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Exploiting Polarization Mismatch to Estimate
the Orientation of Rotating UHF RFID Tags

Emidio Di Giampaolo™, Francesco Martinelli

Abstract—In this paper we propose a contactless system based
on the RFID technology to estimate the rotation of a rotating
tagged object. The rotating object is equipped with a linearly
polarized RFID tag while the reader is endowed with a circu-
larly polarized antenna. The estimation algorithm exploits the
dependence of the phase of the backscattered RFID signal on
the relative orientation between the tag’s and the reader’s anten-
nas. It is based on an Extended Kalman Filter which only uses
the phase measurements and assumes an approximate knowledge
of the maximum expected torque (i.e., of the maximum rotation
acceleration) applied to the object. Numerical and experimental
results show that the orientation can be estimated with an error
in the order of a few degrees. The maximum allowed rotation
speed in online implementations mainly depends on the acqui-
sition rate of the RFID reader, since the EKF-based algorithm
can process more than 10° phase measurements per s.

Index Terms—UHF RFID, polarization mismatch, angular
speed, rotation measurement, extended Kalman filter.

I. INTRODUCTION

HE RADIO Frequency Identification (RFID) technology,
originally developed for identification applications, has
gained, over the last decade, considerable interest in differ-
ent application contexts where, in addition to identification,
more information is required. With reference to passive RFID
in the UHF band, this includes, e.g., functions of sensing and
of localization [1], [2]. While localization function resorts to
the measure of the strength or the phase of the received sig-
nal propagating back from the tag, sensing function can be
developed in three different ways (at least) [3]: using a dedi-
cated sensor included in the microchip, using the impedance
perturbation of the antenna, and exploiting the variation of
propagation parameters.
This last technique is particularly interesting for detecting
changes or special phenomena arising in the propagation envi-
ronment, e.g., medium variation, depolarization, multipath. It
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consists in measuring the effect of the propagation environ-
ment on the RFID signal to estimate changes of properties
in the propagation channel [4], [5], [6]. As an example, [7]
exploits RFID signals to measure the variations in snow water
equivalent (SWE) of a snowpack, [4] exploits depolarization
of RFID signal to detect the presence of a scattering body
(i.e., a human in a room), [5] uses a multi-baseline approach
to detect the effect of multipath in estimating the position of
a tag while [6] exploits multipath interferences to detect the
vibration of an object near a tag and to measure its vibration
frequency. Also the depolarization effect has been used in [§]
to estimate the orientation of a tagged object by measuring the
RSSI as a function of the relative orientation between linearly
polarized reader’s and tag’s antennas.

In this context a phenomenon affecting the propagation of
signals scattered from a moving tag is the changing of the
phase induced by the rotation of the tag. That phenomenon
arises when the RFID set-up is composed of a circularly polar-
ized reader’s antenna and a linearly polarized tag’s antenna
(i.e., the usual set-up) or vice-versa. In that scenario in fact,
there is a dependence of the phase of the backscattered sig-
nal on the relative orientation between the tag’s antenna and
the reader’s antenna. To the best of our knowledge that phe-
nomenon has been little investigated in the literature [9].
Nevertheless, it has potentiality to be applied in a number
of applications where the dynamic estimate of the orientation
or speed rotation of a tagged object is required.

Many industrial applications require the accurate and con-
tinuous detection of rotation speed of rotating parts of a
machine (e.g., generators, electric motors, machine tool spin-
dles). Besides the use of encoders, there are sensors exploiting
technologies based on different physical approaches: optical
reflection [10], [11], magnetic field variation [12], [13], electric
resonating lumped circuits [14], vibrations [15] to cite a few.
An emerging application concerns contactless measurements
of wind turbine rotor speed in order to detect future faults with
appropriate advance notice. Among different proposed solu-
tions, a method based on video acquisitions at ground level is
reported in [16].

