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ABSTRACT Replicating the behavior and movement of living organisms to develop robots which are better
adapted to the human natural environment is a major area of interest today. Soft device development is one
of the most promising and innovative technological fields to meet this challenge. However, soft technology
lacks of suitable actuators, and therefore, development and integration of soft actuators is a priority. This
article presents the development and control of a soft robotic neck which is actuated by a flexible Shape
Memory Alloy (SMA)-based actuator. The proposed neck has two degrees of freedom that allow movements
of inclination and orientation, thus approaching the actual movement of the human neck. The platform we
have developed may be considered a real soft robotic device since, due to its flexible SMA-based actuator,
it has much fewer rigid parts compared to similar platforms. Weight and motion noise have also been
considerably reduced due to the lack of gear boxes, housing and bearings, which are commonly used in
conventional actuators to reduce velocity and increase torque.

INDEX TERMS Bio-inspired neck, soft robotics, SMA actuators, motion-noise reduction.

I. INTRODUCTION

Soft robotic applications offer certain advantages com-
pared to robots with rigid elements: they are more adapt-
able and accessible to complex environments, they present
under-actuated architectures, and they are safer when they
interact with the environment. On the other hand, soft robotic
applications are more difficult to develop due to the current
limitations of actuation systems (most actuators have a rigid
structure) and are more difficult to control. One of the fields
of interest in robotics applications is the development of
bio-inspired systems that can simulate human movements.
The biomechanics of human body is represented by a com-
plex structure where different segments, soft tissues and liga-
ments, actuated by a coordinated group of muscles, determine
movement. Human joints do not act as a single axis joint and
most of them have different degrees of freedom (DOF) such
as rolling, sliding or a combination of both, as in the elbow
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joint, for example [1]. Bio-inspired robotics tries to develop
soft and flexible robots that can be easily adapted to the
human environment, including the most complex movements,
which are typically those of shoulder, hand or spine joints.
In the last decade, multiple humanoid neck structures have
been proposed that can be classified into two categories: serial
configuration — where each DOF is independently actuated —
and parallel configuration — which consists of a mobile base,
a fixed base, a backbone that connects the mobile base to the
fixed base, and several tendons —, usually independently actu-
ated [2]. The first category of neck is a rigid structure with 2,
3 or 4 joints, each with 1 DOF. Some examples of those
configurations on humanoids robots are: with 2 DOF (Yaw
and Pitch movement of the head), ASIMO humanoid [3],
HUBO [4], HRP-4 [5], NAO [6], TORO [7], Pepper [8],
Marko [9], Woody [10], a humanoid with a wheeled mobile
base [11]; with 3 DOF (movements on the yaw, roll and
pitch axes), Albert HUBO [12], HRP-4C [13], iCub [14];
with 4 DOF (movements of yaw, roll and upper and lower
pitch), ROMAN [15], SAYA [16], Romeo [17]. The second
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category has a large number of DOF due to the backbone,
which is usually composed by 3-7 vertebrae. The elastic and
soft elements of this type of neck allow the head to have
more natural, although less accurate, movements, compared
to the first neck category. This second category with yaw, roll
and pitch movements, are included in humanoids: Kenta [18],
Kenshiro [19], Kengoro [20], Kotaro [21], LARMbot [22].
This category also includes a flexible humanoid spine struc-
ture [23], [24], [25], usually based on tendon driven or
muscle-skeletal systems of actuation. Most of these applica-
tions use a DC motor actuation system, which increases the
weight of the final device. Also, due to the motor gears, they
have noisy operation, which is a limitation for systems that
aim to mimic human behavior.

