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ABSTRACT The viscoelasticity of composite materials is one of the important mechanical properties to
characterize the intrinsic damping mechanism, which is a crucial evaluation index for the safety performance
of materials. In this paper, an approach to viscoelastic evaluation is proposed by the non-contact air-coupled
ultrasonic transmission method (NACUTM). The theory of viscoelasticity evaluation is presented, and a
batch of carbon fiber composite materials with different pores were evaluated. The porosity of the carbon
fiber composite material can affect the ultrasonic attenuation coefficient and viscoelasticity of the material,
and it was found and compared with the C-scan test result. The results were consistent with the expected
value, which verified the feasibility and accuracy of NACUTM in material viscoelastic evaluation, and
provided a new method for dynamic mechanical property evaluation and safety evaluation of the composite
materials.

INDEX TERMS Composite material, physical properties, non-contact air-coupled ultrasonic, transmission
method.

I. INTRODUCTION
Composite materials are widely used in aerospace, automo-
bile, ship, high-speed railway and other fields because of
their excellent characteristics such as high specific strength,
high specific stiffness, fatigue resistance, strong vibration
damping capacity and high-temperature resistance [1], [2].
However, composite materials are applied in complex envi-
ronment, which can be subject to adverse factors such as
vibration and impact. Moreover, these adverse factors act
continuously, which leads to structural fatigue and damage of
composite materials and shorten the service life of composite
materials [3]–[7]. Therefore, it is extremely urgent to study
the safety performance of composite materials. Traditional
ultrasonic testing requires couplers which make the compos-
ites damp and polluted, and even enter into the material along
with the defect. The couplers can result in the change of
mechanical properties of the materials [8]–[11].

The internal damping mechanism of composite materials
is a significant evaluation index for the safety performance
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of materials, and the viscoelasticity of composite materials
is an important mechanical property to represent the internal
damping mechanism. In order to ensure the safety of com-
posite materials, it is necessary to evaluate the viscoelasticity
of composite materials [12]–[16]. At present, the evaluation
methods of viscoelasticity of composite materials mainly
include dynamic mechanical analysis (DMA) and the method
of ultrasonic [17]–[20]. However, for in-service components
and special structural composite materials (such as carbon
fiber reinforced plastic (CFRP)), the above methods are pow-
erless, and the coupling agent and water also have a great
impact on the mechanical properties of composite materials.

The air-coupled ultrasonic detection technology has the
characteristics of non-contact, non-infiltration, and non-
damage, which is especially suitable for the detection of
composite materials [21]–[23]. In this paper, a viscoelasticity
evaluation method of composite materials is studied based
on air-coupled ultrasound. The theories of viscoelasticity and
ultrasonic composite evaluation method is analyzed, and the
comparison between the C-scan test result and the NACUTM
is investigated. The feasibility and accuracy of this method
are verified. In this study, real non-contact non-destructive
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testing technology can be realized, and it can carry out
non-destructive testing for some dangerous goods that cannot
be directly contacted. These dangerous goods can be sulfuric
acid, explosives, etc. Therefore, in the future non-contact
non-destructive testing technology of the physical properties
of materials, this research has important reference value.

II. DETECTION PRINCIPLE
A. VISCOELASTIC EVALUATION METHOD
The static and dynamic viscoelasticity of materials is
evaluated from different aspects. The composite material is
subjected to the dynamic force. The dynamic mechanical
properties can reflect the material performance better than
the static mechanical properties in the actual working condi-
tions. Sinusoidal stress is themost commonly used alternating
stress in dynamic mechanical experiments. Taking the tensile
stress as an example, the strain is as follows,

στ (t) = στ0 sin ω t (1)

where στ0 is the stress amplitude, ω is the angular frequency
(rad).

