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ABSTRACT

BISTABLE PRESTRESSED SPRING STEEL GRIPPERS FOR AERIAL PERCHING AND

GRASPING

Quadcopter drones are popular in both the consumer and commercial markets, with a wide

range of uses and applications, including inspections, research, natural disaster response, and film-

ing and photography. These uses and applications are currently limited, however, by the limited

battery power and range of current drones. Aerial perching can extend the useful flight time of

a drone by allowing for passive perching in a location for a desired amount of time. Compliant

bistable mechanisms are well-suited for this application because of their adaptability in a wide

range of environments while utilizing bistability to reduce energy consumption and complexity.

Current research into aerial perching with compliant mechanisms is limited to heavy, rigid grip-

pers with limited applications in a wide variety of environments and grippers with complicated

pneumatic controls.

In this thesis, we propose a novel solution to this gap in research through the use of prestressed

spring steel bands (PSSB) to create compliant bistable grippers for aerial perching and grasping.

We investigate multiple different PSSB configurations. We first investigate two single PSSB grip-

per designs, a single band gripper with a cable driven opening system, then an improved silicone

encased single PSSB gripper design. The first single band gripper is experimentally tested to de-

termine the triggering force, effect of offset on triggering force, effect of spring pretension on

triggering force, opening force, grasping force, and activation time. This design had some issues

with opening reliably and tangling. The improved silicone encased gripper is experimentally tested

for triggering force, the effect of varying contact points and angles, activation time, reduction of

triggering force with springs, and actual flight tests on a drone done in partnership with IIIT Hyder-

abad. The single band gripper designs can grasp a variety of objects, especially cylindrical ones,
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but are limited in grasping spherical and heavier objects, and vertical grasping. We then design a

cross-shaped gripper based on the silicone encased PSSB gripper. This gripper is experimentally

tested in the same manner as the silicone encased single band gripper and performs well in grasp-

ing spherical objects and vertical grasping. It does, however, struggle to grasp longer cylindrical

objects. These gripper designs have a fixed triggering force based on the design that limited the

applications for drone applications with high acceleration causing inadvertent activation, as well as

for grasping lightweight objects. Being able to actively control the triggering force of the grippers

would give the ability to tune the gripper for ideal performance in a wide range of applications. To

actively tune the triggering force, we investigate the use of on the fly tuning with Nitinol Shape

Memory Alloy springs. We first attempted closed-loop control by using a PID controller to control

the resistance of the springs. Then we used an open loop control method where constant voltage

is applied to the springs that allows for precise tuning of the triggering force to a set range for

the desired application, and experimentally verify the reduction in triggering force and show the

application of on the fly triggering force tuning.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Background and Previous Work

The goal of this research is to develop novel compliant bistable prestressed spring steel band

(PSSB) grippers for aerial perching and grasping with drones that do not require precise motion

control and experimentally characterize and validate their performance. Additionally, we investi-

gate and utilize Nitinol Shape Memory Alloy (SMA) springs to tune the triggering force of these

grippers on the fly. The following sections describe the required background and previous research

to understand aerial manipulation and grasping, compliant and bistable mechanisms, prestressed

spring steel, and the applications of Nitinol Shape Memory Alloys.

1.1.1 Aerial Manipulation and Grasping

Aerial grasping, the field that enables flying robots to pick up, manipulate, and execute specific

tasks with various objects, has gained traction in recent years. This heightened interest is primar-

ily attributed to the advantages it offers compared to the conventional ground-based counterparts.

Their high accessibility and mobility make them suitable for diverse applications such as trans-

portation, inspection and maintenance of structures, rapid deployment of emergency supplies in

disaster response, precision agriculture, etc [9–12]. These applications are currently limited, how-

ever, by the limited battery power and range of current drones. Due to the low energy densities of

current Lithium-Ion batteries, it is common for drones to have 15-25 minutes of useful flight time

on a single battery before they have to recharge [13]. Aerial perching can extend the useful flight

time of a drone by allowing for passive perching in a location for a desired amount of time. This

will conserve the battery when compared to flight and hovering uses, allowing for power to be used

for other applications during perching. To achieve perching in a wide variety of environments, a

compliant bistable mechanism is needed that can passively perch a drone.
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Successful aerial grasping emerges from good motion control together with proper gripper

design. The gripper’s design plays a major role in determining the success of the aerial grasping

systems. If properly designed, the gripper can alleviate the requirement for precise motion control

[8, 14, 15]. Another metric for successful grasping is the ability to secure the grasp rapidly and

without dislodging or moving the object being grasped. To achieve this, many grippers utilize

a triggering mechanism that will trigger the gripper upon contact [3, 4, 16–19]. Some of these

mechanism have high triggering or contact forces, leading to issues with moving or dislodging the

object. Reducing this triggering force or making the triggering mechanism adaptive and tunable is

one method of making grasping more successful

1.1.2 Bistable and Compliant Mechanisms

As the goal of this research is to develop a compliant bistable gripper, it is important to un-

derstand what a compliant bistable mechanism is. A bistable mechanism is a mechanism that

has two stable equilibrium positions, where it will remain in either position without any external

forces [20]. Common examples include light switches and binder rings. The advantage of bistable

mechanisms is the ability to have 2 equilibrium positions with no external forces or power required.

