and transverse shear strains [28].

Substituting Eqs. 2.12 and Eqs. 2.8 in the equation 2.7 of the least-squares functional,
a resulting expression that depends only on the element nodal displacements is obtained.
Therefore, minimizing the functional leads to the following problem:

∂Φe(ue)
∂ue

= Keue − fe = 0 =⇒ Keue = fe (2.13)

which is the element matrix equation, where Ke is a function of the positions of the strain
sensors and the vector fe depends on the measured strain data. Through appropriate ro-
tations of the element vectors and coefficient matrices, and using finite element assembling
techniques, the inverse Finite Element Model produces a system of algebraic equations

KU = F (2.14)

whose solution yields the nodal displacements of the structure.
To obtain a non-singular coefficient matrix, boundary conditions are to be imposed.

On the contrary, to solve for the displacements of the structure, elastic or inertial material
properties can be unknown. This constitutes a critical advantage of the iFEM procedure,
leading to its applications in both static and dynamic systems.

In the next chapter, it is shown how this potential was exploited to build a real-time
shape-based feedback for closed-loop control of a morphing structure.
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Chapter 3

Control loop architecture

The objective of this master thesis is the performance evaluation of an inverse Finite Ele-
ment shape feedback system in a close-loop control strategy for a morphing structure. The
actuation, as well as the measurements of the strains of the structure, were simulated in
a FEM environment. The closed-loop control operations were run through an "in-house"
developed MATLAB code. This chapter contains a description of each element of the
closed-loop architecture and an explanation of how those elements were implemented to-
gether. Therefore, after a brief introduction to the notation used, the closed-loop flowchart
is presented. The flow of information in the controller cycle is highlighted focusing, in
particular, on the various inputs and outputs of the closed-loop building blocks, which
are initially presented as "black boxes". Following these introductory paragraphs, the dif-
ferent aspects and the operating principles of each component of the closed-loop control
architecture are detailed in a dedicated chapter. The covered topics are the following:

• how the target shape is obtained;

• how the actuation loads are computed: a least-squares inverse approach is adopted.
As the problem at hand is ill-posed, regularization methods are introduced in a ded-
icated subparagraph;

• how the FEM strains and displacements are retrieved at each iteration;

• how the external disturbances caused by the aerodynamic loads are implemented in
the closed-loop cycle;

• how the errors and convergence criteria are defined.

3.1 Notation introduction
Before starting with the description of the closed-loop control strategy, it is instrumental
to explain the notation that will be used in the following paragraphs.

One of the most recurring input and output data in the closed-loop cycle is the shape of
the structure, since the objective is its monitoring. The letter used for the different shapes
is P . A few examples are presented:
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• Ptgt is the target shape;

• PiFEM is the inverse Finite Element Model reconstructed shape;

• PFEM is the shape obtained using the Finite Element Model of the structure.

The shape, and thus P, is defined in terms of displacements. In other words, P is a matrix
containing the nodal displacements between the unmorphed shape and the shape P refers
to. Each column of a P matrix corresponds to a displacement component. Therefore, P is
always a N × 3 matrix

P =

 u1 v1 w1
...

...
...

uN vN wN

 (3.1)

where N is the number of nodes.
As explained in chapter 2, a fundamental input of the inverse Finite Element Method

are the back-to-back in-plane strains of the surfaces of the structure. In the FE models
used for the closed-loop control testing (an in detail description of these models will be
presented in chapters 4.1 and 5.1.2), it was assumed that each element of the skin of the
structure was instrumented on both the top and bottom surface with a strain rosette.
Hence, the strain matrices, which will be always referred to as εεε, are Ne × 6 matrices

εεε =

 ε+
xx,1 ε−

xx,1 ε+
yy,1 ε−

yy,1 γ+
xy,1 γ−

xy,1
...

...
...

...
...

...
ε+

xx,Ne
ε−

xx,Ne
ε+

yy,Ne
ε−

yy,Ne
γ+

xy,Ne
γ−

xy,Ne

 (3.2)

where Ne is the number of instrumented elements, and (ε+
xx, ε+

yy, γ+
xy)i and (ε−

xx, ε−
yy, γ−

xy)i

are respectively the top and bottom in plane strains measured at the centroid of the i-th
element.

Lastly, the notation for the actuation load scheme is presented. For the models used to
simulate the actuation of the morphing structure, a set of sparse concentrated transverse
forces or element pressures was used. The value of each single load is contained in a column
vector, L, of NL elements

LT = {L1, · · · , Li, · · · , LNL
} (3.3)

where NL is the number of sparse actuation loads.

3.2 Control loop flow chart
In figure 3.1, the closed-loop control architecture is presented. Starting from the bottom-
left corner, at each iteration the controller checks if the iFEM reconstructed shape has
converged to the target shape. If convergence hasn’t been reached, iteration is needed.
Therefore the difference between the target shape and the reconstructed shape, Ptgt −
PiFEM, is used to compute the actuation load vector, L, which in turn is fed to the finite
element model of the initial undeformed structure. As an output, the FEM procedure yields
the FEM simulated measurements of the strains of the morphed structure, εF EMεF EMεF EM . These
strains are inputted into the iFEM procedure, which reconstructs the morphed shape that,
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coherently with the notation of the previous chapter, is expressed in terms of displacements
with respect to the unmorphed shape. The iFEM reconstructed shape is then sent back as
feedback to the controller, thus completing the closed-loop cycle.

Figure 3.1: Closed-loop control architecture

In the closed loop architecture presented in figure 3.1, the main source of error is the
iFEM reconstructed shape. As iFEM has already proved its potential applications in
monitoring the shape of a morphing structure in a control strategy [6], fast convergence
is expected in this case study. This scenario, however, is far distinct from a real one:
during flight, a number of external unknown disturbances act on the structure and modify
its shape. An example of such unknown disturbances could be the pressure distribution
acting on the morphing structure: as the shape of the morphing wing changes, the pressure
distribution on the structure varies and can act both against or together with the actuation
force. In both cases, if open-loop or fed-forward control were to be used the controller would
not be able to achieve the target shape. In this case, that is when an external unknown
action is present on the morphing structure, shape control can be obtained only with a
closed-loop architecture.

To test the efficacy of the closed-loop architecture, therefore, an external disturbance,
modeled as the pressure distribution acting on the structure, is introduced in the closed-
loop cycle. The modified architecture is shown in figure 3.2. In the top-right corner of
the flowchart, a new "black box" titled XFOIL is now present: the pressure distribution
is computed by feeding the deformed FEM simulated shape to XFOIL, which produces
the pressure distribution on the morphed profile. Then, in the same way as the actuation
loads are fed to the FE model, the pressure distribution is introduced onto the initial un-
morphed FEM structure to simulate its deformation. Varying the intensity of the pressure
distribution, this new closed-loop architecture allows to test the iFEM feedback even under
extreme external conditions.
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Figure 3.2: Closed-loop control architecture - Added external disturbance

3.3 Target shape

Now that the overall view of the closed-loop control strategy has been presented, an in-
depth description of each of its elements will be provided. Starting from the target shape,
it was decided to test the morphing structures only in bending, that is to concentrate
the morphing action in the transverse direction. This choice is coherent with most of the
designs [10, 15–17, 23] presented in chapter 1.2 and 1.3 as camber morphing has shown
the most promising results when evaluated in both control authority and aerodynamic
efficiency [23].

Two morphing structures were tested: a simple plate and a wing structure. The tar-
get shape of the morphing plate was obtained by imposing an arbitrary equation for the
transverse deflection. It was assumed that w(x) = x2. The target shape (in red) and the
unmorphed shape (in black) are represented in figure 3.3a.