The strain response of materials by sinusoidal alternating
stress varies with their properties. For an ideal elastomer,
the strain response of stress is instantaneous. The strain
response is a sine function in the same phase with the stress,
and the expression of strain is shown as,

ε(t) = ε0 sinωt (2)

where ε0 is the strain amplitude.
For an ideal viscous body, the strain lags behind the stress

by 90◦. For viscoelastic materials, the strain lags one phase
angle of stress δ(0◦ < δ < 90◦). When ε(t) = ε0 sinωt , then
σ (t) = σ0 sin (ωt + δ), the stress expression is shown as,

σ (t) = σ0 sinωt cos δ + σ0 cosωt sin δ. (3)

It can be seen from the Eq. (3) that the stress consists of
two parts: one is the stress in the same phase with the strain,
that is, σ0 sinωt cos δ, which is the main force of elastic
deformation; another is the stress with a 90◦ phase difference
from the strain, namely σ0 cosωt sin δ. Since the deformation
corresponding to this stress is viscous deformation, it will
be consumed to overcome the frictional resistance. If E ′ is
defined as the ratio of the stress and strain amplitudes of the
same phase, E ′′ is the ratio of the stress and strain amplitudes
differing by 90◦, then,

E ′ =
σ0 cos δ
ε0

=
σ0

ε0
cos δ (4)

and

E ′′ =
σ0 sin δ
ε0

=
σ0

ε0
sin δ. (5)

Incorporating Eq. (4) and Eq. (5) into Eq. (3), the expres-
sion is as follows,

σ (t) = E ′ε0 sinωt + E ′′ε0 cosωt. (6)

whereE ′ is real modulus or storagemodulus, andE ′′ is virtual
modulus or loss modulus.

Therefore, the formula (6) includes two parts, and the
expression of themodulus conforms to themathematical form
of the complex number, which is called the complex modulus
(E∗), the expression is shown as,

E∗ = E ′ + iE ′′ (7)

The calculation formula of the tangent value of the loss
tangent is shown in Eq. (8),

tan δ =
E ′′

E ′
. (8)

B. DETECTION METHODS AND PROCEDURES
The viscoelasticity of materials is evaluated by using the
NACUTM, and the evaluation steps are as follows.

1) ANALYZE ATTENUATION COEFFICIENT OF ULTRASONIC
WAVE IN AIR
A schematic diagram of calculating the attenuation coeffi-
cient of ultrasonic waves in air is shown in Fig. 1.

FIGURE 1. A schematic diagram of calculating the attenuation coefficient
of ultrasonic waves in air. (a) The distance between the two probes is H1.
(b) The distance is between the two probes are H2.

The viscoelastic properties of materials are evaluated using
the NACUTM, and the attenuation coefficient a1(f ) of ultra-
sonic waves in air can be obtained as the following steps.
Firstly, adjust the distance between the transmitting and
receiving probes to be H1, and the first received waveform
is denoted as UA1. Then adjust the distance between the
transmitting and receiving probes to be H2, and the first
received waveform is denoted as UA2. Lastly, the spectrum
of the received waveform UA1 and UA2 were analyzed, and
the obtained amplitude spectrum was denoted as A1(f ) and
A2(f ). The attenuation coefficient a1(f ) of ultrasonic wave in
air can be calculated by Eq. (9),

a1(f ) =
20

H2 − H1
lg(

A1(f )
A2(f )

). (9)
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2) SOUND PRESSURE REFLECTANCE AT INTERFACE
BETWEEN EXPERIMENTAL MATERIAL AND AIR
As shown in Fig. 2, the distance between the transmitting
and receiving probes is adjusted to d , and the incident wave
received by the probe is denoted as U0, as shown in Fig. 2(a).
Then, the ultrasonic detection is used by echo method. A sin-
gle probe is used to adjust the distance between the transmit-
ting probe and the upper surface of the material to d/2. The
interface reflected wave received by the probe is denoted as
U1 as shown in Fig. 2(b). Finally, the spectrum of the signal
U0 and U1 is analyzed, and the obtained amplitude spectrum
is denoted as U0(f ) and U1(f ). According to Eq. (10), the
reflectance of the sound pressure at the interface between
material and air can be obtained as,

r(f ) =
U1(f )
U0(f )

(10)

FIGURE 2. A schematic diagram of calculating the interface sound
pressure reflectivity. (a) Direct receiving the ultrasonic wave. (b) Receiving
the reflection wave.

3) ATTENUATION COEFFICIENT OF ULTRASONIC WAVE IN
MATERIAL
As shown in Fig. 3, firstly, adjust the distance between the
transmitting and receiving probes to be d , and record the
received signal asUA as shown in Fig. 3(a), then put the tested
material between the transmitting and receiving probes, and
keep thematerial perpendicular to the transmitting probe. The
ultrasonic wave can enter the material vertically. The distance
between the transmitting and receiving probes is D, and the
received signal is denoted as UB as shown in Fig. 3(b). The
received signalUA andUB was used for spectral analysis, and
the amplitude spectrumwas denoted as A(f ) and B(f ), respec-
tively. According to Eq. (11), the attenuation coefficient of
ultrasonic wave in the material can be obtained,

a(f ) = a1(f )+
20
h
lg[

A(f )
B(f )

(1− r2(f ))] (11)

where, h is the thickness of the tested material.