Aerial perching and gripping can utilize bistable mechanisms to achieve passive perching with no

activation control systems or power use during perching.

A compliant mechanism is a mechanism that gains much “of its mobility from the deflec-

tion of flexible members rather than from movable joints” [20]. These mechanisms use designed

flexibility to achieve complex motion instead of movable joints. The largest advantage of compli-

ant mechanisms is simplicity, reliability, and a reduction in part quantities and mass. Outside of

robotics, compliant mechanisms are common in micro-electro-mechanical system (MEMS) appli-

cations, such as accelerometers in smartphones [21]. A compliant mechanism is well suited for use

in aerial grippers because it allows for a single gripper to adapt to different perching conditions.

While compliant mechanisms have many advantages for use in aerial grippers, there are still dis-

advantages. These include fatigue resistance, which limits the lifetime of compliant mechanisms.
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The material properties and design of the mechanism also limit its strength, as the mechanism

must be designed to be flexible [20]. When compliancy is combined with a bistable mechanism,

a compliant bistable mechanism that has 2 equilibrium positions that are actuated with designed

flexibility is created.

1.1.3 Material and Mechanical Properties of Prestressed Spring Steel

Figure 1.1: Bistable configurations of a PSS band (a and e) and transition between bistable configurations
[1]

The material and mechanical properties of the gripper are integral to the functionality and

performance of the gripper. The gripper must be made from a material that is both compliant and

flexible while maintaining the ability to hold the weight of the drone. The material that will be

used in this research is prestressed spring steel bands (PSSB), because of its elastic, strength, and

bistable properties. PSS is steel that is manufactured to have a “particular distribution of residual

stress induced by plastic bending” [1]. When manufactured into a long band, in the form of a

semi-cylindrical surface, unique properties are observed. The band has 2 stable configurations, a

flattened, and rolled-up position, which can be seen in Fig. 1.1 in images (a) and (e). When a

large enough external force is applied to the band in the flattened position, it will rapidly transition

to the rolled-up state, as seen in Fig. 1.1, images (b-d). To transition from the rolled-up state back

3



to the flattened state, an external force will be applied to the ends of the band. Currently, a thin

cable is being tested as a method to unroll the band. Modeling of these bands can be done using

the method presented in [1] and [22] to estimate the mechanical and material properties. Common

examples of this type of PSS band include tape measures and slap bracelet toys.

1.1.4 Nitinol Shape Memory Alloys

To control and tune the triggering force of the PSSB grippers, we will utilize the unique prop-

erties of Nitinol Shape Memory Alloy (SMA) springs. Nitinol SMA’s have unique properties

that make it very useful for a wide range of applications. These range from medical devices

[2, 23–25], deep sea ocean engineering [26–28], aerospace components [29–31], and robotic actu-

ation [6,27,32,33]. Nitinol, or Equiatomic Nickel-Titanium (NiTi) alloys, have unique shape mem-

ory features due to changes in the crystalline structure of the alloy when heat is applied [34, 35].

When cold, Nitinol alloys are in the martensite forms and are easily yielded and deformed into

a desired shape [34, 35]. Nitinol SMA’s have the ability to recover strains up to 8 percent and

return their original shape when heated past the transformation temperature [2, 35]. When Nitinol

is heated past the transformation temperature, the crystalline structure changes from martensite to

austenite and returns to its original ’trained’ shape with substantial force generation [23,34]. When

the Nitinol cools after heating it will again pass the transformation temperature and transition from

austenite back to a martensite crystal structure. This phase change is detailed in Fig. 1.2. Nitinol

SMA springs will be used to control and tune the triggering force of the grippers. This will be

done using the unique force generating phase transitions as the springs are heated.

1.1.5 Previous Aerial Grasping Research

Many grippers have been recently designed for aerial grasping, and some important recent re-

search is outlined here. Several research groups have developed passive grippers, often featuring

two or three fingers. Notable examples include grippers leveraging pre-stored potential energy [36]

and von Mises bistable mechanisms [3, 14]. Zhao, et al. [3] developed a mechanically intelligent

and passive (MIP) gripper that can passively perch and grasp small-diameter objects. This grip-
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Figure 1.2: Phase change for Nitinol SMA where a) original martensite crystal structure, b-c) deformed
martensite crystal structure during and after stress is applied and removed, d) austenite crystal structure
during heating past transformation temperature causing shape memory affect, and e) final cooled martensite
structure after shape recovery [2]

per uses mechanical intelligence, allowing it to “not need precise control for both perching and

releasing” [3]. The gripper can hold 132 times its mass, as seen in Fig. 1.3, which shows the me-

chanically intelligent design working to hold a 2.77 kg kettlebell and 3.7 kg bucket of water. The

gripper, however, is limited to grasping a small, fixed maximum diameter, as the structure of the
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gripper is rigid and non-compliant. This limits the realistic functionality of the MIP gripper. These

grippers, while adept at perching, have limitations when grasping objects of different shapes.