Between camber morphing wings, morphing trailing edge concepts have been proven to
be superior to correspondent leading edge designs [15]. Therefore, morphing capabilities
are concentrated in the trailing edge of the tested wing structure and morphing is used
only to change the camber of the trailing edge profile. In figure 3.3b, the unmorphed
shape (in black) and the target shape are portrayed. The target shape is obtained by
modifying the typical equation of the camber line of the four-digit NACA profile to an
arbitrary parabolic shape. The upper and lower skin of the profile, since their equations
both depend on the equation of the camber line, morph accordingly. Once the equations of
the arbitrary parabolic shape are obtained, they are used to compute the nodal coordinates
of the morphed structure, according to the FE discretization. Then, by a simple subtraction
of the baseline nodal coordinates of the unmorphed structure, the displacement matrix Ptgt
is obtained.
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(a) Target shape of the morphing plate struc-
ture

(b) Target shape of the morphing wing

Figure 3.3: Target shape of the tested morphing structures

3.4 Actuation loads
In chapter 1.3 the state-of-the-art control architectures for morphing wing structures were
presented: the main employed strategies are PID (Proportional-Integral-Derivative) control
and RL (Reinforcement learning) techniques. As the objective of this master thesis is the
implementation of the inverse Finite Element Method as a feedback strategy, instead on
focusing on the implementation of a complex modern control strategy, a simpler solution
was chosen. Inspired by [6], the controller output is based on the minimisation of a least-
squares difference functional between the required displacements and the displacements
generated by the actuation loads. The least-squares approach yields an inverse problem,
much similar to the one characterising the inverse Finite Element Method [25]. Inverse
problems are ill-posed, meaning that they do not necessarily satisfy conditions of existence,
uniqueness, and stability. In particular, instabilities can cause great changes in the output
results in the presence of even small disturbances in the input data. This nature of ill-
posed problems calls for solutions to improve the robustness of the method and damp the
effect of disturbances. These solutions are called ’regularization methods’. Therefore, this
paragraph is subdivided into two sections: in the first one, the least-squares approach used
to compute the loads is presented. Subsequently, regularization methods, in particular
Tikhonov Regularization, are introduced.

3.4.1 Least-squares approach

In chapter 3.2, it was explained how the function that computes the actuation loads receives
as an input the difference between the target and iFEM reconstructed displacements, Ptgt−
PiFEM. This difference produces the required displacements, Dref , that the structure needs
to achieve the target shape

Dref = Ptgt − PiFEM (3.4)
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where the letter D was used because, differently from the P displacement matrices, the
required displacements are not measured with respect to the unmorphed shape.

To compute the loads that produce Dref , a relation between the actuation scheme and
the displacements is introduced.

Suppose that the number of sparse actuation points on the structure is NL. Assume that
at each actuation point, a concentrated load or moment can be produced in any direction
of the reference coordinate system. If the subscript ’m’ is used to point to the generic load
point then the load vector repetitive unit is

LT
m = {Nx, Ny, Nz, Mx, My, Mz}m, m = 1, ..., NL (3.5)

As a result, the actuation scheme load vector, L is a 6NL × 1 column vector. To relate this
load vector to the displacements of the structure the following steps are followed:

• in the FEM environment, (i.e. in Patran), for each actuation load (that is for all of
the 6NL loads) a load case is created where a unit value is assigned to that actuation
load while all the others are considered null;

• the 6NL load cases of a single unit load are employed in just the same amount of
static analysis (run using Nastran);

• through this process 6NL different nodal displacement fields are obtained. The generic
nodal displacement field, Pm, is a N × 3 matrix of displacements components

Pm =

 u1 v1 w1
...

...
...

uN vN wN


m

, m = 1, ...,6NL (3.6)

where N is the number of nodes of the FEM discretization;

• the generic displacement matrix Pm is rearranged, lining up in a column vector each
of its rows:

Pm
T = {u1, v1, w1, u2, v2, w2, ..., uN , vN , wN }m m = 1, ...,6NL (3.7)

• lastly, assembling all the Pm column vectors in a single matrix, the matrix of influence
coefficients, A is obtained:

A =
#
{P1} · · · {P6NL

}
$

(3.8)

The matrix of influence coefficients is a 3N × 6NL matrix. For a given actuation scheme,
and for any set of values of the actuation loads represented by the load vector L, the
correlated displacements are obtained via this simple equation:

P = AL (3.9)

The P matrix obtained in Eqn. 3.9, as explained in chapter 3.1, contains the displace-
ments between the unmorphed shape and the shape P refers to. However, as explained
previously, the function that computes the loads uses as an input the difference between
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two P matrices, the one related to the target shape and the one obtained via the iFEM
reconstruction. The equation that relates the matrix of influence coefficients to the dif-
ference between two generic displacement matrices, Pk and Pk+1, can be obtained using
Eqn. 3.9 in the following procedure:

Dk = Pk+1 − Pk = ALk+1 − ALk = AdLk (3.10)

where dLk is the load increment between the actuation loads that produce Pk+1 and Pk.
At each k-th iteration, Eqn. 3.10, together with the required displacement Dref ,k, allows

to build the least-squares difference functional

Φk(dLk) =
..Dref ,k − Dk

..2 =
..Dref ,k − AdLk

..2 (3.11)

where the subscript ’k’ is used for Dref too, since a different iFEM reconstructed shape,
PiFEM,k, can be obtained at each iteration.

The only independent variable of the least-squares functional is the load vector incre-
ment. Hence, the problem of minimizing Eqn. 3.11 leads to the following least-squares
problem:

min
dLk

..Dref ,k − AdLk
..2 =⇒ dLk = A†Dref ,k (3.12)

whose solution, as shown in the implication, is the load vector increment itself. dLk,
however, is not the final output of the process yet. L, the actuation load vector that, as
shown in 3.2, is the actual controller output, and that is used as an input for the FEM
procedure, is obtained at the K-th iteration with the following expression:

L =
KØ

k=1
dLk (3.13)

As shown in equation 3.12 a powerful way of solving the least-squares functional problem
is through the singular value decomposition (SVD) of the matrix A, in particular using
the pseudo-inverse matrix A† [29].

The singular value decomposition of a generic m × n A matrix is

A = UΣVT (3.14)

where U ∈ Rm×n is an orthonormal column matrix, V ∈ Rn×n is an orthogonal matrix,
and Σ ∈ Rn×n = diag(σ1, ..., σn) is the diagonal matrix of the singular values of A. The
columns of U and V are defined respectively as the right and left singular vectors of A. It
is common understanding that the columns of U and V are ordered and scaled such that
the singular values are non-negative and are ordered by magnitude:

σ1 ≥ σ2 ≥ ... ≥ σn ≥ 0 (3.15)

Using SVD the generic least-square minimisation problem

min
b

..b − Ax
..2 (3.16)

is solved using the following expression:

x =
rØ

j=1

uT
j b
σj

vj (3.17)
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where r is the rank of the A matrix. If A has full rank then the solution of Eqn. 3.17 can
be easily obtained as

x = A†b (3.18)
where A†, the pseudo inverse matrix, is defined as

A† = VΣ†UT, where Σ† = diag(1/σi), i = 1, n (3.19)

3.4.2 Regularization of the least-square method
As mentioned in the introduction to this paragraph, the least-squares approach adopted
to compute the loads produces an ill-posed problem. If the matrix of influence coefficients
has full rank the conditions of existence and uniqueness of the solution are solved. How-
ever, the problem still remains afflicted by stability issues. To understand how even small
disturbances can affect the solution of an arbitrary ill-posed problem such as the one in
Eqn. 3.16, the random noise vector s is defined so that

b̃ = b + εs (3.20)

with ε small and greater than zero. Substituting Eqn. 3.20 in the solution obtained via
SVD (Eqn. 3.17), yields the following expression:

x̃ =
rØ

j=1

uT
j b
σj

vj + ε
rØ

j=1

uT
j s
σj

vj (3.21)

The solution presented in Eqn. 3.21 consists of two terms: the first one is the true solution
of the least square problem. The second term contains in the numerator the projection of
the noise vector onto the left singular vectors, uT

j s, and at the denominator the singular
values of A. If the numerator stays roughly constant, since as shown in Eqn. 3.15 the
singular values are in descending order of magnitude, the second term blows up with
j, causing instabilities even for small values of ε. To prevent instabilities, the so-called
’regularization methods’ are employed. Roughly speaking, the objective of regularization
is to contain the negative and unstable effect of the high index singular values, i.e. the
smallest ones, trying to maintain at the same time coherence with the model and adherence
to the real solution. This is obtained by introducing in the regularized solution a diagonal
matrix,Θ, of filter factors fi:

xreg = VΘΣ†UTb̃ =
rØ

j=1

uT
j b
σj

vj + ε
rØ

j=1
fj

uT
j s
σj

vj (3.22)

Regularization is obtained in Eqn. 3.22 adjusting the values of the filter factor so that the
unwanted components of the singular value decomposition are damped whereas the wanted
components remain essentially unchanged.