In recent years, the presence of smart materials has grown
in various engineering areas, and they have been used to
create actuators or just pieces of smart structures. The char-
acteristics of these materials make them a good solution,
especially when conventional motors have certain limitations.
Shape Memory Alloy (SMA) is a special contributor. This
type of material has a shape memory effect (SME), a trans-
formation phenomenon that allows the material to return
to its original shape under certain conditions. One of such
conditions is to heat the SMA to enter in the phase trans-
formation process, which is between the martensite phase
(low temperature) and the austenite phase (high temperature).
Due to this effect, SMA material can be used as an actuator,
capable of transforming electrical energy into mechanical
work. This material has other important features for its use as
an actuator, such as high force-to-weight ratio, small volume
— SMA shows one of the highest work densities at 10Jem™3,
and ability to lift more than 100 times its weigh—. In addition,
this material has a noiseless operation. At the same time,
the flexibility of a SMA actuator allows to build and actuate
components with different configurations and shapes adapt-
able to the final application. Due to its characteristics, this
type of actuator was successfully used as an alternative to
conventional actuators inserted in different devices, such as
an elbow joint exoskeleton [26], a soft hand exo-muscular
system to assist astronauts during extravehicular activi-
ties [27], a soft robotic arm inspired by the octopus [28],
and in different robotics, medical, aecrospace and automotive
applications [29].

This research is focused on the development of a soft
robotic neck with a parallel configuration, actuated by
SMA-based actuators. To the best of our knowledge, there is
no other SMA-based soft robotic neck in the literature. Com-
pared to other solutions of the state of the art, our approach’s
contributions are:

o The prototype is softer thanks to the soft nature of the

SMA actuators.

o A strong weight reduction is achieved thanks to the

lightweight characteristic of the actuators.

« Motion noise is drastically reduced due to the lack of

gear boxes, housing and bearings commonly used in
conventional actuators.
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« Different configurations of the SMA actuator can be
proposed (we can change the number of SMA wires of
the actuator), which makes the design more robust and
versatile.

« All the previous characteristics contribute to the achieve-
ment of a real bio-inspired solution.

This article is divided into five sections. Section II presents
the methodology with a description of the actuator charac-
teristics, the design of the actuators and the proposed design
for the neck platform. Section III provides the details of
the control strategy, and Section IV presents the simula-
tion and experimental results from the performance of the
real neck. Section V introduces some conclusions and future
works.

Il. METHODOLOGY

This section briefly describes the main actuator features,
SMA wire specifications and the actuator structure. The pro-
posed neck platform design and electronic hardware are also
presented.

A. SMA-BASED ACTUATOR
SMA is a metallic alloy, usually a combination of nickel and
titanium, or Nitinol [30]. We can also find a combination
of Nitinol with other metals, a situation that changes the
properties of the actuator [31]. This material has the property
of “remembering” its original shape, due to the SME, after
heating between the two transformation phases: martensite
and austenite. In this experiment, we are using the operat-
ing principle of this actuator, based on the heating process
obtained as Joule effect. First, electric energy is transformed
into thermal energy due to the Joule effect and then, ther-
mal energy is transformed into mechanical work due to the
properties of SMA. This type of material can be found in
different configurations and shapes: wires, springs, ribbons;
with different dimensions and activation temperatures (see
Table 1 for the characteristics of Dynalloy wires) [30]. For
the neck platform, according to characteristics such as the
necessary force, displacement and work frequency, we chose
the Dynalloy wire Flexinol®. We used a Flexinol wire, with a
diameter of 0.51 mm, an activation temperature of 90°C and
a nominal force of 35.6 N (with a lifetime of tens of millions
of cycles in these conditions). This wire can exert a maximum
force of 118 N, but it has a lifetime of hundreds or even a few
thousand cycles.

The proposed SMA-based actuator consists of a SMA wire,
a Bowden cable, a Polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) tube, and
the terminal parts. The total force of the actuator can easily
be modified without changing the actuator structure, simply
by adding a wire in parallel with the existing wire inside the
PTFE tube. This PTFE tube can accept up to 5 SMA wires
with a diameter of 0.51 mm, which can add up to a nominal
force of 178 N. This change will not affect the final design of
the device. The structure of the actuator (Figure 1) is detailed
below:
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TABLE 1. SMA wires characteristics [30].

Diameter Force  Cooling Time  Cooling Time
Size (mm) (N) 70°C (s) 90°C (s)
0.025 0.0089 0.18 0.15
0.038 0.02 0.24 0.2
0.050 0.36 0.4 0.3
0.076 0.80 0.8 0.7
0.100 1.43 1.1 0.9
0.130 2.23 1.6 1.4
0.150 321 2.0 1.7
0.200 5.70 32 2.7
0.250 8.91 5.4 4.5
0.310 12.80 8.1 6.8
0.380 22.50 10.5 8.8
0.510 35.60 16.8 14.0

Bowden cable

AN

Terminal unit

PTFE Tube Shape Memory Alloy

FIGURE 1. Flexible SMA-based actuator [32].