Figure 1.3: MIP Gripper Grasping and Release Process with a Kettlebell and Water Bucket [3]

Other designs for passive grippers, such as the high-speed gripper [37], bistable claw grip-

per [17], bird-inspired robotic leg and claw gripper [38], utilize claw-like mechanisms to enable

grasping. There has also been research into emulating grippers that are seen in nature. Geckeler,

et al. [4] designed a helical origami gripper that uses folding origami to achieve passive perch-

ing through its bistable configurations. The gripper is based on animal tails, like spider monkeys,

opossums, and snakes that can coil around tree branches for perching or grasping. The gripper can

hold up to 2.8 N, which is more than 50 times its weight [4]. The gripper, however, was designed

for use in sensor placement and is currently not electrically resettable for use in a drone.

Figure 1.4: Helical Origami Gripper (b) compared to a coiled animal tail [4]
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Another bio-inspired gripper can be seen in the micro spine grapple developed by Nguyen, et

al. [39]. The grapple is attached by flying the drone over the perching surface from the side so that

the hanging microspine grapple can make sufficient contact, with the drone then hanging below

the perch. The grapple is compliant to accept many different perching geometries and can support

up to 60 kilograms in ideal conditions. It is limited by heavy, complicated control systems and

requires a 2-meter radius around the grapple for successful perching, limiting functionality [39].

However, these bio-inspired gripper designs can be quite complex and may encounter reliabil-

ity issues. In contrast to passive grippers, some grippers adopt an active approach, such as servo

motors or artificial tendons for controlling the gripper. Examples of these grippers include the hy-

brid manipulator/gripper [40], the soft fin-ray structure-based gripper [41], and the tendon actuated

soft gripper [42]. The active energy consumption of these grippers poses a challenge since effi-

cient energy utilization is critical in aerial applications. To address these issues, researchers have

sought to simplify the gripper designs using pre-stressed bistable beams (PSSB) [5,18,43]. Wang,

et al. [43] developed a PSSB bistable pneumatic gripper that is inspired by Venus Flytrap motion.

The gripper consists of 2 pressure chambers that are on top and bottom of a PSSB. To actuate the

gripper, the top pressure chamber is inflated to 50 kPa, transitioning the PSSB from the flattened

to rolled configuration [43]. To return the PSSB to the flattened configuration, the bottom pressure

chamber is inflated to 140 kPa [43]. The pressure input can then be removed, allowing the PSSB to

hold a maximum mass of 344 grams [43]. While the gripper is compliant and bistable, it has thus

far only been tested with grasping objects and is limited by complex and heavy pneumatic control

systems.

Furthermore, Nguyen, et al. [5] developed a pneumatic compliant bistable PSSB gripper for

perching of drones. The PSSB is activated by the downward motion of the drone and is returned

to its flattened state by inflating the pneumatic chamber, which takes about 3 seconds and 83

kPa [5]. Holding up to 176 N in ideal conditions, the gripper works well for perching drones, as

seen in Fig. 1.5 [5]. Its complex pneumatic control systems, however, are heavy and limit the

functionality and battery of smaller drones. Additionally, Jitosho, et al. [18] developed a similar
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pneumatic compliant bistable PSSB gripper to [5]. It is actuated by contact force and is returned

to the flattened state by inflating the pneumatic chamber, which takes about 15 seconds [18]. The

gripper has thus far only been tested for grasping objects and not for perching. Complex and

heavy pneumatic control systems and long inflation times limit the functionality for use in drone

perching.

Figure 1.5: Perching and recovery process for compliant bistable PSSB gripper [5]

1.1.6 Previous Nitinol Force Generation research

Nitinol SMA has recently been used in numerous robotic grippers and actuators due to their

ability to generate force and motion. The most common use of Nitinol SMA’s for these applica-

tions is for actuation, either through Nitinol wire or springs. Springs are used to generate force

and motion for actuation in [6, 44–46], where the springs are heated to compress to the ’memo-

rized’ coiled spring shape. The SMA spring motion pulls on a part of the grippers to create the

desired actuation. This can be clearly seen in Fig. 1.6, where the SMA springs actuate from a

stretched state to a coiled state when heated to actuate a finger on a TPU hand [6]. The SMA

springs have very high displacement and elongation due to the coiled nature of the springs [6]. The

coiled springs also create one of the downsides of SMA springs, which is reduced force generation

compared to SMA wire [7, 47]. Nitinol SMA wire is used for robotic actuation in [7, 32, 48, 49].