Evidently, the exploitation of the changing of phase induced
by the rotation of the tag has potentiality to apply also RFID
technology in the context of angle and rotation speed mea-
surements. In [9] we studied that phenomenon as a disturb
of phase measurements in the context of tag localization by
means of a moving vehicle. We analytically characterized that
disturb including a more complete model of phase measure-
ments in the framework of localization process based on an
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Fig. 1. Geometrical model of the reader-tag link. The fixed reference system
(x,y,z) has origin in Og, the phase center of reader antenna. The rotating
tag (dashed green) is fixed on an object (not shown) with reference system
(X0, Yo, Z0)- Cr center of rotation, Cp tag’s phase center, 7l rotation axis, hp
unit vector of the tag’s antenna effective height.

Extended Kalman Filter (EKF), demonstrating the improve-
ment in estimating the tag’s position. In this work instead, we
extend that model with the aim to exploit the phase change
for estimating the rotation angle of a tagged object. We define
a new scenario where the reader’s antenna is fixed in front
of a rotating object where a tag is placed on (Figure 1). For
the reciprocity the contrary is also possible, i.e., a standing
tag in front of a rotating reader’s antenna has a similar model.
Different geometrical and electrical parameters are defined to
account for the uncertainty in the position of the tag with
respect to the reader’s antenna. A new version of the EKF
has been implemented for that estimate while an extensive
numerical analysis is reported to show potentialities and lim-
its of the method. Finally, numerical results are compared with
experimental measurements to validate the method.

The paper is organized as follows: Section II defines the
problem in terms of geometrical and operative parameters,
Section III shows the estimation approach while the results of
numerical investigation and experimental activity are reported
in Sections IV and V, respectively. Section VI discusses the
obtained results and draws some conclusions for possible
applications.

II. NOTATION AND PROBLEM FORMULATION

The objective of the method is to estimate the rotation of an
object tagged with an RFID tag, only resorting to the measure-
ment of the phase of the backscattered signal. In the following,
we denote the symbol of a vector with an underlined variable,
the unit vector with a hat underlined variable while a variable
defined as a vector without underlining represents the magni-
tude of that vector. Finally a scalar variable with only a hat
represents the estimate of that variable.

A. Backscattering Model

We consider a tagged rotating object in front of a circu-
larly polarized reader’s antenna that is shown together with
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the reference system (x,y, z) in Fig. 1. The tag has a linearly
polarized antenna (e.g., dipole-like) and rotates jointly with
the object (not shown in Fig. 1) around the axis identified by
the unit normal vector n. Let y be the angle of this rotation.
We assume that the rotation of the tag occurs on a plane (that
choice represents a recurring situation but also simplifies the
description) and define that plane with its unit normal vec-
tor . The distance between the phase center Og of reader’s
antenna and the center of rotation C, is rg (it is time invari-
ant), while the distance between C, and the phase center of
the tag’s antenna C, is r.. So, the phase center C,, describes
a circumference of radius r. during the rotation. The instan-
taneous position of C, with respect to Og is given by the
vector ry, while the time variant direction between C, and C,
is described by the unit vector § (i.e., rp(y) = ry + re - 5(¥)).
The orientation of the tag on the plane of rotation is given
by the unit vector 7, which forms a constant angle ¥ with 3.
Finally, the direction of the electric field hold by the tag is
described with the unit vector of the effective height of tag’s
antenna, i.e., ﬁT. All time variant quantities are functions of
the rotation angle y .
The backscattered signal received by the reader is

V(y) = VoPin, Zin, rr (1)) - (Bp(y) - hg) e K021 (1)

where the magnitude Vy depends on the power P;, used to
interrogate the tag, on the modulating impedance Z;,, of the tag
and on the magnitude of the position vector ry. Vectors A(y)
and hp(0, ¢) are the effective heights of tag’s and reader’s
antenna, respectively, while Ky is the propagation constant.