4) PHASE VELOCITY
According to the sum of the amplitude spectrum A(f ) and
B(f ), the phase angle of the signal UA and UB can be

FIGURE 3. Schematic diagram of experimental materials placed/not
placed between two probes. (a) No material is placed between the two
probes to receive ultrasonic wave. (b) Put carbon fiber between the two
probes to receive ultrasonic wave.

calculated by Eq. (12), respectively,

θA(f ) = tan−1
Im[A(f )]
Re[A(f )]

, θB(f ) = tan−1
Im[B(f )]
Re[B(f )]

(12)

where Im[A(f )] is the imaginary part of the spectrum of
signal UA, Re[A(f )] is the real part of the signal spectrum
UA, Im[B(f )] is the imaginary part of the spectrum of signal
UB, Re[B(f )] is the real part of the spectrum of signal UB.
According to the Eq. (12) and the wave number β = 2π f /CP,
the phase velocity can be obtained by Eq. (13),

1
Cp(f )

=
θB(f )− θA(f )

ωh
+

1
Ca

(13)

where, ω is angular velocity (ω = 2π f ), h is the thickness of
the material, Ca is the sound velocity in air.
In order to obtain the absolute phase angle of the signal,

the Fourier transform is applied to the signal. The signal
between t = 0 and the time that the signal begins to be
received needs to be zeroized, and the Fourier transform is
applied to the whole signal. Due to the complexity of this
process, in order to simplify the solution of the absolute phase
angle, the following method is used to obtain the absolute
phase angle of the ultrasonic signal.

When the spectrum of the signals UA and UB is analyzed,
the time tA and tB corresponds to signals UA and UB, respec-
tively. The time difference T is

T = tB − tA. (14)

Then the phase velocity CP can be obtained by using the
real and imaginary parts of the frequency spectrum of the
signal,

1
Cp(f )

=
θB(f )− θA(f )

ωh
+

1
Ca
+
T
h

(15)

where f is the frequency, ω is the angular frequency, Ca is the
wave velocity in the air.

According to the complex elasticity theory, the energy
storage modulus E ′, energy dissipation modulus E ′′ and
αVp/ω � 1, the tangent of loss tangent of the P-wave
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FIGURE 4. Schematic diagram of air coupled ultrasonic testing system. (a) Ultrasonic transmitter/receiver and clamp for actual measurement.
(b) Measurement system of ultrasonic air-coupled transmission method experiment.

ultrasonic wave can be deduced from Eq. (16).
E ′ = ρC2

p

E ′′ =
2αρC3

p

ω
=

2αCp
ω

E ′

tanδ =
E ′′

E ′
=

2αCp
ω

(16)

By using Eq. (16), the viscoelasticity of the material can be
evaluated.

III. TESTING SYSTEMS AND VISCOELASTICITY
EVALUATION OF CARBON FIBER COMPOSITE MATERIALS
A. EXPERIMENTAL SYSTEMS AND MATERIALS
The schematic diagram of air-coupling ultrasonic testing sys-
tems is shown in Fig. 4, including computer (NUAT system
control based on LabVIEW software), NI data acquisition
unit (PXT-1033), transceiver of high-power ultrasonic sig-
nal (Japan Probe Co., ltd. JPR-600C), preamplifier (gain is
60 dB), air-coupling plate probe (frequency of 0.8 MHz,
the size of the piezoelectric wafer to 14mm × 20mm).

In order to investigate the influence of different porosity
on the material viscoelasticity, a number of different porosi-
ties of 15mm carbon fiber composite material is made. The
distance is 42.5mm between the probe and the surface of the
sample. And the distance is 100mm between the transmitter
probe and receiving probe. The selection of four different
porosity of carbon fiber composites are A, B, C, D four areas,
respectively. The photograph of carbon fiber composites is as
shown in Fig. 5(a) for C scan, and the area of the four holes
are as shown in Fig. 5(b). The red area in C-scan results is the
area with higher ultrasonic penetration ability, while the blue
area is the area with lower ultrasonic penetration ability [24].