« Bowden cable. It is a metallic spiral covered with a nylon
sheath. Its objective is the transmission of force, giving
the flexibility advantage of the actuator at the same time.
It also helps dissipate the heat when the SMA wire is in
the cooling stage (recovering the initial length).

o PTFE tube. It is placed between the SMA wires and
the Bowden cable, and acts as an electrical insulator.
In addition, this type of material is considered a solid
lubricant, preventing friction between the wires and the
tube shell. It can also work at high temperatures, over
250°C.

o SMA wires. The actuator is made up of one or more
SMA wires whose diameter and length are calculated
according to the necessary force and the final displace-
ment of the device.

o Terminal units. They are used to fix the SMA wires with
the Bowden cable, at one end, and the SMA wire with the
actuated system or the tendons of the actuated system,
at the opposite end. Furthermore, those terminal units
are used as connectors for power supplying the actuator.

It is important to remark that, during the actuation,
the Bowden cable and the PTFE tube do not change their
volume or dimensions and do not displace with the SMA
wire. The only part of the actuator that shows displacement
is the SMA wire.

Our research group already presented in [32] an analysis
of different configurations of SMA actuators with one or
more SMA wires and the effect of the Bowden cable on the
structure of the actuator. In this experiment we have chosen
to use an actuator based on one SMA wire, a PTFE tube and
a Bowden cable.
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FIGURE 2. Human neck motions (obtained with OpenSim [35]):

a) Anatomical position of the human body; b) and c) lateral bending or
roll movement; d) neck extension and f) neck flexion - these two
movements represent the pitch movement; g) and h) vertical rotation or
yaw movement.

B. SOFT NECK PLATFORM

The human neck has three DOF that allow for flex-
ion/extension (pitch), vertical rotation (yaw), and lateral flex-
ion (roll) [33]. These movements can be seen in Figure 2.
Each movement, according to anatomical position, corre-
sponds to: 45° for lateral flexion (Figure 2b and c), 57.5° for
extension movement (Figure 2d), 50° for flexion movement
(Figure 2e), and around 70° for vertical rotation (Figure 2f
and g) [34].

The proposed soft neck platform is based on the solution
presented in the publications ’Design and performance val-
idation of a cable-driven soft robotic neck’ [34] and “Test
Bench for Evaluation of a Soft Robotic Link™ [36]. This
is a parallel platform with two DOF (pitch and roll) that
becomes a more reliable approach to a biological inspired
human neck. With some modifications to the static base, one
more actuator can be added for the yaw movement. Different
from these previous papers, this work focuses on the pitch
and roll movement of the neck through the integration and
actuation of SMA- based actuators. The resulting solution is
a low-cost platform manufactured with a 3D printer, which
includes low-cost electronics and actuators. The platform
presents a minimum number of rigid parts, being considered
a flexible and soft prototype with low weight and noiseless
operation. The robotic neck consists of two 3D printed fixed
platforms of polylactic acid (PLA) material: one platform
supports the base of the prototype and the other fixes the
Bowden cable. The robotic neck also has a 3D printed central
column of FilaFlex material, a 3D printed mobile platform of
PLA material, three tendons and three SMA-based actuators.
The platform of the structure is shown in Figure 3. The
central column has some flexibility - a shape inspired by the
human spine, with 5 vertebrae. This platform is a proof of
concept and its maximum payload is limited by the central
column. The maximum payload can be modified by chang-
ing the column thickness and the printing density. In this
experiment, the vertical column has a maximum diameter
of 20 mm and was printed with a 30% density. With those
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FIGURE 3. CAD model of the neck structure platform.

TABLE 2. Neck platform characteristics.

Parameter Value Unit
Diameter of bases 0.09 m
Length of neck column 0.1 m
Maximum diameter of neck column 0.02 m
FilaFlex Density 1.2 g/em?
FilaFlex Young’s Modulus 15.2 MPa
FilaFlex Poisson’s Ratio 0.48
FilaFlex Damping constant 0.005

parameters, the current platform can support more than 1 kg
of payload. We can increase the maximum payload to 5 kg by
reprinting the spine and changing the actuators. The proposed
mechanism, based on three tendons, allows two DOF (pitch
and roll movements) with a maximum angle of 40 degrees for
inclination and 360 degrees for orientation.