Since we consider a circularly polarized reader’s antenna,
the unit vector of its effective height is

0 +jAR®. )¢
1+ AR?

where AR(0, ¢) is the axial ratio that depends on the direction
between Og and C,, given in terms of spherical coordinates
0 and ¢. Any circularly polarized antenna, in fact, is not per-
fectly polarized in all directions, but in general its polarization
changes from circular to elliptical or linear as a function of
the direction.

For tag’s antenna, we restrict our interest to dipole-like tags.
In that case, the unit vector of the effective height ET(y) is
orthogonal to r; and lies on the plane described by the couple
(7, ). Hence it is given by

hp (8, ¢) = )

Fp X rp X1

hp(y) = 3)

77 > Fp x 1
In case of 77 // 1, ﬁT is given by any unit vector orthogonal
to 7.

From (1) we retrieve the phase measured by the reader. It is:

¢:

where 2Korr(y) accounts for the round trip between the
reader’s and the tag’s antennas, ny is the measurement error,
modeled for simplicity as a 0 mean Gaussian random variable
with standard deviation o4 and ¢ is an unknown phase off-
set, depending on the specific tag (it also includes the initial

mod (—ZKorT()/) + 2y + ¢o + ny, 7T), “4)
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rotation angle yp). ¥, instead depends on the instantaneous
relative orientation between h;(y) and kg, i.e.,

Yy = arg (sz(y) : izR) = arctan | — |, (5
§4 o = B
with

A = AR(0, ¢)(cos (¢p)hry — sin (¢p)hrx)
B = cos (0) cos (§)hgy + cos (0) sin (¢)hg, — sin (0)hr,

where ﬁT(y) and éR are written in terms of the Cartesian
components.

B. Estimation Model

Being y the rotation angle of the tagged object, we denote
by w = y and o = § the angular velocity and accelera-
tion, respectively. Then, the discrete time dynamics of these
variables can be described by the following set of equations:

Vit+1 = Yk + okdr (6)
W+1 = Wk + ST (7N
Qg1 = o + Tk, ¥

where the subscript k represents the value of the considered
variable at time step k and &7 is the sampling time. The quan-
tity 7 is the angular acceleration variation in the last time
step. It depends on the torques applied to the rotating object,
it is assumed unknown and only a maximum value 7y for its
absolute value is assumed available. The objective is the esti-
mation of y and w only using the information coming from
the measurements in (4).

In practical applications a number of the geometric param-
eters defining the backscattering model may be not exactly
known, e.g., the distance o, the radius of rotation r,, the angles
¥, 8, ¢ and the plane of rotation z. For this reason, we improve
the model by considering these parameters only approximately
known, i.e., we assume for them a nominal value subject to
an unknown perturbation.

In a likely scenario, the reader’s antenna points toward the
tag along its maximum gain direction, that we assume to be
along 6 = 0 in the scheme of Fig. 1. We assume also that
i =2Zand C = C,. As a consequence, 7 L 7,7 = § and
rr = ry = D, i.e., the distance between the phase centers is
constant. Under these conditions, y = ¢ and (5) simplifies
into

¥p = atan2(ARssin(y), cos(y)). )]

Since a good antenna has its best circular polarization along
the direction of maximum gain, we can consider the ideal case
AR =1 for 8 =0, so that y, = y.

In that scenario the nominal relative position of the reader
with respect to the object is assumed to roughly meet the
following requirements:

« the antenna of the reader and the antenna of the tag on

the object lay on parallel planes (i.e., 1 = 2);
« the dipole-like antenna phase center coincides with the
rotation axis of the object (i.e., r. = 0);
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« the projection of the phase center of the tag antenna on
the plane of the reader antenna coincides with the phase
center of the reader antenna (i.e., C, = (0, 0, D));

« the axial ratio is known even though not exactly equal to
one.