These actuators have limited displacement of 3 to 8 percent of their length but have very high force

generation compared to SMA springs [7, 47]. In Fig. 1.7, SMA wire is utilized to actuate and
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Figure 1.6: TPU hand actuated by 10 SMA springs, with a flexor and extensor SMA spring actuator for
each finger [6]

close a gripper through the contraction of the SMA wire as it is heated [7]. This design routes the

SMA wire around 9 pegs to increase the length, which allows for more total displacement. The

SMA wires contract about 4 percent of its original 67 mm length and produce up to 19.61 N of

force. [7]. There have also been many research efforts in [47, 50, 51] into numerical modeling and

Figure 1.7: SMA Wire gripper design that utilizes contraction of SMA wire to actuate a gripper [7]

analysis of Nitinol SMA material. Controlling the displacement and deflection of SMA spring
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actuators through Finite Element Analysis (FEA), numerical, and experimental validation is done

in [51]. Similarly, [50] focuses on controlling the strain elongation percentage of SMA springs

for varying applied stresses and forces through the Souza-Auricchio, modified Souza-Auricchio,

and Auricchio-Bonettie models. Hybrid models that aim to characterize the relationship between

current, force, elongation, and temperature are created in [47]. This work is valuable because it

combines all real-world parameters that affect Nitinol SMA dynamics and performance into one

hybrid model [47].

1.1.7 Gap in Current Research

This research aims to develop a functional lightweight compliant bistable PSSB gripper for

passive perching in a wide variety of environments. It is important to discuss the gap in the current

research that the proposed novel grippers will address. The grippers in [3], [4], [17], [38], [37]

and [39] demonstrated the functionality of passive grippers for perching applications but have

limited applications in a variety of environments. Compliant bistable PSS grippers in [18], [43],

and [5] show that PSS can functionally be used for passive grasping and perching on a wide vari-

ety of shapes and geometries. Current research on compliant bistable PSS grippers, however, uses

relatively heavy and complicated pneumatics to actuate the PSS and return it to a flat configura-

tion. This limits functionality and excludes potential use in small drones because of the increased

weight. To reduce weight, a simpler control system using a small motor and thin cables will be

used to actuate the PSS and return it to the flat configuration.

To the best of the author’s knowledge, Nitinol SMA springs have never been used to reduce

the triggering force of a gripper in this manner, only for actuation purposes in robotic actuation as

shown in [7, 44–46, 48, 49].

1.2 Contributions

• Novel Single Prestressed Spring Steel Band Gripper Designs: We present two single

PSSB gripper designs that allow for versatile grasping in a variety of environments. The
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first gripper utilizes a single PSSB with a cable opening system and grip tape to create high

grasping force and grasping success for varying parameters. We then improve on this gripper

design by creating a more compact and lightweight gripper design with a silicone encased

PSSB. This design implements a unique friction adjustment mechanism to create sequential

closing of the gripper for stronger more robust grasps. The cable routing is improved for

more reliable opening by constricting the cable path through flexible joints on the PSSB.

• Novel Cross-Shaped (Dual) and Reconfigurable Prestressed Spring Steel Band Gripper

Designs: We then create a reconfigurable gripper design that utilizes a cable routing and

design similar to the first single PSSB gripper design. This design has a rotating base that

allows for reconfiguration between a stacked configuration and cross configuration, allowing

for more flexibility in grasping. We then create a cross-shaped gripper design based on the

silicone encased single PSSB gripper design that has robust grasping and reliable opening.

• Active Tuning of Gripper triggering Force with Nitinol SMA Springs: We utilize Niti-

nol SMA springs to create on the fly triggering force adjustment of the silicone encased

PSSB gripper, allowing for expanded flexibility in grasping. An open loop control method is

used to control the SMA spring force, and the expected triggering force reduction is exper-

imentally validated. The SMA springs make the gripper more robust for aerial grasping by

controlling the triggering force of the gripper to reduce accidental gripper triggering during

flight and more precise gripping of a variety of objects.

• Versatile Grasping: The passive bistable gripper designs, including the single-band and

cross-shaped configurations, provide a robust aerial grasping solution without requiring a

precise alignment. It operates within a broad offset range from the gripper’s center. Fur-

thermore, the grippers can successfully grasp cylinders of different diameters at various ori-

entations. This range of successful grasping enables our grippers to be applied to various

real-world scenarios.
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Chapter 2

Single-Band PSSB Grippers

2.1 Introduction

It is important to understand why PSSBs are used for the gripper designs presented in this

chapter. The material and mechanical properties of the gripper are integral to the functionality and

performance of the gripper. The gripper must be made from a material that is both compliant and

flexible while maintaining the ability to hold the weight of the drone. The bistability of PSSBs

allows for passive grasping without needing energy to initiate or maintain a grasp, only requiring

energy to open the PSSB. PSSBs have unique elastic, strength, and bistable properties that allow

for passive, compliant, high-force grasping without the need for precise positional control. We first

investigate single PSSB gripper design due to their relative simplicity with only one band.

In this Chapter, we will detail the design, testing, and experimental results of two separate

single band PSSB gripper designs. We first detail the requirements and design parameters for

the two single band PSSB grippers. We then discuss the design, experimental setup, testing, and

experimental results for the first single band gripper, which we will call the first gripper. Then we

will repeat this for the second, improved single band gripper, showcasing some of the differences

and improvements between designs.