B. EXPERIMENT AND DATA ANALYSIS
1) FOUR DIFFERENT AREAS OF STOMA CARBON FIBER
COMPOSITE MATERIALS
When the spacing between the two probes is 65mm and
90mm, respectively, the ultrasonic wave received by the

FIGURE 5. Carbon fiber composite material diagrams. (a) Carbon fiber
material. (b) The results of C-scan.

probe is recorded as UA1 and UA2 respectively, and its wave-
form is shown in Fig. 6(a) and in Fig. 6(b).

Spectrum analysis was carried out in the area of the
first enveloping point. The amplitude spectrum of waveform
UA1 and UA2 were obtained respectively. According to the
calculation formula of attenuation coefficient of ultrasonic
wave in air, the attenuation coefficient results were obtained,
as shown in Fig. 6(c). When the frequency of ultrasonic wave
is 0.8MHz, the attenuation coefficient of ultrasonic wave in
air is 0.175db/mm. It is found that the higher the frequency
of ultrasonic demonstrates the higher the attenuation of ultra-
sonic in the air.

When the distance between the two probes is adjusted to
100mm, carbon fiber material and no material are placed
between the two probes, and the four different areas of A,
B, C, and D are air-coupled. For the area A, the waveform
without material is recorded as Aa, and the waveform with
carbon fiber material is recorded as Ab. The waveform is
shown in Fig. 7.

Air coupling was carried out at four different positions
A, B, C and D respectively to obtain the waveforms. Spec-
trum analysis of the waveforms was conducted to obtain the
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FIGURE 6. The received waveform and air attenuation coefficient at
different distances. (a) The received waveform at the distance of 65mm.
(b) The received waveform at the distance of 90mm. (c) The relation
between attenuation coefficient and frequency in air.

FIGURE 7. The waveform of the area A. (a) No material is placed between
the two probes. (b) The waveform recorded by two probes performing
air-coupled ultrasound on the area A.

amplitude spectrum of the waveforms. Then, according to the
formula for calculating the attenuation coefficient and loss
tangent of ultrasonic wave in the material, the relationship
between the attenuation coefficient and frequency at four
different positions and the tangent value of the loss tangent
and frequency is obtained, as shown in Fig. 8.

2) ANALYSIS OF VISCOELASTIC EVALUATION RESULTS OF
COMPOSITE MATERIALS
The theoretical background could be enriched with recent
work of sound transmission through multilayered structures
with viscoelastic layers [25], [26]. The viscoelasticity of
carbon fiber composites with different pores was evaluated
by the air-coupling penetration method, and the evaluation
results of viscoelasticity of carbon fiber composites with
different pores were obtained. After the above results are
rearranged, the tangents of loss tangent tan δ of carbon fiber
composites with different porosity and different frequencies
are obtained. As shown in Fig. 8, the results show that the

FIGURE 8. The attenuation coefficient and tangent value of the loss
tangent of the ultrasonic wave in the material. (a) Attenuation coefficient
of ultrasonic wave at four different pore locations. (b) The loss tangent of
the carbon fiber at four different pore locations.

tangents of loss tangent tan δ of carbon fiber composites
decrease with the increase of the ultrasonic frequency. The
porosity of the material has a certain effect on the attenuation
coefficient of the material. The attenuation coefficient of
ultrasonic wave propagation in large pore area is smaller than
that in the small pore area. The tangent of loss tangent in
the area with high pore density is less than that in the area
with low pore density. As shown in Fig. 5(b) and Fig. 8(a),
the attenuation of ultrasonic wave in different areas of the
material can also be well correlated with the results of C-scan.

IV. CONCLUSION
In this paper, the method of evaluating the viscoelasticity of
carbon fiber composites by air-coupled ultrasonic penetrating
method is proposed. The ultrasonic attenuation coefficient
and viscoelasticity of carbon fiber composite materials were
measured successfully. It is concluded that the porosity of car-
bon fiber composite material can affect the ultrasonic attenua-
tion coefficient and the viscoelasticity of the material, and the
consistency between the porosity distribution and the C-scan
test results is proved by comparing with the C-scan results.
It provides a new evaluation method for some materials that
cannot be evaluated by the contact method. The experiment
verified the feasibility of the air-coupled ultrasonic method in
the viscoelastic evaluation of composite materials.
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