The problem will be solved under the nominal value of
the parameters listed so far, while D will be included in the
estimation process: for this reason only a roughly initial value
of D will be assumed known. As mentioned, the proposed
solution will be tested under some (unknown) perturbations
on these parameters to show its robustness.

III. SOLUTION APPROACH

The solution to the problem defined in Section II is based on
an Extended Kalman filter (EKF), where the system state X to
be estimated contains the angle y, the speed w and the accel-
eration « of the rotating tag. Also the coordinate D is included
among the estimated variables, hence X = [y, w, «, DIT.

Let D, denote the nominal value for D. If we assume a zero
initial velocity and if we take the initial angle as reference (i.e.,
yo = 0), the initial estimate is given by

Xo =10, 0, 0, D,1". (10)

The initial covariance matrix associated with this estimate is
assumed diagonal and is given by

Po = diag([O, 0, 020, 05]), (11)

where 0,0 and op are the standard deviations characterizing
the uncertainty in the initial value of o and, respectively, of
the coordinate D. If the initial velocity can be different from
zero, we can consider this by taking Py(2,2) = 03)’0, where
0.0 1s the standard deviation characterizing the uncertainty in
the initial value of the rotation speed w.

The prediction step of the filter is based on the dynam-
ics reported in (6)-(8), while D presents a constant dynamics
given by Dy = Dy for all k. Hence, if X = [k, @k, Qx, Dyl
denotes the state estimate at time k, the equations of the
prediction step of the filter are given by:

Vg1 = Vk + &k (12)
Wy = Ok + ST (13)
Qg =& (14)
Dy = Dy. (15)

Since 1 in (8) is not known, we consider it as a noise ng k.
This quantity will be modeled by a 0 mean Gaussian random
variable with standard deviation o; = t37/3 depending on the
maximum expected value tps of |ti|:

Rrg ~ N(O, 03).

The covariance matrix is updated according to the following
equation:

(16)

P, =FPF +0, (17)

where F is the state matrix associated with the linear dynam-
ics of X (in this case it is a 4 x 4 matrix coincident with an
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identity matrix apart from F(1,2) = F(2,3) = ér) and Q is
a 4 x 4 matrix with all the elements equal to O apart from
0@3,3) = o',z. If D is expected to change during the experi-
ment (e.g., reader manually operated and not positioned on a
fixed support), we could take into account of this variation by
considering Q(4,4) = aczn, being o, the standard deviation of
the perturbation characterizing the change of D. In this paper,
where D is assumed constant, Q(4,4) = 0.

The correction step of the EKF is instead based on the mea-
surement model given by (4), where the various unknown
parameters 7oy, roy, 7e and AR are assumed equal to their
nominal value (rox = 7ow, Yoy = 7oy, T'e = Fen and
AR = AR, € (0, 1)), which value will be specified in the
numerical examples.

First of all we need to express the distance rr in (4) as
a function of the estimated and nominal quantities. We have
rr = /1, + 17y, + D2, where rry = ro.+re cos(y) and gy =
roy + e sin(y) are the coordinates of the center of the tag
antenna with respect to the reader antenna. So, in the EKF,
we will use for rr the value obtained using the estimated and
nominal values for the different quantities:

2 2 . \2
Tkt = \/(rTx,k+l) + (rTy,k+l> + (Dk+l) . (18)

where
?;x,kJrl = Foxn + Ten COS(J;kll)y (19)
Py k1 = Toyn + Fen sin(14)- (20)
Then, if

Vpiort = atan2(ARysin(75,). cos(7;1))

denotes the expected value of y, in (9) according to the nomi-
nal and estimated quantities, the expected phase measurement
is given by

by = mod <_2KO}¥,/¢+1 +217pk_+1’”)~

In this expression the offset, being unknown, is not included.
This is justified by the fact that the effect on the measurements
of the offset is very similar to the effect due to a change of
D, in such a way that the estimate of D will compensate the
effect of the unknown offset. More in detail, the EKF will
produce an estimate D of the constant parameter D such that
—2KoD = —2KyD + ¢,.
The innovation at time k + 1 is given by the difference