The simplest regularization method is the truncated singular value decomposition (TSVD).
This method consists in substituting the A matrix with its best rank-k approximation,
which is obtained using the following expression:

Ak =
kØ

j=1
σjujvT

j (3.23)
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where k < r, the rank of the A matrix. Introducing this expression in Eqn. 3.18, the
regularized solution becomes

xreg = A†
kb̃ =

kØ
j=1

uT
j b
σj

vj + ε
kØ

j=1

uT
j s
σj

vj (3.24)

Comparing Eqn. 3.24 with Eqn. 3.22, it is easily deducible that the filter factors are

fj =
I

1, for j ≤ k

0, for j > k
(3.25)

The error associated with the TSVD method can be computed in the Frobenius norm as..A − Ak
..

2 = σk+1 (3.26)

Eqn. 3.26, together with Eqn. 3.25, perfectly portrays the compromise of regularization:
a small value of k, which would lead to a highly regularized solution, would also result in
a great error as the singular values decrease with k. On the other hand, a small error is
attainable only with a high value of k which would in turn result in a poorly regularized
solution. A method that allows for a better compromise between these two solutions is
the Tikhonov regularization method. Tikhonov’s method is one of the most refined and
widespread regularization methods, finding possible applications even in the regularization
of the inverse Finite Element least-squares problem [25]. In Tikhonov’s approach the
problem of Eqn. 3.16 is reformulated as

min
b

...b̃ − Ax
...2

+ λ
..Lx

.. (3.27)

Regularization is introduced in the solution to the least-squares problem of Eqn. 3.27
since the regularized solution, xλ, has to compromise between minimizing the residual
b̃ − Ax and the penalty function Lx. The parameter lambda is used to control the
influence of the penalty functions and thus the "degree" of regularization. The solution to
the regularized Tikhonov problem in the standard case, where L = I, is presented in the
following expression:

xreg = xλ =
nØ

j=1

σjuT
j b̃

σ2
j + λ

vj (3.28)

The filter factors are
fj =

σ2
j

σ2
j + λ

(3.29)

Eqn. 3.29 shows how Tikhonov regularization exploits the value of the regularization
parameter to reduce possible instabilities in the solution: for singular values much larger
than λ the filter factors are fJ ≈ 1 whereas for singular values much smaller than λ it holds
that fJ ≈ σ2

J/λ ≈ 0. Hence, the influence of the smallest singular values, which cause the
noise term to blow up in Eqn. 3.21, is damped.

Tikhonov’s method was chosen to regularise the least-squares problem used to compute
the loads. Referring to Eqn. 3.12, the main source of noise is related to Dref since it
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contains the iFEM reconstructed shape, PiFEM. The noise is produced by the inherent
errors of the inverse Finite Element Method as well as, in a real-case scenario, by the
error on the measured strains. Using the notation of Eqn. 3.20, the notation D̃ref is used
to point to the required displacements containing the noised term. Applying Tikhonov
regularization in the standard case (L = I), the problem of Eqn. 3.12 is reformulated as

min
dL

.....
5
A
λI

6
−

C
D̃ref

0

D.....
2

=⇒ dL = A†
reg

C
D̃ref

0

D
(3.30)

where A†
reg is the pseudo inverse of the "regularized" matrix of influence coefficients

Areg =
5
A
λI

6
(3.31)

3.5 FEM strains and displacements
In the introduction to this chapter, as well as in figure 3.1 and 3.2, it was mentioned
how the actuation loads are used as input to the Finite Element Model to simulate the
strain measurements and the shape change of the structure. In theory, both strains and
displacements could be calculated by running an analysis with a proper FEM software, such
as, for instance, Nastran. However, this procedure would require a high computational cost,
that would in turn result in time-consuming simulated runs of the closed-loop architecture.
Therefore, under the simplifying assumption of small deformations of the structure, a
superposition principle-based approach was adopted. The superposition principle method,
able to produce a computationally fast algorithm, was implemented following a similar
approach to the one presented in chapter 3.4.1, where it was explained how the matrix of
influence coefficients was built: for each actuation point, where both concentrated forces
and bending moments can be produced, in a FEM environment such as Patran, a single
unit load replaces all the other loads of the actuation scheme. This single unit load case
( for a total of 6NL, where NL is the total number of actuation points) is used to run a
Nastran static analysis. After these first common steps, the following deviate from the
procedure used for the matrix of influence coefficients and, thus, are presented hereafter:

• the 6NL Nastran analysis produce the displacement and strain fields caused by each
of the single unit loads. The generic nodal displacement field, Pm, is a N × 3 matrix
of displacements components

Pm =

 u1 v1 w1
...

...
...

uN vN wN


m

, m = 1, ...,6NL (3.32)

where N is the number of nodes of the FEM discretization. On the other hand, the
strain measurements, following the notation introduced in chapter 3.1, are collected
in a Ne × 6 matrix

εmεmεm =

 ε+
xx,1 ε−

xx,1 ε+
yy,1 ε−

yy,1 γ+
xy,1 γ−

xy,1
...

...
...

...
...

...
ε+

xx,Ne
ε−

xx,Ne
ε+

yy,Ne
ε−

yy,Ne
γ+

xy,Ne
γ−

xy,Ne


m

, m = 1, ...,6NL (3.33)
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where Ne is the number of elements, and the elements of εmεmεm are the back-to-back
strains on those elements;

• these strain and displacement data collected before the closed-loop iterations, are
then used during each cycle to simulate the actuation and the strain measurements.
Using the superposition principle, at each iteration both the displacements and the
strains are reconstructed through the following expressions:

PFEM =
6NLØ
m=1

LmPm,

εF EMεF EMεF EM =
6NLØ
m=1

Lmεmεmεm

(3.34)

where Lm is the m component of the actuation load vector computed with Eqn. 3.30.

3.6 Aerodynamic loads
When presenting figure 3.2, it was explained that the closed-loop architecture was tested
in presence of an unknown external load, which was modeled as the aerodynamic pressure
distribution on the structure. To simplify the implementation of this external action on
the structure some simplifying assumptions were made:

• the flow over the structure was considered inviscous. This assumption allowed to
reduce the number of assumed parameters in the model;

• the pressure distribution along the span was considered constant. As explained in
chapter 3.3, the target shape is obtained by modifying only the camber line on the
trailing edge. Since the cross sections along the span, as the structure is subject to
bending only, morph in the same way, a similar constant behaviour for the pressure
distribution was assumed. This second assumption was fundamental in reducing the
computational cost of the closed-loop strategy as, at each iteration, it was sufficient
to evaluate the pressure distribution on a single reference cross-section, which was
chosen as the middle one.