2.2 First Single PSSB Gripper

2.2.1 Design Requirements

Certain design parameters must be met for the gripper to be functional in a wide range of

environments and applications. Ideally, the gripper will be able to quickly activate and secure the

perch in around 0.15-0.3 seconds to reduce the chance of a failed perch [52]. Furthermore, the

gripper must passively perch and be electronically resettable [18]. Some power is going to be

required to initiate, but no power or electricity can be used to hold the perching position. If power
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were needed to hold a perch, sustained perching could not be achieved. Additionally, less power

could be used for other applications, like research, inspections, or surveillance, during the perch

[16]. The gripper must require no control systems to activate the perching motion, simplifying the

design and limiting the required components and overall mass of the system [19]. However, control

systems will be needed for the detaching of the perch, flight control, and manipulation. Finally, the

gripper must be compliant to accept differing perching environments including varying diameters,

materials, and surfaces.

2.2.2 Design for First Single Band Gripper

Since the gripper is customized, we explain the design rationale in this sub-section. The gripper

mainly contains three major components: a 210 mm × 27.5 mm × 0.5 mm pre-stressed spring

steel band (PSSB) as fingers for grasping, a 3D-printed rigid base to hold the PSSB and other

components, and a cable-driven system for opening the gripper (Fig. 2.1). The PSSB is initially

straight but can curl to grasp an object (bottom of Fig. 2.1). The middle of the PSSB is connected

to the base through a slider that slides linearly up and down to allow the PSSB to retract during

grasping. The two sides of the PSSB are supported by two inner beams from the rigid base. If the

PSSB is compressed by an impact force from an object between the two inner beams, the slider

moves downward, causing the PSSB to curl rapidly once the force is greater than the triggering

force Ftr. The PSSB can initiate the grasping process without additional actuators. Because the

PSSB is flexible, it can adapt to the object’s shape after it is curled to grasp.

Opening of the PSSB is realized through a cable-driven system actuated by a DC motor. Two

fishing lines (illustrated as yellow and red in Fig. 2.1) with equal slack are spooled on a dual-cable

spool attached to a 1000 : 1 geared DC motor with a magnetic encoder (#2373, Pololu). The

inner loop (red) will push the slider upward, while the outer loop (yellow) will flatten the PSSB.

The cables can be unspooled and loosened for reuse. The inner cable loop is routed through a

curved section to smoothly transit from the sliding mechanism to the spool. Both cable loops have

approximately the same slack such that the flattening of the PSSB coincides with the extension of
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the sliding mechanism. Both cables are routed to be inside a cable management box to ensure the

cables will not be tangled during the release process.

The rigid base is designed for optimal cable routing, such that the PSSB is flattened with the

smallest force possible by pulling the PSSB open with a vertical downward force (the yellow cables

are routed downward through holes in the base as seen in Fig. 2.1). There are two outer beams at

the two further ends of the base to facilitate the flattening of the PSSB because the PSSB should

be bent past a straight shape to return and maintain the flattened shape. Therefore, we design the

two outer beams to be 4 mm lower than the inner beams.

Figure 2.1: The design of the bistable gripper. Top: a detailed 3D model with major components labeled;
middle: the prototype of the gripper; bottom: illustration of the two stable states of the PSSB placed on top
of the gripper.
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Two linear springs (50465A, 7/32”x1”, 14.55 mm, NEIKO) are used to apply pretension to

PSSB to reduce the triggering force Ftr. The springs are attached from the base to the slider by

fishing lines. The pretension can be manually adjusted by altering the displacement of the springs

when the PSSB is flattened. The pretension in the springs can be estimated using FSpring = k∆x,

where k = 0.274 ± .009 N/mm is experimentally obtained by measuring force and displacement

three times using a force gauge (M5-2, Mark-10) and calipers.

2.2.3 Gripper Characterization

With the designed gripper, this section will detail the characterization of the gripper’s triggering

and opening force because these two forces will determine how we should control the manipulator

arm so that the gripper can successfully grasp an object. For the triggering force, a small triggering

force is desired for robust gripping and dynamic aerial grasping. Therefore, we will evaluate

the influence of various parameters such as the distance between the two inner beams, spring

Figure 2.2: Triggering and opening force when the support distance between the two inner beams varies
from 65 mm to 140 mm.
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pretension force, and offset distance from the center. We also quantify the activation time since a

fast activation is also desired because it will reduce the chances of a failed grasp of an object.

First, we examine how the support distance between the two inner beams will influence the

triggering and opening force. The two inner beams support the PSSB as the sliding mechanism

is pushed downward (Fig. 2.1), meaning the distance between them directly affects the triggering

force. Four different rigid bases are 3D printed with inner beam distances of 65, 90, 115, and 140

mm. A force gauge (M5-2, Mark-10) is used to measure the triggering force with a test stand

(ESM303, Mark-10). A 3D-printed base holds the gripper in the center of the test stand’s lower

jaw, and an 8 cm diameter cylinder is centered over the gripper in the top jaws. The gripper and

cylinder are aligned so off-axis forces do not affect the results. The bottom of the cylinder is

set 5 mm above the PSSB and lowered at a rate of 40 mm/min until the gripper is activated and

the force levels off. The gripper is then reset, and the experiment is repeated five times for each

support distance. The results of this experiment are plotted in Fig. 2.2, showing that the lowest

triggering force is achieved at a 140 mm support distance. Figure 2.2 shows the triggering force

can be approximated by a second-order polynomial in terms of support distance: y = 0.008x2
−

0.24x+20.66. This allows for the gripper design to be altered to achieve a desired triggering force

before any pretension is applied.