A$ = i1 — by

which, being a difference between angles characterized by
a periodicity of m radians, will be reported in the interval
(—m/2,7/2).
The correction step of the filter is then given by:
Xiv1 = X | + Kip1 AD, 1)
where

-1
Kit1 = Py HT(HPk_+1 H' + Ur%)
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is the Kalman gain. In this expression H is the Jacobian matrix
of the measurement model (4) with respect to the state and is
given by

H =1[Hy, 0, 0, Hy],

with
Hy = _2K0rw<_?;x,k+1 Si“(fk:rl) + 7y k1 005(371;1))
T k41
n 2AR,
c0s(Pp.y) + AR sin® (7
and

A

-
Hy = —2K0ﬂ.

A

TT k1

Finally, the covariance matrix is updated as follows:

Piy1 = U — Kjp1 H)P_

ke (22)

with [ the 4 x 4 identity matrix.

IV. NUMERICAL INVESTIGATION AND EXAMPLES

The numerical investigation has been performed by consid-
ering two different cases: an ideal scenario (Section IV-A) and
a perturbed situation (Section IV-B). In the ideal case, all the
uncertain parameters take their nominal value and AR = 1. In
the perturbed scenario, AR = 0.8 and all the uncertain param-
eters are subject to a small perturbation with respect to their
nominal value. Finally, in Section IV-C, an extensive numer-
ical analysis is performed to investigate the robustness of the
approach with respect to several uncertain parameters of the
model.

The signal frequency considered in this paper is f =
867MHz and, unless otherwise specified, the standard devi-
ation oy of the noise in the phase measurements will be
assumed 10°. The (unknown) acceleration considered in the
simulations, comprising T = 200 steps, is of the type reported
in Fig. 2, with the maximum absolute value 7j; ~ 90° /s2. As
a consequence, we considered o; = 30°/s% in the Q matrix
of the EKF described in Section III, while 04,0 in (11) has
been taken equal to 60°/s>. The sampling time 87 considered
in the simulations is 0.1 s.

The performance considered in all the numerical examples
is the mean absolute error in the rotation angle y estimation.
It is given by:

T
1 .
& =7 E [V — vkl (23)
k=1

being 7 = 200 the duration of each simulation.

A. Ideal Scenario

In this section the proposed approach is applied to estimate
the rotation angle y assuming an ideal scenario where AR = 1
and all the unknown parameters take their nominal (known)
value: roy = rom = 0, roy = royn = 0, e = rey = 0. Also
the coordinate D = D, = 1 m will be assumed exactly known
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50 1

7, [deg/s?]
o

-100 . . .
0 50 100 150 200

step k

Fig. 2. The rotation acceleration signal 7 applied to the tagged object in
each time step k of the simulations.

Fig. 3. The algorithm applied in the ideal scenario described in Section IV-A:
the rotation angle y and its estimate y, almost overlapping, are reported
together with the phase measurements. The average estimation error ey
obtained in this simulation is 2.6°.

together with the phase offset ¢,, assumed 0. The initial tagged
object rotation speed wy will be assumed equal to zero and
known.

The behavior of the proposed approach in one of the sim-
ulations is reported in Fig. 3: it is possible to see how the
true rotation angle y is well estimated with an average error
e, = 2.6°. The average estimation error e, obtained in 100
independent simulations is reported in Fig. 5 together with the
error obtained in 100 simulations under the perturbed scenario
described below in Section I'V-B.