At each iteration of the closed-loop architecture, the effect of the pressure distribution on
the structure is modeled through the following steps:

• the reference cross section is extracted by summing to its unmorphed baseline co-
ordinates the nodal displacements of PFEM obtained in the previous iteration. An
example of the reconstructed cross-section along the iterations is represented in figure
3.4;

• the reconstructed morphed cross section is fed to XFOIL; in the XFOIL environment,
the aerodynamic mesh is automatically constructed using a pre-determined number
of aerodynamic panels. This number of panels, however, produced a very rough and
uneven pressure distribution. Therefore, as shown in figure 3.5, the number of panels
is adjusted to produce a smoother pressure distribution on the surface;
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(a) Initial unmorphed configuration (b) Final configuration

Figure 3.4: Reference cross-section reconstruction throughout the iterations

(a) Npanels = 42 (b) Npanels = 161

Figure 3.5: Refined aerodynamic paneling procedure

• XFOIL is run automatically to extract the pressure coefficient distribution on the
cross-section. The inputs of the inviscous XFOIL analysis is only the angle of attack,
which is set to a constant value of 0 degrees;

• the pressure coefficient distribution, cp is converted into the pressure distribution on
the structure using the following expression:

p = 1
2ρV 2cp (3.35)

Eqn. 3.35 allows to modulate the intensity of the external disturbance by simply
acting on the relative velocity to the airflow. An example of the evolution of the
pressure distribution on the airfoil is presented in figure 3.6;

• through spline interpolation of the pressure distribution on the reference cross-section,
the pressure distribution at each element centroid of the FEM model is obtained.
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(a) Initial unmorphed configuration (b) Final unmorphed configuration

Figure 3.6: XFOIL reconstructed pressure distribution throughout iterations

Instead of running at each iteration a Nastran analysis to compute the displacements and
the strains caused by the pressure distribution, the same approach presented in chapter
3.5 is exploited:

• before the close-loop cycle iterations, for each element of the external surface of the
FEM model of the structure, a load case where a single unit pressure acts on that
element is created;

• if Ne is the number of elements, then Ne Nastran static analysis are run to extract
the displacements and strains distributions, Pi and εiεiεi, caused by each of the single
unit pressure load cases;

• the displacements and strains, relative to a specific pressure distribution, are com-
puted at each iteration without any additional Nastran analysis. Instead, exploiting
the superposition principle, the following expressions are employed:

Pp =
NeØ
i=1

piPi,

εpεpεp =
NeØ
i=1

piεiεiεi

(3.36)

where pi is the value of the pressure distribution in the centroid of the i-th element
of the FE model.

3.7 Error definition
At each iteration, as shown in both figure 3.1 and figure 3.2, the controller has to verify
if convergence has been reached, meaning that the controller has to check if the iFEM
reconstructed shape has converged to the target shape. A proper convergence evaluation
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is obtained through the implementation of a coherent error definition. In the control
architecture developed two error definitions were formulated.

As the actuation loads are computed using the difference between the iFEM recon-
structed shape and the target shape, Ptgt − PiFEM, the most natural definition for the
error is a relative least-squares difference between the two matrices. Remembering that
the shape matrices are always expressed in terms of displacements (see chapter 3.1) the
formula for the relative least-squares error is

erriF EM =

= 1√
N

ñqN
j=1(uj,tgt − uj,iF EM )2 +

qN
j=1(vj,tgt − vj,iF EM )2 +

qN
j=1(wj,tgt − wj,iF EM )2

max(
ñ

utgt2 + vtgt2 + wtgt2)
(3.37)

where in the numerator there is the square root of the sum of the squared-differences
between the target and iFEM nodal displacements and in the denominator there is the
square root of the number of nodes of the FE model, N , multiplied by the maximum
target shape magnitude. This error definition, although coherent with the model and the
control loop architecture implemented, presented a problem for the trailing edge structure:
when small transverse target deflections were considered, the definition yielded a high error
even if the structure converged to the target shape. This can be seen, for instance, in figure
3.7, which represents with colors on the morphed structure the "u-component" of the least-
squares relative error, that is the relative least-squares error computed with the following
expression

erru
iF EM = 1√

N

ñqN
j=1(uj,tgt − uj,iF EM )2

max(
ñ

utgt2 + vtgt2 + wtgt2)
(3.38)

In the same figure, the target shape is represented with black outlines and a white filling.
Looking at the top picture of figure 3.7b, it is evident that in the final configuration,
the control scheme has achieved the target shape. However, looking at the error plot at
the bottom of the same picture, the error relative to the displacement component along
the x-axis, the u displacement component, has roughly the same value as the first initial
configuration presented in figure 3.7a. The explanation of the high error, which is produced
even at convergence, can be found by looking carefully again at the top picture of figure
3.7b: as it can be seen in figure 3.8, even though the nodes of the iFEM reconstructed
shape lay on the top and bottom surface of the target shape, the x-coordinates of the
nodes of the two shapes do not perfectly line up, resulting in the high error relative to
the normal displacement component. To solve this problem a second error definition was
implemented.

The new error is defined using only the transverse distance between the nodes of the skin
at each iteration and the nodes on the curves that make up the skin of the final morphed
structure. The ’target curves’ are computed by spline interpolation, using a certain number
of points of the target morphed shape, that is using the MATLAB command

ytgt = spline(xref , yref , xiFEM) (3.39)

xref and yref , as mentioned, are vectors containing the coordinates of the target shape.
The spline command creates an interpolation curve function using these sets of data and
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(a) Initial configuration (b) Final configuration

Figure 3.7: Error plot on the morphed structure throughout the iterations

Figure 3.8: Zoom of the top picture of figure 3.7b

evaluates this function in xiFEM, the vector of x-coordinates of the iFEM reconstructed
shape. In figure 3.9, the iFEM shape is represented in red while the target shape obtained
via spline interpolation is colored with a black outline. Looking at figure 3.9, it is easy to
understand why the target shape is obtained by introducing the iFEM coordinates in the
spline evaluation: in this new target shape, the x-coordinates of the nodes of the inverse
Finite Element shape and the target shape itself are the same. Thus, convergence is defined
only by the difference between the y-coordinates of the nodes.

The error is computed following again a least square approach: for each node, the square
transverse distance between the iFEM position of the node and the position that the node
would occupy on the target curve is calculated. This definition results in the following
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Figure 3.9: New target shape definition

expression:

err∆y =

öõõô 1
N

qN
j=1(yj,target − yj,iF EM )2

max(ytarget2) (3.40)

Now that each one of the elements of the closed loop architecture has been explained in
detail, the next chapter will focus on its application for the control of a simple morphing
plate structure.
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Chapter 4

Results: plate structure

The closed-loop control architecture presented in chapter 3 was implemented in a MATLAB
environment. A simple plate structure was chosen for the first tests of the closed-loop
scheme. Removing the complexity of the morphing structure was instrumental, as it allowed
to investigate the following key aspects of the closed-loop control algorithm:

• the correct implementation of the matrix of influence coefficients;

• the effect of Tikhonov regularization;

• the influence of an unknown external load, modeled as a constant pressure distribution
on the bottom surface of the plate;

These topics are all covered in this chapter, which contains a collection of the main results
obtained in the tests of the closed-loop control of the morphing plate structure. The
chapter begins with a brief introduction to the plate model, spanning over the geometry
and the materials used, the direct and inverse finite element models of the structure, and
the adopted actuation scheme.

4.1 Plate structure model
The model chosen for the structure is that of a cantilevered, square, thin, aluminum plate.
The 3D model data are summarised in table 4.1 The FE model of the plate is presented in

Plate structure model
In-plane dimensions [mm×mm] 100×100
Thickness [mm] 2
Boundary conditions Cantilevered
Material Aluminum
Young modulus [MPa] 730000
Poisson coefficient 0.33

Table 4.1: Plate structure model
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figure 4.1. For the direct model, the structure is modeled with only shell elements (Quad4),
and a 20 × 20 mesh is adopted, resulting in a model with 441 nodes and 400 elements.
For the inverse model, the same amount of inverse four-node elements (iQS4) is used. As
a simplifying hypothesis, it is assumed that all the elements are instrumented with strain
rosettes on both the top and bottom surfaces, so that back-to-back triaxial strains on all
the elements are known.

In figure 4.1, the actuation scheme and the boundary conditions can also be observed:
one side of the plate is clamped to obtain the cantilevered structure. As for the actuation
scheme, each free node of the finite element model is loaded with a concentrated transverse
force. The high number of load points increases the dimension of A, the matrix of influence
coefficients. As explained in chapter 3.4 the matrix of influence coefficients is a 3N × 6NL

matrix, where N is the number of nodes, NL is the number of actuation points and 6NL is
the total number of loads, assuming that a concentrated load or moment can be produced
in any direction of the reference coordinate system. However, on the plate structure, only
transverse concentrate forces are applied. Therefore, the matrix of influence coefficients in
this case scenario has only a dimension of 3N × NL. Nevertheless, since in this example
N = 441 and NL = 420, the matrix of influence coefficients is still a 1323 × 420 matrix.
The dimension of the A matrix results in a high condition number. In particular, since A
characterises the least-squares problem that is used to compute the loads, a high condition
number results in a very badly conditioned problem, afflicted by instabilities. Therefore,
although unrealistic, the exaggerated number of load points of the actuation scheme serves
the purpose of testing the effectiveness of the Tikhonov regularization in maintaining a
stable solution.