Figure 3 shows the Computer Aided Design (CAD) struc-
ture of the neck platform where:

o Element 1- fixed bases. The SMA-based actuators will
be placed between these two bases;

« Element 2- tendons (nylon fishing wire with a diameter
of 0.8 mm and a maximum force of 180 N, manufactured
by Caperlan);

o Element 3- neck column;

« Element 4- flexible base;

« Element 5- screws that separate the fixed bases. They
keep the bases separated at a distance of 50 mm.

The main characteristics and dimensions of the neck plat-
form including the spine are shown in Table 2.

C. ELECTRONIC HARDWARE

The electronic hardware of the neck platform consists of an
inertial sensor, a microcontroller and a power circuit required
to control the SMA-based actuators. The electronic connec-
tions between those components are shown in Figure 4. The
inertial sensor, MPU-6050 from Paradisetronic [37], is used
as a gyroscope, obtaining the instantaneous quaternion values
(via Inter-Integrated Circuit (/ 2C) bus) that, through a series
of conversions, serve as a feedback for the controller loop.
This low-cost sensor model was chosen because of its small

VOLUME 8, 2020

STM32F407

Power Stage

SMA actuators

FIGURE 4. Electronic connections.

Tait-Bryan to

Inclination and Inverse Kinematics

Orientation

o

92 g
Quaternions to 5]

- F

LE] |

Ly
Ly
Ly

Controller 1

Controller 1

FIGURE 5. Data process steps.

dimensions and its ability to easily integrate into the system.
It was placed in the center of the mobile platform.

The electronic power circuit for SMA wires is based on
MOSFET transistors. The transistors are activated by Pulse
Width Modulation (PWM) provided by the controller. The
transistors open and close the circuit with a power supply
for the actuators. With these electronics (developed by our
research group), the control hardware architecture is capable
of managing four different actuators (each actuator with one
or more SMA wires).

The controller board is based on the STM32F407 Discov-
ery kit [38], from STMicroelectronics, which is programmed
with Matlab/Simulink® [39]. This manages signals from the
sensors, executes the control algorithm for controlling the
actuators, and generates the required PWM signals.

Ill. CONTROL

To control the neck platform, the tendon lengths must be
extracted by processing the data from the IMU sensor. Tendon
lengths are used to calculate the movements of the actuator.
First, the quaternions must be transformed into Tait-Bryan
angles. With these angles, we can easily build the rotation
matrix and obtain the orientation and inclination parameters,
which will also be used to indicate the desired neck position.
The last step is to apply inverse kinematics to convert the
orientation and inclination angles into tendon lengths. The
steps are shown in Figure 5, where ¢; are the quaternions,
¢, 6 and  are the Euler angles, @ and 8 are the inclination
and orientation angles of the robotic neck, and L; is the
tendon length, which is used to calculate the movement of
the actuator.
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FIGURE 6. Yaw, pitch and roll angles representation in xyz.

A. ANGLE TRANSFORMATION

The first step involves representing the quaternions obtained
from the inertial sensor at Tait-Bryan angles and Euler angles
in terms of flight dynamics (equation 1). Euler angles can be
obtained directly from the sensor, however the use of quater-
nions avoids singularities that prevent improper operation.
Tait-Bryan is used because at the starting point, when the neck
rests horizontally, the angle would be 0°.

¢ atan2(2(qoq1 + 4293, 1 — 2(q + 43))
0| = asin(2(qoq2 + q3q1)) ey
o atan2(2(qoq3 + 192). 1 — 2(q3 + 43))

The base change matrix of the rotated system (equation 2,
where roll (¢), pitch (8), and yaw () are as in Figure 6),
is used to convert Tait-Bryan angles into orientation and
inclination angles:

ccd  cfsOs¢p — syecp  crsOcod + srso
Ry yo=|sYcO0 sysOsp +cycp  sysOch — cpsg
—s6 s¢pco cOco

@

where s is sin and c is cos.