B. Perturbed Scenario

In this section we consider a perturbed scenario where the
nominal AR is assumed equal to 0.8. The true value of AR
considered in the simulations is obtained by adding to this
nominal value an unknown 0 mean Gaussian random variable
with standard deviation 0.05. A similar perturbation is consid-
ered for the uncertain parameters roy, rgy and 7. by adding to
their nominal value (assumed 0) a 0 mean Gaussian random
variable with standard deviation 0.05 m. The same perturba-
tion is added to the nominal value D,, = 1 m of D. The phase
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step k

Fig. 4. The algorithm applied in the perturbed scenario described in
Section IV-B: the rotation angle y and its estimate y are reported together
with the phase measurements. The average estimation error e, obtained in
this simulation is 3.5°.

12 ; . . .

—x—-Nominal |
—— Perturbed

10

0 20 40 60 80 100

Simulation

Fig. 5. The estimation error e;, obtained in 100 independent simulations
under the ideal scenario described in Section IV-A and the perturbed situation
described in Section IV-B: the errors are plotted from the best to the worst
case.

offset ¢, is now assumed unknown and randomly uniformly
sampled from the interval (0, 180°) in each simulation. Finally,
an unknown 0 mean Gaussian random variable with standard
deviation 10°/s is added to the O nominal value of the ini-
tial rotation speed in each simulation. The EKF is executed
in this case using the nominal value of the parameters and by
initializing with D,, the estimate of D.

The behavior of the approach is not significantly compro-
mised by these perturbations as reported in Fig. 4, for one of
the considered simulations, and in Fig. 5, where the estima-
tion error of 100 independent simulations is compared with
the ideal scenario.

C. Robustness Analysis

In this section, a robustness analysis is performed with
respect to several uncertain parameters of the model. More
in detail, we consider a single specific uncertain parameter at
the time and evaluate the performance of the algorithm under
increasing perturbations applied to this parameter. All other
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TABLE I
AR PERTURBATION EFFECTS

[oar [[ 001 [ 002 | 005 | 0.1 ]
me., [deg] || 425 | 436 | 4.54 | 499
e, [deg] || 1.57 | 183 | 1.81 | 191

TABLE II

ox» Toy PERTURBATION EFFECTS

Tropy Iml ][ 001 [ 005 [ 01 [ 02 |

me [deg] || 3.73 | 441 | 595 [ 9.28°
e, Ideg] || 0.87 | 1.83 | 3.86 | 8.76
TABLE TII
re PERTURBATION EFFECTS
[0, [m] ][ 0.01 [ 005 | 0.1 [ 02 |
me [deg] || 3.73 | 447 | 6 | 9.54°
e [deg] || 0.88 | 1.65 | 3.68 | 846"

parameters in the simulation are like in Section I'V-B, that is,
all other parameters are characterized by the small perturbation
described in that section.

We report, respectively, in Tables I, II and III, the effect
of different perturbations on the uncertain parameters AR, roy,
roy and r.. We also analyze the effect of the uncertainty in
the knowledge of coordinate D (Table IV) and the effect of a
stronger noise ny in the phase measurements (Table V).

Each table reports, for each different size of the perturbation
considered, the mean m,, and the standard deviation o, (both
in deg) of the estimation error ¢,, obtained in 1000 independent
simulations. The perturbation is a 0 mean Gaussian random
variable with the standard deviation o reported in the first line
of the tables (e.g., o is o4r in Table I), added to the considered
parameter (while all other parameters are like in Section IV-B).

Based on the results reported in Table I, it is possible to
observe how an increase in the perturbation on parameter AR
does not significantly degrade the performance of the algo-
rithm. In each one of the 1000 simulations, the true value of AR
is generated according to 0.8 +n4g, being nag ~ N (0, o4g) a
0 mean Gaussian random variable with standard deviation o4g.
The algorithm always runs with the nominal value AR = 0.8.