Figure 4.1: Plate FE model

In order to test the closed-loop control of the plate when subject to an external unknown
disturbance, a constant unit pressure distribution on the bottom surface of the plate, shown
in figure 4.2, is implemented in the FE model. Thus, the displacements and strains fields,
respectively Pp and εpεpεp, caused by this external action, can be extracted with a Nastran
analysis before the closed-loop iterations. Referring to the closed-control loop flowchart
presented in figure 3.2 of chapter 3.2, this procedure allows to skip the XFOIL run, as the
effects of the aerodynamic load on the deformations, P, and the strains, εεε, of the structure

42



4.2 – Results

Figure 4.2: External disturbance model on the plate structure

are simply computed with the following expressions:

P = PFEM + mPp

εεε = εF EMεF EMεF EM + mεpεpεp

(4.1)

where the parameter m is a constant used to modulate the amplitude of the effects of
the pressure distribution. The approach presented with Eqs. 4.1 is clearly an extreme
simplification of the procedure explained in chapter 3.6, but it is consistent with the other
assumptions made, as the objective is not to produce a realistic example but rather testing
the intricacies of the closed-loop architecture implemented.

4.2 Results
Before testing the close-loop control architecture, a procedure was developed to verify the
correct implementation of the matrix of influence coefficients. The procedure is divided
into two steps: the first one is the introduction of a new error, which is defined as the
least-squares relative error between the shape obtained using the FE model, PFEM, and
the target shape, Ptgt. This definition is identical to the one presented in chapter 3.7, in
Eqn. 3.37, with the exception of the iFEM displacements, which are replaced by the FEM
displacement. The new error has the following expression:

errF EM =

= 1√
N

ñqN
j=1(uj,tgt − uj,F EM )2 +

qN
j=1(vj,tgt − vj,F EM )2 +

qN
j=1(wj,tgt − wj,F EM )2

max(
ñ

utgt2 + vtgt2 + wtgt2)
(4.2)

where the error is referred to as errF EM , to distinguish it from erriF EM which refers to
the error presented in Eqn. 3.37. The second step to verify the correct implementation of
A consists in running a closed-loop analysis, in which the target shape is the one obtained
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by setting the value of each load of the actuation scheme to one. In other words, the target
shape is obtained by summing all the columns of the matrix of influence coefficients, A:

Ptgt =
NLØ
i=1

Pi with A = [{P1}, · · · , {Pi}, · · · , {PNL}] (4.3)

Furthermore, the closed-loop cycles are run setting the Tikhonov regulation parameter, λ,
to zero, as well as the pressure modulus coefficient, m. The regularization parameter was
introduced in chapter 3.4.2 with Eqn. 3.27. As explained in that chapter, λ controls the
extent of the regularization: if λ is set to zero, no regularization is applied, and the solution
corresponds to the real solution of the least-squares problem. Similarly, if m = 0, as shown
in Eqs. 4.1, no external action is considered on the structure and the deformations and
the strains coincide with the FEM ones. In this scenario, the least-squares problem used
to compute the actuation loads has an exact solution

L = A†
NLØ
i=1

Pi = {1 · · · 1}T (4.4)

where Pi, the columns of the matrix of influence coefficients, are the displacements caused
separately by each of the unit loads of the load vector. Introducing the unit load vector
solution into Eqn. 3.34 of chapter 3.5, the superposition principle yields a FEM shape
which is again the sum of the displacements caused by the single unit loads:

PFEM =
NLØ
i=1

Pi (4.5)

Therefore, if the matrix of influence coefficients is implemented correctly, the result of this
procedure is that the FEM error defined in Eqn. 4.2 is null, or close to machine precision,
as PFEM ≡ Ptgt.

In figure 4.3, the results of the procedure used to check the correct implementation of
the influence matrix related to the the actuation scheme of figure 4.1, is shown. Looking
at the data shown in the picture, it is evident that the FEM error is approximately zero. It
is also worth noting that the iFEM error is very low (0.3% circa), meaning that the iFEM
shape feedback is capable of accurately reconstructing the shape in this scenario.

To further analyze the performance of the iFEM feedback, the closed-loop architecture
was tested using the target shape presented in chapter 3.3, in figure 3.3, that is the target
shape where the transverse deflection follows the equation of a parabola, x2. The first
test was conducted by setting the regularization parameter and the module of the pressure
distribution again to zero. The graph of figure 4.4a shows the evolution of the error with
every iteration: it is evident that after the first iteration, the error starts diverging. This is
caused, as explained in chapter 3.4.2, by the instability issues of the least-squares inverse
problem: the small errors associated with the iFEM reconstruction are amplified with every
iteration, leading to the error blow-up shown in the picture.

To solve the instability issues, the value of the Tikhonov regularization parameter,
λ, was properly adjusted. However, as Hansen and Hanke stated in 1993: “No black-
box procedures for choosing the regularization parameter λ are available, and most likely
will never exist” [29]. Therefore, the regularization parameter was determined with a
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Figure 4.3: Test on the correct implementation of the influence matrix

heuristic approach. In particular, through a series of iterative attempts, the value of the
regularization parameter was set to λ = 10−6. The regularized problem and the closed-
loop architecture were then tested one more time, still with no external disturbance acting
on the structure. The error, plotted against the number of iterations, is shown in figure
4.4b. Comparing figure 4.4b with figure 4.4a, it is evident how the Tikhonov regularization

(a) λ = 0 (b) λ = 10−6

Figure 4.4: FEM and iFEM error along the iterations - m = 0

stabilizes the solution after the second iteration, allowing to further reduce the error.
One could argue that, in this example, the error reduction is so small (0.1% circa) that

it would have been much easier to simply stop the iterations after the second one. This
solution would have allowed to reach convergence with high accuracy without implementing
Tikhonov regularization. This statement, although correct, holds true only as long as the
closed-loop architecture is used as an open-loop strategy: in the case study of figure 4.4a,
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after the assessment of the shape of the structure in the first iteration, the second one is
used to actuate the structure, which immediately morphs in the target shape. However,
if more iterations were to be needed, for instance in the case where the the closed-loop
architecture had to be used to control the shape under an unknown disturbance, the absence
of a regularization method would lead to instabilities and convergence wouldn’t be reached.
This case scenario is represented in figure 4.5a: the external disturbance is, in this example,
non-null as m = 25. This leads to an error of 30% circa in the second iteration (much higher
than the error of 0.3% of the previous cases). The closed-loop controller attempts in the

(a) λ = 0 (b) λ = 10−6

Figure 4.5: FEM and iFEM error along the iterations - m = 25

subsequent iterations to correct the error. However, the small disturbances, without any
regularization, slowly start to affect the output, to a point where the error stops decreasing
and instead starts to continuously rise. This behaviour is also captured in figure 4.6, where
the iFEM reconstructed shape, in red, is compared to the target shape, plotted in black,
at different morphing stages: in the first iteration (figure 4.6a) the iFEM feedback assesses
that the structure is in its initial unmoprhed configuration; in the second iteration (figure
4.6b), the controller attempts to achieve the target shape, but the external load causes
a shift of the structure. Therefore, another iteration is needed. However, at the third
iteration (figure 4.6c), the instability of the inverse least-squares problem starts crippling
the iFEM feedback, initiating the divergence of the error.