We will just take Ry, and cancel Ry, (¥ = 0) because it is
unnecessary since the neck platform has only two DOF, where
6 is inclination and ¢ orientation. Therefore, the rotation
matrix was reduced by a vector [36]:

sOco
Rrp = | —s¢ (3)
clco

The angle of inclination « is the projection of the vector
R7p on the Z-axis, described by equations 4 and 5:

sOco T To
—s¢ -10
RY..-Z 0 1
cosa = B = coce “4)
[IR78| - 1| Z]] [IRz7BI| - [|Z]]
0
cosa = chcd (@)

V($0cd)? + (—s¢)? + (cOch)?

The angle of orientation 8 is the projection of vector Rrp on
the XY plane. The solution can be found using the projection
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Tendon

FIGURE 7. Neck platform kinematics: left- cable driven parallel
mechanism; right- lateral bending of the mobile platform.

on the X axis, with equations 6 and 7:

sOce T 1
—s¢ -10
RI.-X 0 0
cosf = B = coce (6)
[IRzs| - [IX]] lIRTll - [1X1]
sOco
(7

P = 0 T o T o)

B. INVERSE KINEMATICS

The kinematics of the neck platform was calculated based on
Nagua et al. [34]. The lengths of each tendon can be calcu-
lated using the angles of orientation (8) and inclination (&),
previously obtained in Section III-A.

According to Figure 7 (left), two coordinate bases are
assumed, one formed by OXYZ placed on the fixed structure
(red platform) and another one formed by oxyz on the mobile
platform (green platform). The axes are referenced so that
Z and z are perpendicular to their respective platforms in a
positive way and with the same direction.

A; is the set of points through the SMA wires pass in the
fixed base and B; is the set of points in the mobile base where
the tendons are attached. The tendon length is the distance
between A; and B;.

In the plane formed by the points O, o' and o (Figure 7
right side, a new two-dimensional coordinate base is created
formed by the axis ¢ and s. The ¢-axis has the same direction
as Z, and the s-axis has the direction of Oo'.

o 0 is the angle created between s-axis and X -axis.

« 0, is the angle formed after the mobile platform rotation

on itself.

e 1, is the distance between points O and o following the

t-axis.

« S, is the distance between points O and o following the

S-axis.

Using the Tait-Bryan angles we find the rotation matrix
°R, (Section ITI-A) used to calculate the orientation and incli-
nation angles. °T,y is the homogeneous transformation matrix
that represents the projection of oxyz on OXYZ, described by
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FIGURE 8. BPID controller.

the equation 8:

°Ry P
o _ 0 o
where P, is the position vector of point o according to the
base coordinate and described by the equation 9:

P, = [so cosfy s, sin6y t{,]T )

According to this, the tendon lengths can be calculated,
using the equation 10:

Li = |[°T,0B; — O&y| (10)

where cﬁ represents the poin_ts) where the tendons are fixed
on the mobile platform and OA; represents the points where
the tendons are fixed on the base.

Once all the variable changes and hence the length of ten-
dons have been obtained, the controller can be implemented.

C. BPID CONTROLLER
A type of bilinear controller consisting of a conventional
Proportional Integral Derivative (PID) controller, in cascade
with a bilinear compensator, known as Bilinear Proportional
Integral Derivative (BPID) controller, was proposed to con-
trol the soft robotic neck. The bilinear compensator is a
subset of non-linear controllers. This represents a promis-
ing alternative to cancel the non-linear behavior due to the
thermal hysteresis of the SMA-based actuator, when this is
controlled in position. This control technique is simpler and
easier to implement compared to other non-linear control
strategies and it was successfully used in the control of SMA
actuators [26], [40]. The performance of the BPID controller
was demonstrated by comparing its response to the response
of other two controllers — a conventional PID and a com-
muted feed forward PIPD —, while controlling a real SMA
actuator [41]. The scheme of the BPID controller is shown
in Figure 8, where: y,r (k) is the reference value of the wire
displacement, y(k) is the wire position displacement value
received from the IMU sensor already transformed into the
tendon length displacement, v(k) is the control signal created
by the PID controller and u(k) is the signal rectified with the
bilinear compensator.