The effect of the perturbation on ro, and rgy (Table II) is
similar to the one on r, (Table III). It is not very significant
if the standard deviation of the perturbation is not too large,
namely, if it is not larger than 0.1 m, which corresponds to
the first three values of o reported in Tables II and III. On
the contrary, for 0 = 0.2 m, in both cases we observed some
outliers: the * in the tables means that the average value n,,
and the standard deviation o,, have been computed in this
case by removing some outliers. An outlier is an estimation
error e, larger than 200 deg, which usually corresponds to a
divergence in the estimate produced by the EKF. In Table II,
for oy0r,y = 0.2 m, we observed only one outlier (over 1000
simulations), while we observed four outliers (out of 1000
simulations) for o,, = 0.2 m in Table III. As for Table II, we
have added a perturbation on both ro, and rg, parameters (i.e.,
in each simulation, ro, ~ N(0, 0y,,) and ro, ~ N (0, o),
while the EKF used the nominal values ro, = roy = 0). In
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TABLE IV
D PERTURBATION EFFECTS

[ op [m] H 0.01 [ 0.05 [ 0.1 [ 0.2 [ 0.5 ]
me., [deg] 447 | 447 | 457 | 4.65 | 5.11
Oe,, [deg] 1.85 1.69 | 1.86 | 1.82 | 3.73

TABLE V
0y PERTURBATION EFFECTS
IO'¢ [deg] H 5¢ [ 10° [ 15° [ 20° ]
Me., [deg] 3.28 | 4.51 5.81 10.13*
Oe., [deg] 1.78 | 1.82 | 3.92 | 16.33*

Table III, we considered in each simulation r. ~ N(0, o.),
while the EKF used the nominal value r. = 0. The presence
of outliers depends on the fact that the algorithm is designed to
deal with small perturbations on the unknown motion param-
eters. To handle larger perturbations on gy, roy and 7. (or, in
general, if the tagged object is expected to perform a more
complex motion significantly different from a rotation around
the center of its tag’s antenna), it would be necessary to set
up a different Kalman Filter which also introduces the estima-
tion of the unknown motion parameters. However this would
increase the computational complexity of the filter and would
deteriorate its convergence properties.

As shown in Table IV, the uncertainty in the knowledge
of the D coordinate does not significantly affect the behav-
ior of the algorithm, which does not incur in outliers even for
large perturbations. This depends on the fact that D is included
among the estimated variables. In this case, the EKF initial-
izes the estimate Dy of D with its nominal value D, = 1 m,
while, in each simulation, the real D is generated according
to D = D, + np, with np ~ N(0,0p). When op is very
small (e.g., op = 0.01 m in Table IV), we could not use
this value in the EKF (namely, in Eq. (11)), but we should
also take into account the uncertainty related to the unknown
offset. In fact, as mentioned, the estimate of D compensates
the effect of the unknown offset, which ranges uniformly in
(0, ). This roughly corresponds, in the measurement setup
considered in this paper, to a uniform metric uncertainty of
about 0.09 m. This additional uncertainty can be modeled by
a Gaussian random variable with standard deviation 0.02 m.
Since the uncertainty in the knowledge of D and in the offset
are independent, the standard deviation to be considered in the

EKEF is al% + 0.022. This value, however, roughly coincides
with op when op is large enough (e.g., in Table IV, when
op > 0.05).

Finally, in Table V, we report the effect of the Gaussian
noise ngy in the phase measurements. It is possible to see that
a satisfactory performance can be obtained if oy is not larger
than 15° while, for oy, = 20°, the estimation error significantly
increases and 35 outliers (out of 1000 simulations) have been
observed.

V. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

The proposed approach has been applied to a real data
set, where the measurements have been taken in a situation
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Fig. 6. The algorithm applied in the experimental setup described in Section V: the rotation angle y and its estimate y are reported together with the phase
measurements. The average estimation errors e, obtained in the different experiments are 7.49° (top-left), 9.91° (top-right), 8.51° (bottom-left) and 6.61°

(bottom-right).