To determine the effect of support distance on opening force, we test the opening force for the

four rigid bases with no pretension force using another force gauge with a larger range (M2-20,

Mark-10). The opening force is the force required to flatten both sides of the PSSB. Each rigid

base is placed in a vice, with a fishing line running from either side of the PSSB through a pulley

placed in the top jaws of the test stand to ensure equal force distribution to both sides of the band.

The top jaw is raised at a speed of 330 mm/min until both sides of the PSSB are fully flattened,

which is indicated by a distinct ‘snap’ sound. The experiment is repeated five times for each of the

four bases. We record the maximum force during each experiment as the opening force and plot

the results in Fig. 2.2, where the opening force decreases slightly between support distances of 65

and 115 mm before increasing slightly at 140 mm. Since the opening force does not vary greatly
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Figure 2.3: a) Triggering force with respect to four different spring pretensions (1.25 to 3.21 N) for 140
mm support distance. b) Triggering Force with respect to different offset distances (0 to 60 mm) from the
center for 140 mm base with 2.37 N of pretension.

with the support distance, we do not need to consider this to choose a good support distance. Based

on the results of triggering and opening forces, we choose the base with a support distance of 140

mm, as it provides the lowest triggering force before pretension is applied. Note that a slightly

larger supporting distance might be possible, but it will not significantly decrease the triggering

force.

The smallest triggering force we can obtain without pretension is 4.05 ± 0.11 N with a sup-

port distance of 140 mm. Since this value is still relatively large, we use linear springs to apply

pretension to the PSSB. To determine the relationship between the pretension applied through the

springs and the triggering force of the PSSB, five pretension forces values of 0, 1.25, 1.93, 2.37,

and 3.21 N are applied. Note that these forces are not evenly distributed since we can only estimate

the pretension force by manually changing the length of the string that connects the spring to the

slider. We conduct experiments for the triggering force under the five different pretension forces.

The results are shown in Fig. 2.3, exhibiting a steep drop in triggering force between no preten-

sion and 1.25 N and a more gradual decrease between 1.25 and 3.21 N of pretension. From this

experiment, we choose an ideal pretension range of 2 to 2.5 N, as this range allows for a triggering
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force in the range of 0.5 to 1 N, which is small but stable (i.e., the gripper would not be triggered

by external disturbance). Therefore, a pretension of 2.37 N is used for the remaining experiments.

For all the above characterizations, the triggering force is applied at the center of PSSB. The

advantage of the developed gripper is that we do not need to precisely align the centers of the

gripper and the object. In other words, the object can contact the PSSB at different locations, but

successful grasping can still be ensured. This is important because the aerial grasping process is

dynamic where the contact point is unlikely to be perfectly centered on the gripper. To assess the

effect of contact locations on the triggering force, we test the triggering force again using the same

methodology as above, with the contact location of a 8 cm cylinder being offset from the center of

PSSB with an offset distance from 10 to 60 mm (step size: 10 mm). The results in Fig. 2.3 show

that, at less than 40 mm, the offset distance has a small effect on the triggering force and, at larger

than 40 mm, it has a large effect (the triggering force almost quadruples for a distance of 60 mm).

This result suggests the gripper will still function and trigger as desired when the contact point is

within an 80 mm range along the PSSB.

The grasping force of the gripper is also determined by fixing the gripper in the bottom jaws of

the Mark-10, with cylinders of varying diameters (4, 6, 8, 10, and 12 cm) being placed in the top

jaws. Using a force gauge with a large range (M2-20, Mark-10), the gripper is activated around the

cylinder, then the cylinder is moved upwards by the Mark-10 until the gripper loses the grasp. This

test was repeated 4 times for each cylinder, with the results being shown in Fig. 2.4, where the right

shows the grasping force when the PSSB can overlap with itself, and the left shows the force when

the PSSB is not able to overlap. The grasping force is much higher when the PSSB can overlap as

it allows for direct friction between the bands, meaning that more force only increases the friction

force between the bands. With smaller diameter cylinders, the gripper can hold upwards of 100

N of force, showcasing the high grasping force that the gripper can produce. The grasping force

is larger with smaller diameter cylinders as the PSSB can more fully wrap around the object, and

create overlap in some cases. Note that in Fig. 2.4, the grasping force for 6 CM diameter cylinder

appears for both overlapping and non-overlapping results. This is because the PSSB will overlap
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Figure 2.4: Maximum grasping force range for the first single band gripper design for 4, 6, 8, 10, 12 cm
diameter cylinders, where: A) Grasping force for 6 to 12 CM cylinders when the PSSB does not overlap
with itself, B) Grasping force for 4 and 6 CM cylinders where the PSSB does overlap with itself.

on the 6 cm cylinder sometimes, but doesn’t consistently overlap, creating 2 different grasping

force ranges that are both shown in Fig. 2.4. This inconsistent closing is investigated more closely

in the next section where a sequential closing method is developed.