The continuous state space equations as a SISO system
(single-input single-output) can be represented as follows
(see equation 11):

#(t) = Ax(t) + Bu(t) + u(t)Nx(t)

11
y(t) = Cx(1), (o
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TABLE 3. BPID controller gains.

Gain Kp Kd Ki Kb
Value 24 0 10 2

where x is the state vector, u(¢) the input, A a nxn matrix, B
a nx1 matrix, C a 1xn matrix, N a nxn matrix and y(¢) the
output.

The discrete equation (with a sample time of 0.002 s)
(equations 12, 13) of the bilinear compensator is as follows:

U(2) . 1+karef(Z)
V@) 1=k Y@

1
1(2) = [ky + k,’TSZ + kg

(12)
N

1E@). (13)

1+ NTy,——
z—1

Gain values have been found according to the SMA actua-
tor model, presented in [42], available at Matlab/Simulink®,
and connected with the dynamic model of the neck platform
(presented in section IV-A). The dynamic model of the neck
platform was modified to receive the tendon displacement
as a reference. The first output of this model consists of the
quaternion which is transformed with the inverse kinematics
in tendon displacement. The second output consists of the
force necessary for this displacement. This modified model
was connected in series with the SMA actuator model (SMA
model after the neck platform model), and the control loop
was closed with the position signal. The BPID parameters
obtained in Matlab® with this model were used during the
tests and are shown in Table 3.

IV. SIMULATIONS AND EXPERIMENTS
This section presents the neck platform simulation and exper-
imental results of the prototype.

A. NECK PLATFORM SIMULATION

Matlab/Multibody® software was used to develop the neck
dynamic model, using the characteristics of the neck platform
described in Section II-B. When we developed this model,
we used blocks such as bodies, a flexible cylindrical beam
and wires from the Simscape library. Those blocks were
configured according to the parameters of the neck platform.
The interface created with this software is shown in Figure 7.
The model accepts the force of the actuators as an input
signal, and is used to return the positions of the cables (as
output signals) to match the displacement of the actuator.
In addition, the mobile platform block was configured to
return the quaternion data (from the center of the platform)
according to the base. These data can be used to calculate the
length of the cables using angle transformation and inverse
kinematics (as described in Section III).

According to the simulation, to obtain 40 degrees of neck
inclination, the actuator needs a displacement of 0.051 m.
In this experiment we chose three SMA-based actuators with
a length of 1.7 m each, considering that in the inclina-
tion movement one actuator is activated while, at the same
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FIGURE 9. Neck platform actuated with different payloads.

time, another actuator on the opposite side of the platform
has to expand to leave the system free. The characteristics
of the SMA-based actuators are 90 °C activation and 4%
stroke from its total length. With such dimensions the actu-
ator has a maximum movement of 0.068 m, which will be
enough for the desired robotic neck movement. In this way,
by over-sizing the actuator, we prevent the maximum heating
of the actuator, and the cooling and stretching of the material
is faster. Assuming that the resistance of the wires is 4.32/m
and the operating energy consumption is 4 A (Table 1),
the calculated voltage supply was 29 V.

B. RESULTS

The proposed test to evaluate the developed platform con-
sists of performing two laps with two different inclinations
each. One lap means varying the orientation degrees from
0 degrees to 360 degrees, changing at 10 degrees per second.
During the first lap, the neck will be tilted 10 degrees. For
the second lap, the tilt value will change to 20 degrees. With
this set-up, we performed three tests. First, the neck will
only be subjected to the support weight. In the second test,
three weights of 0.1 kg each and one of 0.2 kg, for a total
of 0.5 kg, were placed on the neck platform; and for the last
test four weights of 0.1 kg each and three weights of 0.2 kg
each, for a total of 1 kg, were placed. The neck platform with
these different payloads is shown in Figure 9. The weights
were placed by attaching a four-cylinder base to the mobile
platform (see the white piece in Figure 9).