similar to the perturbed scenario described in Section IV-B.
As mentioned in that section, the EKF has been executed
with the nominal value of the unknown parameters (in this
case D, = 2.5 m, AR = 1, roy = rgy = r. = 0), assuming
a relatively large standard deviation o4 = 60° characteriz-
ing the noise in the phase measurements. We performed an
offline execution of the EKF where samples are assumed to
arrive in every time unit (i.e., 57 = 1) and, based on the small
observed change in the rotation speed, we assigned in the EKF
or =040 =0.87- 10~2deg/s?. In all the experiments we con-
sidered a 360° rotation. The reader and the tag were only
approximately positioned according to the nominal setup and,
even if the true value of the different unknown parameters was
not measured during the experiments, we expect significantly
large deviations of D, AR, roy, roy and 7. from their nominal
value (e.g., in the order of 1 m for rg, and rgy and in the order
of 0.1 m for D and r.).

The measurement set-up is composed of an Meb6
ThingMagic reader equipped with an RHCP antenna having
maximum gain 6dB and operating frequency 867MHz. The
reader is installed onboard a unicycle like robot (see Fig. 7).
The tag, positioned on the ceiling of the environment, is a
dipole-like antenna LabID UH107 anchored to a metallic plane
by means of a quarter wavelength thick styrofoam slab. The

ceiling height is about 2.5 m. This is, as mentioned, the nom-
inal value assigned to the D coordinate (i.e., D, = 2.5 m).
During the experiments, the robot performed a rotation around
its center, only approximately positioned on the projection of
the tag on the floor and slightly different in each experiment
(that is, the robot was moved between the experiments). The
ground truth of the rotation was obtained through two rotary
incremental optical encoders with 2-bit Gray Code, mounted
on the actuated wheels of the robot. The encoders are charac-
terized by a resolution of 12 pulses per rotation. Due to the
connecting gears and to other robot parameters (such as the
radius and the track of the wheels), we obtained about 500
encoder pulses for a 360° robot rotation.

We report in Fig. 6 the performance obtained in 4 different
experiments. According to the figure, it is possible to see how
the average estimation error obtained in these experimental
tests is always less than 10°.

VI. CONCLUSION

The dependence of the phase of the backscattered RFID
signal on the relative orientation between the tag’s and the
reader’s antennas, occurring in some configuration scenarios,
has been often considered as a disturbance in some localization
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Fig. 7. The experimental setup: the Me6 ThingMagic reader is mounted
on a unicycle robot with two actuated wheels with rotary incremental optical
encoders. The center of the antenna approximately matches with the robot
center of rotation.

contexts. In this paper, on the contrary, it has been regarded as
an interesting feature which allows to estimate the orientation
of a tagged object through a simple procedure based on off-
the-shelf components.

The reader is equipped with a circularly polarized RFID
antenna and is positioned in front of the rotating object (with
a linearly polarized tag) at a certain nominal distance, only
roughly known.

An Extended Kalman filter, only using the phase measure-
ments as inputs (together with a rough knowledge on the
maximum rotation acceleration), is designed according to a
nominal configuration setup and estimates the rotation angle,
velocity and acceleration together with the tag-reader distance.
As explained in the paper, the tag-reader distance is included
among the estimated variables since its effect on the phase
measurements is particularly relevant and also because its esti-
mation allows to compensate the error associated with the lack
of the knowledge on the phase measurement offset. The effect
of other uncertain parameters is less relevant and for this rea-
son they are not included among the EKF variables: this allows
to reduce the computational complexity of the filter and also
to improve its convergence chance.

A numerical investigation has been reported in the paper
to show that the proposed system is robust with respect to
the uncertainty in the unknown parameters and this allows
to obtain satisfactory results in experimental contexts, where
the nominal configuration setup can only approximately be
reproduced.

The proposed method is suitable for many practical appli-
cations where the measurement of the rotation speed or the
angular variation is required. It is a valid alternative, especially
in harsh environments, to other methods based on different
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technologies. A limit to the maximum measurable speed is
due to the interrogation rate of the reader as well as to the
noise.
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