Hence, regularization needed and it is applied in the case of m = 25. The results ob-
tained using again a value of the regularization parameter λ = 10−6 are presented in figure
4.5b. As clearly shown in the picture, the effect of regularization causes a drastic decrease
in the error in the third iteration, as the instabilities that characterised the previous so-
lution are drastically damped. This allows the closed loop controller to assess the effect
of the unknown external load and correct it so that in the final iteration the error is once
again in the order of 0.2%. This behaviour is also confirmed by the images of figure 4.7:
comparing, in particular, figure 4.7c with figure 4.6c, it is evident how the regularization
method removes the oscillating pattern in the iFEM reconstructed shape of figure 4.6c,
producing, instead, a smooth surface and allowing the convergence to the target shape in
the third iteration.
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(a) First iteration (b) Second iteration (c) Third iteration

Figure 4.6: iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop iterations - m = 25,
λ = 0

(a) First iteration (b) Second iteration (c) Third iteration

Figure 4.7: iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop iterations - m = 25,
λ = 10−6

To test the robustness of the code, another test was run setting the pressure module
m = 50. The results of the closed-loop control process are shown in figure 4.8. Looking

(a) First iteration (b) Second iteration (c) Third iteration

Figure 4.8: iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop iterations - m = 50,
λ = 10−6

at the pictures of the structure while it is morphing, the same pattern of the previous
case study occurs: in the second iteration the effect of the external disturbance causes a
noticeable deviation from the target shape (figure 4.8b). Nevertheless, in the third iteration,
the controller is able to adjust the actuation loads to accommodate for the desired target
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shape (figure 4.8c). This behaviour is reflected in the error plot, shown in figure 4.9.
Because of the external load, in the second iteration the error instead of reducing itself,
increases. Throughout the following iterations, however, the error converges to the same
value of 0.2% of the previous cases.

Figure 4.9: FEM and iFEM error along the iterations - m = 50, λ = 10−6

The results collected in this chapter are summarised in table 4.2. For the simple plate
structure, the inverse Finite Element method proved its capability of accurately recon-
structing the shape along the iterations, and thus was successfully implemented in the
closed-loop architecture. The controller, exploiting the iFEM feedback to assess the shape,
and the regularized least-squares problem to compute the loads, achieved the arbitrary
target shape with high precision even under the disturbance of an external unknown load.

Case study Results
λ = 0 The error converges to a value of 0.3% after the second iteration.

If multiple iterations are requested, divergence occursm = 0
λ = 10−6

The error converges to a value of 0.2%, even after multiple iterations
m = 0
λ = 0 The error diverges because multiple iterations are needed
m = 25
λ = 10−6

The error converges to a value of 0.2%
m = 25
λ = 10−6

The error converges to a value of 0.2%
m = 50

Table 4.2: Closed-loop control test on the morphing plate structure: summary of the results
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Chapter 5

Results: trailing edge structure

The results achieved in the previous chapter, although promising, were obtained employing
the closed-loop control architecture with a structure, the morphing plate, that significantly
differed from the morphing designs presented in chapter 1.2. To test the iFEM feedback
controller in a state-of-the-art framework, a wing concept with a morphing trailing edge
was developed. Furthermore, to simulate the effect of external unknown disturbances on
the morphing structure in a realistic case scenario, such as during flight, a procedure to
extract the pressure distribution on the wing while it is morphing was implemented.

This chapter contains the main results acquired testing the iFEM feedback control
strategy to control and monitor the shape of the morphing trailing edge, both with or
without the influence of the pressure disturbance.

5.1 Trailing edge model
Before presenting the results, the trailing edge model is introduced. The covered topics
are the following:

• the morphing architecture;

• the materials;

• the direct and inverse FE models;

• the actuation schemes.

5.1.1 3D Model
As explained in chapter 3.3, camber morphing and, in particular, trailing edge morphing
is the most recurring solution in the literature of morphing wing designs, since it provides
excellent aerodynamic and control performance. The morphing trailing edge wing tested
in this chapter was inspired by a particular promising design, the one developed by G.
Molinari and his team [15], which has been already presented in detail in chapter 1.2. In
particular, the model developed is a simplification of the conceptual morphing wing of [15].

In figure 5.1, the 3D model of the wing structure is shown. The wing structure is divided
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Results: trailing edge structure

Figure 5.1: Trailing edge 3D model

into two parts: the first one is the leading edge (represented in blue), made of a very stiff,
aluminum shell structure. This structure is considered infinitely rigid with respect to the
other portion of the wing, the morphing trailing edge, which has a skin made of epoxy resin
(represented in red) reinforced by a soft foam core. The materials used for the morphing
portion of the wing are chosen so that the structure is compliant enough to exhibit morphing
capabilities but, at the same time, has the robustness to withstand the applied loads. In
particular, the foam core is used to counteract the pressure distribution on the flexible
skin of the trailing edge, which would otherwise deform excessively under this transverse
action. The material properties of both the stiff leading edge and the morphing trailing
edge are summarised in table 5.1 Both the epoxy skin and the foam core, as clearly shown

Material E [MPa] ν

Leading edge Shell Structure Aluminum 73000 0.33
Trailing edge Skin Epoxy resin 3.2 0.35

Core Roachell WF 51 75 0.44

Table 5.1: Materials of the morphing trailing edge model

by the data in the table, are considered as isotropic materials, in order to facilitate the
FEM implementation of the 3D model.

50



5.1 – Trailing edge model

5.1.2 FE Model

The FE model of the structure is presented in figure 5.2. Only the trailing edge structure,

Figure 5.2: Trailing edge FE model

whose dimensions are displayed in figure 5.1, is modeled in the FE environment. The
leading edge, instead, is represented by the clamped rear end of the trailing edge. This
choice is coherent with the assumption that the leading edge, made of a stiff, aluminum,
shell structure, is infinitely rigid in comparison with the compliant, morphing trailing edge.

The skin of the trailing edge is modeled with 2D shell elements (Quad4), while, for
the core, solid elements (Hex8) are used. The total number of nodes is 260, resulting in a
total of 291 shell elements and 170 solid elements. On the other hand, the inverse finite
element model consists solely of 2D inverse four-node elements (iQS4). The reason is that
the iFEM feedback is used to monitor only the external shape of the structure, which can
be obtained by simply reconstructing the displacements of the skin. To accomplish this
task, it is assumed that every element of the skin is instrumented with a strain rosette
on both its top and bottom surfaces. In reality, it would be very difficult to have strain
sensors on the inner interface between the skin and the foam core (integrated FBG sensors
would have to be used). Nevertheless, to validate the procedure, it is hypothesized that,
at a numerical model level, this measurement is possible, so that the back-to-back tri-axial
strains on all the elements are known. This allows for a full-field (i.e. at every material
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point) reconstruction of the displacements.
In figure 5.2, one of the two actuation schemes tested is also shown: it consists of a

sparse set of transverse concentrated forces both in the chord and span-wise direction. This
actuation scheme represents a simplification of the action exerted by the piezoelectric or
shape memory alloy actuators frequently used in the modern morphing structures.

Another attempt at mimicking the state-of-the-art of morphing actuators is represented
in figure 5.3, where the second actuation scheme employed for the trailing edge model is
shown. It consists of a distributed pressure acting on both the top and bottom skin of the
trailing edge. The pressure distribution is modeled by applying a pressure load on every
element of the skin. This second actuation scheme was chosen as it corresponds to the

Figure 5.3: Pressure distribution on the trailing edge FE model

model of the pressure distribution acting on the trailing edge. In particular, the procedure
to extract, for each single element pressure, the displacement field to build the influence
matrix (refer to chapter 3.4.1) is exactly the same procedure that is used to compute the
effects, in terms of strains and displacements, of the aerodynamic pressure on the trailing
edge, which was explained in detail in chapter 3.6.
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5.2 Results
As explained in chapter 3.3, the target shape for the morphing trailing edge was obtained
by modifying only the camber line of the reference NACA profile (the NACA 6516), since
the equations that define such profiles produce a congruent morphing of the skin of the
structure. As morphing is concentrated in the trailing edge, only its camber line equation
was altered. In particular, the camber line equation was modified so that it morphed into
a parabolic shape. This led to the following expression of the transverse coordinate of the
camber line:

yc(x) = yc0 − k · (x − xm)2 (5.1)

where the term yc0 is used to guarantee the continuity of the equation with the unmorphed
portion of the wing and xm = 0.55 is the coordinate along the chord of the rear end of
the morphing trailing edge. The term −k represents an arbitrary constant that is used to
control the extent of the downward transverse deflection of the profile. In the case studies
presented in this chapter, the value of the constant was set to k = 0.4 and k = 1. The
target shapes obtained are shown in figure 5.4.