Finally, a quick gripper activation is desired for the best results when performing dynamic

aerial grasping. We test the activation time using an 8 cm cylinder at four different locations:

centered, 15 mm, 25 mm, and 35 mm offset from the center of the PSSB. The cylinder is placed

on the PSSB and is pressed down until the gripper is triggered. The activation process is filmed

using a high-speed camera at 240 frames per second (fps). The time t = 0 is set on the first frame

when the PSSB can be seen moving and is stopped on the first frame when the PSSB has stopped

curling. The results of this experiment provide an activation time accurate to ±.005 seconds. Each

test is repeated five times, and the average times during activation are represented in Fig. 2.5. The

results in Fig. 2.5 suggest that the activation time increases with respect to the offset distance with

the longest activation time being 0.17 ±.005 s. This is because one side of the PSSB needs more

time to curl around the object when the offset distance is larger. However, the maximum activation

time is still within the ability of the adaptive control system to position the drone in the correct

proximity to the object being gripped during the entire activation process.
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Figure 2.5: Activation time for gripper with an 8 cm cylinder with 0, 15, 25, and 35 mm offset from the
center.
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Additionally, the Adaptive Robotics Lab partnered with Dr. Spandan Roy’s team from the

Institute of Information and Technology (IIIT) Hyderabad to test this gripper design for use on

a drone with an adaptive control scheme that their team was working on [8]. The gripper was

mounted to their drone system in Hyderabad and some testing was done to show the integration

and validation of their control scheme. Fig. 2.6 shows the gripper mounted on the drone and

conducting aerial grasping and maneuvering

Figure 2.6: Top: Vertical aerial grasping with a drone, where the drone grasps a bottle, maneuvers, and then
releases the bottle in the desired location. Bottom: Horizontal grasping where the drone grasps a bottle,
maneuvers, then releases the bottle in the desired location. This figure was generated by Dr. Roy’s Team
from IIIT Hyderabad in partnership with the Adaptive Robotics Lab [8]

2.3 Silicone Encased Single PSSB Gripper

2.3.1 Design Requirements

The design and performance requirements for the silicone encased single PSSB gripper are the

exact same as the first single PSSB gripper. The first single PSSB gripper design was a passive

bistable gripper utilizing a PSSB for aerial grasping. The gripper was opened with a single motor

and a cable network, making the gripper lightweight. This first single PSSB gripper design had

two notable limitations. First, the gripper had reliability issues with consistent opening, as the

cables from either side would snag and hinder proper opening. Second, the gripper did not close
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sequentially, meaning that the two sides of the PSSB would often hit each other when closing,

preventing the required overlap for a strong grasp. We address these limitations with the silicone

encased single PSSB gripper presented in this section.

2.3.2 Design for Silicone Encased Single-band Gripper

For the silicone encased single PSSB gripper, one PSSB is attached to the base by a free-

floating linear slider, allowing the PSSB to retract. The sliding mechanism and basic working

principle for the gripper is identical to the first single PSSB gripper. The PSSB is supported on

both sides by two vertical beams that extend out from the base. When an object contacts the PSSB

between these beams with a sufficient triggering force, the slider moves downwards, and the PSSB

curls rapidly to grasp the object. Grasping can be initiated without any actuator due to the PSSB’s

bistable nature, reducing complexity and weight.

Figure 2.7: Brief overview of silicone encased single band PSSB gripper design

We enclose the PSSB with silicone (EcoFlex-30, Smooth-On) using a 3D-printed fully enclosed

molding approach. The silicone can provide a flexible attachment for the flexible joints that can

guide the cables to reliably open the gripper (Fig. 2.8) and provide shock absorption and protection
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Figure 2.8: Design for the single-band gripper. Top: illustration of the main components including the cable
path (red). Bottom: the prototype.

for the PSSB, gripper, and the object being grasped. The silicone enclosure is 2.5 mm thick on the

bottom side of the PSSB, and 1 mm on the top side. Silicone is molded using a fully enclosed mold

where the PSSB is screwed into the mold to fix it, with a curved void of 2.5 mm below and a 1 mm

spacing between the top of the PSSB and the curved top of the mold. To open the PSSB, a cable-

driven system is utilized to pull each side of the PSSB open (Fig. 2.7). The cables (fishing line) are

routed through four 3D-printed flexible joints (thermoplastic polyurethane (TPU), 85A hardness)

on the bottom of the gripper (Fig. 2.8). These joints are attached to the silicone on the bottom of the

PSSB, approximately 12 mm apart, with a specialized silicone-TPU glue. A 1000 : 1 geared DC

motor with a magnetic encoder (#2373, Pololu) is used to wind the cable around a spool. The cable

spool is enclosed in a box to ensure the cable does not get tangled during spooling and unspooling.