The control algorithm was configured so that the neck
platform performs a smooth movement very similar to the
movements of the human neck. The robotic neck complies
with the speed ranges of the human neck, although speed in
the antagonist configuration is a major issue in this type of
actuators. Due to the antagonistic configuration of the actu-
ators, we consider the temperature of the actuators and the
antagonistic tensions to be important parameters. According
to the SMA technical specifications, Table 1, the SMA wire
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needs 14 seconds to recover its initial shape. The wire from
the opposite side does not need to reach the maximum con-
traction within those 14 seconds. In this case, the maximum
speed of one lap cannot exceed 28 seconds/lap if the neck per-
forms a continuous rotational movement at a constant speed.
If the neck movement is not a continuous rotation and it is
only a point movement (i.e. flexion), the neck platform does
not have a speed limit, but we cannot activate both actuators
at maximum at the same time. We must wait few seconds
between stopping the first actuator and activating the second
one.

To compare the neck speeds of healthy humans with the
results obtained in this experiment, we used Cheng et al. [43]
research. The measurement of the healthy subject, revealed
different types of speed. Those speeds were measured for
flexion, extension and left/right lateral bending, they were
classified in three categories and ranged approximately from
23 to 34°/s for fast speed, from 7.9 to 13.1°/s for medium
speed and from 3.0 to 4.4°/s for slow speed. Even if the antag-
onistic forces affect the speeds of the neck platform, this is
capable of reaching all of these speeds. The only limitation is
when maximum movement is requested to two opposite actu-
ators: if one actuator is activated to maximum (i.e. flexor),
the opposite actuator (i.e. extensor) should be activated only
after a few seconds from the time of deactivation of the first
actuator (flexor), because this first actuator needs some time
to cool down. The required cooling time depends on the
payload and the total displacement. If the actuator does not
perform the maximum displacement, the temperature of the
SMA wires is lower and they take less time to recover their
initial form. In the same way, the larger the payload of the
platform, the higher temperature of the wire. However, this
platform is designed as a prototype concept, to demonstrate
the feasibility of a soft and bio-inspired system, where the
actuators can be configured according to the final application.
For example, we can use multi-wire actuators [32] with a
smaller diameter (Table 1) for fast cooling or actuators with
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FIGURE 10. Neck inclination and orientation with different payloads.

multiple wires and the same diameter (0.51 mm) to increase
the total force of the platform, without changing the structure
of the neck platform.

Some tests were carried out and the most relevant data
were collected to compare the actual positions of the neck
platform with the references. The orientation, inclination,
wire length (displacement) and PWM signals of each actuator
were acquired using Matlab'™ . These data help us analyze the
performance of the controller and the proposed platform.

Figure 10 shows the neck platform response to different
payloads. The inclination tracks a step signal with two ampli-
tudes: first — 10 degrees and, after 36 seconds, it changes
to 20 degrees of inclination. In these 36 seconds, the neck
platform has done a complete lap (360-degree orientation
movement). As Figure 10 shows, the loads affect the response
of the neck platform. With no payload or with light weights
the response presents more oscillations around the reference
signal. With heavy loads (e.g. 1 kg) these oscillations are
reduced. On the other hand, with a payload of 1 kg, the system
presents an overshoot that is apparent. However, the maxi-
mum error in the permanent stage is less than 2 degrees.
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Orientation with 1kg of load
T T T

Orientation (degrees)

On the right side of Figure 10, we can observe the orienta-
tion movement of the neck, the platform tracks the reference
signal quite accurately. The reference signal is generated
every second with microsteps of 10°/s, in total a complete
lap of 360 degrees in 36 seconds. Although in this move-
ment the platform does not have enough time to reach the
permanent stage, the error at the end of each micro step
is less than 1 degree. The controller can be reconfigured
for faster response but in this case the reference must be
generated more precisely (each step less than 10 degrees) for
a smooth movement. On the contrary, the movement will be
interrupted.

The movements of inclination and orientation are gener-
ated by the actuator activation that converts the wire length
to orientation/inclination displacement (for the actuation) and
vice versa (from the inertial sensor, data is converted to wire
length — the feedback for the control loop). Figure 11 shows
how the length of the tendon wire varies according to the
references generated in Figure 10. In this article we only
analyze the length of tendon 1 with different payloads on
the neck platform, since responses of other actuators were
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FIGURE 11. Length of tendons with different payloads (on the left) and the PWM signals of the 3 actuators with 0.5 kg of payload (on the

right).

similar and they were considered irrelevant to be analyzed
separately.