(a) k = 0.4 (b) k = 1

Figure 5.4: Target shapes

Before testing the control loop architecture, as for the plate structure, the correct
implementation of the influence matrices relative to both actuation schemes was verified.
The results are shown in figure 5.5: the least-squares error between the FEM shape and
the target shape, which was defined in Eqn. 4.2 of chapter 4.2, is close to machine precision
(i.e. close to zero) for the two actuation schemes. It is worth noting that even the iFEM
error, that is the error between the target and iFEM reconstructed shape, is very small (less
than 10% in both cases), highlighting the quality of the iFEM feedback. The FEM and
iFEM errors presented in figure 5.5, are affected by a problem when used as convergence
criteria for the closed loop iterations: even though the structure converges to the target
shape, the FEM and iFEM errors remain very high. This issue was discussed previously
in chapter 3.7, where the iFEM error was plotted with colors on the structure at different
morphing stages (figure 3.7). In this chapter, to avoid repetition, the iFEM and FEM error
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(a) Sparse transverse forces (b) Pressure distribution

Figure 5.5: Test of the correct implementation of the influence matrices relative to the two
actuation schemes

plots against the number of iterations are shown in figure 5.6. The graphs presented refer
to the case where k = 0.4, no external disturbance is acting on the structure (remembering
equation 3.35, this means V = 0 m/s) and the actuation scheme is the one using sparse
transverse forces. As it will be later shown in figure 5.8, with this set of parameters the

(a) FEM and iFEM error (b) iFEM error components

Figure 5.6: FEM and iFEM error plot along the iterations - k = 0.4, V = 0 m/s, sparse
transverse forces actuation scheme

controller is more than capable of converging to the target shape. However, as clearly
shown by the data highlighted in figure 5.6a, the iFEM and FEM errors have a value
greater than 21% in the last iteration (the FEM error is higher because the closed-loop
strategy is based on the iFEM feedback, thus it is to be expected that the associated iFEM
error is the lowest one). The high error value, as shown in figure 5.6b, is related to the
u displacement component, that is the displacement component along the x-axis, as the
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error related to this component has a value of 20% circa.
The solution to this problem was presented in chapter 3.7. To sum it up, a new error

definition was introduced,err∆y, measuring the relative least-squares difference between
the transverse position of the nodes of the target and the iFEM reconstructed shape (Eqn.
3.40). The evolution of this new error with every iteration is shown in figure 5.7. Looking

Figure 5.7: Transverse least-squares relative error, err∆y, against the number of iterations
- k = 0.4, V = 0 m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme

at the data in the figure, the new relative error produces in the last iteration a value of 5%
for the lower skin and a value of 0.8% for the upper skin. To confirm the effectiveness of this
new error definition, the 3D iFEM reconstructed shape plots that will be later presented,
are colored using the nodal value of the squared difference:

∆y2
j = (yj,target − yj,iF EM )2 (5.2)

that is the squared difference between the target transverse position of the j-th node and
its transverse position measured by the iFEM feedback. The colored plots are presented in
figure 5.8. Similarly to the plate structure (figure 4.4b), when no external disturbance acts
on the structure, in the second iteration the controller is able to achieve, with high accuracy,
the target shape, which is represented with black outlines in the picture. Coherently,
the error values all over the structure (∆y2

j ) reduce themselves significantly, confirming
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the efficacy of the new error definition. From now on, therefore, err∆y and its graphs,
both against the number of iterations and as color plots on the pictures of the morphing
structure, will be used to represent the behaviour of the controller along the iterations.

Up until this point, the regularization of the least-squares problem used to compute the
loads was not mentioned. This is because, for the transverse forces actuation scheme, no
regularization is needed: the number of sparse loads is NL = 15, which results in a small
influence matrix compared to the one used for the plate structure, where NL = 420. How-
ever, if the number of loads increases, as in the case of the distributed pressure actuation
scheme, where NL = 180, regularization becomes once again necessary to maintain a stable
behaviour of the controller along the iterations. In order to demonstrate this assertion, the
case of k = 0.4 and V = 0 m/s is considered once again, but now the distributed pres-
sure actuation scheme is employed. The results, in terms of the transverse least-squares
relative error value at each iteration, are presented in figure 5.9. In the labels of both
figure 5.9a and figure 5.9b the value of the regularization parameter is shown: in the case
of figure 5.9a, where λ = 0, no regularization is applied and as a consequence, after a
fast convergence to the target solution, the error starts to continuously increase with every
subsequent iteration. To maintain a stable behaviour, as the one of figure 5.9b, a value of
λ = 10−16 is sufficient. This value is much lower than the one that was needed for the plate
structure (λ = 10−6) but this is not concerning: the condition number of the A matrix of
the plate structure, a 1323 × 420 matrix (please refer to chapter 4.1 for the procedure that
led to this result), is much higher than the condition number of the matrix of influence
coefficients related to the distributed pressure actuation scheme. In the latter case, in fact,
A is a 3N × NL matrix, where N is the number of nodes. Since N = 260, this results in
a 780 × 180 matrix, much smaller than the one used for the plate structure. The unstable
behaviour of figure 5.9a, is confirmed by the pictures of the 3D iFEM reconstructed shape,
collected in figure 5.10, throughout the iterations. In particular, the sequence of figure
5.10b and figure 5.10c, shows how the instabilities of the least-squares problem create an
oscillating pattern on the displacements of the structure, that is amplified with every itera-
tion. On the other hand, the stabilizing effect of the regularization parameter is evident in
the pictures of figure 5.11, where at the same iterations shown in figure 5.10, the structure
appears now with a smooth surface.

Observing the error plot of figure 5.9a, as well as the sequence of pictures of figure 5.10,
it is clear that if the closed loop iterations were stopped at the third one, the target shape
would have been achieved with high accuracy without needing any regularization. However,
as it was explained and demonstrated for the plate structure in chapter 4.2, regularization
is necessary if more iterations are needed: in the case of an external disturbance, for
instance, the closed loop controller needs multiple iterations to converge to the target
shape. If λ = 0 in that case scenario, the instabilities prevent the controller from ever
achieving its objective.

For the target shape obtained with k = 0.4, the iFEM feedback-based controller was
able to converge to the solution using both actuation schemes. To prove the potential of the
controller in managing multiple and different target shapes, the closed-loop architecture
was also tested with the objective of morphing the structure to the target shape when
k = 1, that is when high transverse deflections are needed. In the case of again no external
pressure distribution (i.e. V = 0 m/s), the two actuation schemes were tested. The
comparative results between the load cases are shown in figure 5.12. In both examples,
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the controller is able to converge to the target shape with a low error of approximately
1%. This behaviour can be also observed in the images of figure 5.13 and figure 5.14. In
particular, looking carefully at the bottom view of figure 5.13c, it can be noticed that the
transverse forces actuation scheme is not able to fully stretch the morphing structure along
the x-axis to achieve the target shape. This same stretching issue can also be observed in
the third iteration of figure 5.14. The pressure distribution, however, can exert a greater
normal action (that is in the x-axis direction) than the transverse forces. Hence, by letting
the controller run for multiple iterations, in the last one, shown in figure 5.14d, the tip of
the morphing trailing edge matches almost perfectly the tip of the target structure.

The results gathered in this chapter so far were all collected under the hypothesis of
V = 0 m/s, which as previously mentioned, implies that the pressure distribution on the
structure is null. On the other hand, if the wing was traveling with a non-null speed relative
to the airflow, the aerodynamic pressure would be different from zero and its distribution
would deform the structure, altering its shape and thus requiring the controller to modify
its action to obtain the target shape. The last section of this chapter is dedicated to the
investigation of the effect of such external action, considered as unknown, on the iFEM
feedback-based controller.

To test the effect of the pressure distribution, only the target shape where k = 0.4 was
considered. The case k = 1, besides producing an unrealistically high deflection, caused also
the stall of the wing, impeding the retrieval of the pressure distribution along the iterations.
Furthermore, for the sake of brevity, only the sparse transverse forces actuation scheme
was used since, as shown in the previous example, the closed-loop controller produces very
similar results for the two actuation schemes.

The results for V = 100 m/s are presented in figure 5.15a, where the transverse least-
squares relative error, err∆y, is plotted against the number of iterations.

Comparing the graph of figure 5.15a with the one figure 5.7, the effect of the pressure
distribution alters the error plot around the fifth iteration. However, this effect is barely
noticeable and the controller is able to converge to the same error values of 5% for the
bottom skin and 0.8% for the lower skin. This behaviour is also shown in figure 5.16: the
pressure distribution, whose evolution is shown in figure 5.17, has little to no effect on the
structure and the controller achieves the target shape on the third iteration.

To see a noticeable effect of the pressure distribution on the structure the velocity is
increased to V = 200 m/s. The maximum pressure value, which was 8000 Pa circa in
the previous case study, now rises to 30000 Pa, as shown in figure 5.19. This increase of
lifting action caused by the pressure does not create an evident change in the trend of the
graph displayed in figure 5.15b: the error converges once again to the same error values of
5% the bottom surface and a value of less than 1% for the top one. On the other hand,
looking at the sequence of morphing stages presented in figure 5.18, in particular in figure
5.18b, the result of the action of the pressure distribution is much more apparent, as it
slows the convergence by slightly tilting in the upward direction the tip of the trailing edge.
Thus far, the effects of the pressure distribution have affected the closed-loop iterations
just barely. Conversely, when the velocity is augmented to V = 300 m/s, the disturbance
creates a high amplitude oscillating pattern, which is portrayed in figure 5.15c. As shown
in the same image, however, the controller, is still able to converge to the usual 5% error
value for the bottom skin and 0.8% for the lower skin, yet requiring 20 more iterations
in the process. The response of the structure is caused by the oscillations of the pressure
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distribution and its peaks, that, as shown in figure 5.21, range now from 60000 to 80000
Pa. A few of the many iFEM reconstructed shapes along the iterations are collected in
figure 5.20.

In table 5.2, the results presented in this chapter are summarised. As for the morphing
plate structure, the closed-loop controller, thanks to the iFEM feedback, was able to ac-
curately monitor the shape of the structure along the iterations. Furthermore, the control
loop architecture was able to achieve different arbitrary target shapes with high precision,
even in the presence of extreme external disturbances, proving once again the robustness
of the iFEM feedback strategy.

Convergence relative least-squares error
Transverse Forces Distributed pressure

λ = 0 λ = 10−16

k=0.4 V=0 5% bottom, 0.8% top 5% bottom, 0.8% top
k=1 V=0 2% bottom, 2% top 2% bottom, 1% top
k=0.4 V=100 5% bottom, 0.8% top 5% bottom, 0.8% top

V=200 5% bottom, 0.8% top 5% bottom, 0.8% top
V=300 5% bottom, 0.8% top 5% bottom, 0.8% top

Table 5.2: Closed-loop control test on the morphing trailing edge: summary of the results
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(a) First iteration

(b) Second iteration

59



Results: trailing edge structure

(c) Last iteration

Figure 5.8: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 0.4, V = 0 m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme

(a) λ = 0 (b) λ = 10−16

Figure 5.9: Transverse least-squares relative error, err∆y, against the number of iterations
- k = 0.4, V = 0 m/s, distributed pressure actuation scheme
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(a) First iteration

(b) Sixth iteration
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(c) Last iteration

Figure 5.10: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 0.4, V = 0 m/s, λ = 0 distributed pressure actuation scheme
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(a) First iteration

(b) Sixth iteration
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(c) Last iteration

Figure 5.11: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 0.4, V = 0 m/s, λ = 10−16 distributed pressure actuation scheme

(a) Sparse transverse forces (b) Distributed pressure

Figure 5.12: Transverse least-squares relative error, err∆y, against the number of iterations
- k = 1, V = 0 m/s
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(a) First iteration

(b) Second iteration
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(c) Third iteration

Figure 5.13: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 1, V = 0 m/s, discrete transverse forces actuation scheme
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(a) First iteration
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(b) Second iteration

(c) Third iteration
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(d) Last iteration

Figure 5.14: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 1, V = 0 m/s, distributed pressure actuation scheme
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(a) V = 100 m/s (b) V = 200 m/s

(c) V = 300 m/s

Figure 5.15: Transverse least-squares relative error, err∆y, against the number of iterations
- k = 0.4, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme
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(a) First iteration

(b) Second iteration
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(c) Third iteration

Figure 5.16: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 0.4, V = 100 m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme

(a) First iteration (b) Second iteration (c) Third iteration

Figure 5.17: Pressure distribution throughout the closed-loop iterations - k = 0.4, V = 100
m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme
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(a) First iteration

(b) Second iteration
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(c) Third iteration

Figure 5.18: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 0.4, V = 200 m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme

(a) First iteration (b) Second iteration (c) Third iteration

Figure 5.19: Pressure distribution throughout the closed-loop iterations - k = 0.4, V = 200
m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme
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(a) First iteration
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(b) Second iteration

(c) Fifth iteration
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(d) Tenth iteration

Figure 5.20: ∆y2
j error plot on the iFEM reconstructed shape throughout the closed-loop

iterations - k = 0.4, V = 300 m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme

(a) First iteration (b) Second iteration (c) Third iteration

Figure 5.21: Pressure distribution throughout the closed-loop iterations - k = 0.4, V = 300
m/s, sparse transverse forces actuation scheme
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Chapter 6

Conclusions

The objective of this master thesis was to develop and test a closed-loop control architecture
based on an inverse Finite Element feedback strategy to actuate and monitor the shape
of a morphing wing structure. This research was motivated by the disruptive potential of
such structures, as well as that of the inverse Finite Element Method, which is envisioned
as an enabling technology for future morphing designs [25].

The closed-loop control algorithm was implemented by combining the following strate-
gies:

• simplifying the load control procedures found in the literature, a least-squares ap-
proach was used to compute the actuation loads at each iteration;

• the actuation itself and the strain measurements, instrumental for the iFEM feedback,
were reproduced in a FEM environment;

• the inverse Finite Element Model was used as the core strategy to reconstruct the
shape of the morphing structure, in order to provide an accurate feedback to the
controller;

• lastly, different and specific error definitions were created to determine if the iFEM
reconstructed shape was converging to the target one.

Using this control strategy, two different morphing concepts were studied: a simple plate
structure and a morphing trailing edge. Both were fundamental in understanding the
complexities of the various building blocks of the control algorithm. In particular, the
simple plate model allowed to test

• the regularization methods, used to dampen the instabilities of the least-squares pro-
cedure;

• the superposition principle approach, exploited to simulate the FEM strain mea-
surements of the structure while avoiding analysis runs with FEM software such as
Nastran.

On the other hand, the trailing edge model enabled to study in a more realistic framework
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• the effects of an external disturbance on the structure, modeled as the pressure dis-
tribution on the wing;

• the error definitions and their limits. In particular, as one definition proved unsuc-
cessful in monitoring the convergence of the shape to the target one, the trailing edge
studies allowed the development of a more suitable and effective error definition.

The results collected for both the plate structure and the trailing edge showed that

• the inverse Finite Element Method can be successfully implemented in a closed-loop
architecture: for both the plate structure and the trailing edge model the control
algorithm was able to converge to a variety of target solutions facing multiple and
different external conditions. The regularization method employed, the Tikhonov
regularization, proved essential, as it guaranteed process stability along the iterations;

• the iFEM reconstructed shape is able to provide accurate feedback to the controller
that computes the actuation loads: in all case studies, for both the plate structure
and the morphing trailing edge, the target shape was achieved with a least-squares
relative error lower than 5%;

• the control loop implementing the iFEM feedback converges to the target shape even
under extreme disturbance: for both models tested, even when the external loads
produced displacements comparable or superior to those needed to morph the struc-
ture to the target shape, the controller was able to counteract such disturbances and
achieved its objective.

• the iFEM feedback can be employed not only as a feedback strategy to control the
shape of the structure: coupling the iFEM reconstructed shape with XFOIL, the
algorithm was able to reconstruct the pressure distribution on the structure as it was
morphing.

Nevertheless, there is still room for improvement. In future developments of this project,
the objective will be to test the closed-loop architecture in a state-of-the-art framework.
A few steps towards this goal would be

• changing the actuation scheme, to mimic the action of piezoelectric or SMA actuators,
which are frequently used in morphing structure;

• changing the materials, to affect and produce a more realistic interaction between the
structure and the external disturbances, such as the pressure distribution, acting on
the structure itself.
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