Looking closely, larger errors are observed when the plat-
form has no payloads. As weights are added, the results
improve in terms of average error, obtaining better approx-
imations between the real curve and the reference with small
difference. Even if there is a problem with some oscillations,
the platform with the payloads properly tracks the reference,
and its response can be improved by reconfiguring the con-
troller.

On the right side of Figure 11, the PWM signals of the
three actuators are presented when the neck platform has a
payload of 0.5 kg and moves according to the references pre-
sented in Figure 10. PWM signals are alternatively activated
(antagonistic mode) to produce the desired movement (never
more than two actuators) for example, in the first instance,
the actuators 1 and 3 are activated to move the neck platform
from O degrees to 10 degrees inclination while maintaining
0 degrees of orientation. Progressively, actuator 3 is deac-
tivated and actuator 2 is activated to change the orientation
according to the reference. According to this operating mode,
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the electrical power never exceeds 234 W at the peak of
consumption. Peaks at 100% of PWM are generated when
the reference is changed (micro steps) and errors increase.
The neck platform developed in this experiment was com-
pared to the soft neck platform developed by Mena et al. [36].
From the point of view of total weight (neck platform with
its actuators and drivers) the robotic neck presented by
Mena et al. [36] uses Maxon motors — Maxon RE 35; graphite
brushes, 42 Volt, 90 Watt — along with a planetary gear —
Maxon planetary gearhead GP32A (3.7: 1) — whose total
weight (motor and gear) is around 0.53 kg. This means that
the actuators have a total weight of 1.59 kg to which the
weight of the drivers, bases, and the spring (0.1 kg) used such
vertical column is added. In our case, using the SMA-based
solution where each actuator has a weight of 0.1 kg (a total
of 0.3 kg), we managed to reduce the total weight of the
neck platform significantly. The total weight of the actuator is
largely due to the Bowden cable. On the other hand, due to the
flexibility of the actuator, only the bases are rigid, the rest of
components are flexible and made of soft materials. Both soft
neck platforms can be manufactured using a 3D printer, which
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reduces the costs. Besides, the SMA-based actuators are a
considerably cheaper alternative to the conventional motors
used by Mena et al. [36]. In terms of performance control,
both platforms have similar results and are able to reach
different orientation and inclination positions. In the case of
Mena et al. [36], with payloads close to 1 kg, the behavior
of the system is close to instability, an effect that was not
detected in our system. Depending on the payload and the
displacement of the actuator, our neck platform may have a
speed limitation, but this can be improved by reconfiguring
the actuator or adding an external cooling system. If the
movement is not a continuous lap, this limitation does not
exist, but the behavior of the neck platform depends on the
rules of the antagonistic movement. For example, it is not
possible to actuate two opposite actuators simultaneously in
the same direction with reference signals that are not possible
from the point of view of actuator movements (contracting
two opposite actuators to the maximum). The SMA-based
actuators are less energy efficient compared to conventional
actuators. Regarding operation noise, our neck platform is
quieter, and can be considered noise-free.

V. CONCLUSION

In this article we introduced a soft robotic neck actuated
by SMA actuators, which, compared to existing robotic
necks actuated by conventional motors has the advantage
of low weight (the weight of the whole structure with
the actuators and hardware is less than 0.5 kg), noiseless
operation and low-cost development. The characteristics of
these actuators with the proposed structure make the robotic
neck a biological-inspired system, very close to human
neck behavior. With this work, we validate the fact that
the developed neck platform has a similar behavior to the
human neck and can reproduce most movements with similar
speeds.

The flexible SMA-based actuator is a nonlinear system
with high hysteresis that requires the use of nonlinear control
methods. In this work, a BPID controller was used to improve
the behavior of the SMA-based actuators response. The neck
platform maintained the desired inclination position (with
a maximum error of 2 degrees) while, at the same time,
it followed the orientation movement reference.

The proposed robotic neck has a minimum of rigid parts
(only the bases), the remaining components are soft, with a
flexible actuator that can move a payload of up to 1 kg. This
preliminary design can be considered one step ahead to the
development of really soft robotic platforms.

As a future work, new actuators configurations will be
addressed (for example, the use of two small diameter SMA
wires in parallel) and a possible artificial cooling system
based on air flow will be added to improve the actuator
cooling process.
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