The fishing line (illustrated by red in Fig. 2.8) is spooled to a set ‘open’ encoder position when the

PSSB is fully flattened, then unspooled to its original position for rapid reuse. The line is routed

from each end of the PSSB through the TPU joints, slider, and base, and to the cable box and spool.
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This routing allows for simultaneously extending the slider while opening the gripper, increasing

opening reliability, and reducing complexity compared to our previous gripper design where two

cables are used.

To achieve better grasping results around smaller objects (6 cm diameter or less), the two sides

of a PSSB should ideally curl at different speeds so that they can overlap around the object to

provide a high friction holding force. Without a proper design, the PSSB may curl at the same

speed for both sides and hit each other, preventing the desired overlap. To address this problem,

we add a friction adjustment mechanism to one side of the base that slows down the curling of one

side of the PSSB by increasing friction on the cable (Fig. 2.8), which facilitates sequential closing

(Fig. 2.10). The mechanism functions by clamping the cable between a 3D printed piece and the

base with friction tape (GM631, 3M) attached to each.

2.3.3 Gripper Characterization

With the designed gripper, this section details the characterization through four experiments.

First, we characterize the triggering force at various offsets from the center of the gripper, where

a lower force is desired for robust grasping without precise positional control and for potential

future dynamic aerial grasping. Second, we quantify the activation time and sequential closing for

the gripper. A quick activation time is preferred because it will decrease the instances of failed

grasping, while sequential closing is desired to create an overlap of the PSSB around an object

for a stronger grasp. Third, we test grasping performance on cylinders with various diameters and

varying pitch and offset angles, which are important to quantify grasping performance in different

scenarios. Finally, we demonstrate the gripper’s grasping ability for various real-world objects.

The experimental methods and results are detailed in each of the following subsections.

Triggering Force

We first determine the triggering force of the gripper at offset distances of 0, 10, 20, 30, 40,

and 50 mm from the center of the PSSB. 50 mm is the max offset distance used because, after this,

both grippers fail to activate as the offset location approaches the outside beam. An adjustable
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Figure 2.9: The triggering force with respect to offset distances varying from 0 to 50 mm with a step size
of 10 mm with the average triggering force and variance between maximum and minimum shown for 5 tests

3D-printed base secures the gripper in the lower jaw of a test stand (ESM303, Mark-10) while trig-

gering force is measured with a force gauge (M5-2, Mark-10) holding an 8 cm cylinder just above

the gripper. The cylinder is lowered at 40 mm/min until the gripper is activated. The experiment

is repeated five times for each offset distance. The results are plotted in Fig. 2.9, where the aver-

age triggering force for the single-band gripper starts at 4.67 N for 0 mm of offset and gradually

increases to 9.48 N for 50 mm.

Activation and Sequential Closing

A quick gripper activation is desired to decrease the chances of a failed grasp due to the relative

motion between the gripper and the object. We test the activation time using a thin rod with a 15

mm × 10 mm flat piece attached to its end to activate the PSSBs. The thin rod is used to avoid

interference with the closing process of the PSSBs and make the closing process clearer on camera.

The flat end of the rod is placed on the center of the PSSB, aligned with the center of the slider,

and pressed down to trigger the gripper. The activation sequence is captured using a high-speed
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camera at 240 frames per second (fps). The activation time is the time from the PSSB first moving

(t = 0) to stopping after fully curling and is accurate to ±.005 s. Each test is repeated three times,

with average times represented in Fig. 2.10. The single-band gripper closed on average in 0.14

s. The gripper’s average activation times allow for quickly securing a grasp around an object as

desired. The gripper can also open in 3 s for the single-band gripper enabling rapid reuse.

The recorded video is also used to show the sequential closing capabilities which allow for

high-friction overlapping. For the single-band gripper, the right side of the PSSB will close first,

in 0.10 s, followed by the left 0.04 s later at 0.14 s (Fig. 2.10). The left side of the PSSB will

overlap the right every time the gripper is activated over five tests. The high-speed footage of the

sequential closing can be seen in the supplemental video.

Figure 2.10: The sequential closing of the silicone encased gripper, where the left side will always close
first, with the right then overlapping the left for a strong grasp.

Grasping Success Rate with Different Parameters

To determine the grasping abilities and parameters of the silicone encased single PSSB gripper,

two experiments were conducted using cylinders with different diameters (4, 6, 8, 10, and 12 cm).

The experiments are similar and aim to test the effect of different orientations of the cylinders

on grasping success. First, we test the effect of offset angle (α) on grasping success. We then

determine the effect of pitch angle (θ) on grasping success for the same cylinders.

The offset angle α is the horizontal angle from the axial centerline of the PSSB to the centerline

of the cylinder upon impact (Fig. 2.11). The gripper is secured with the various offset angles

labeled below it such that the center of the gripper is lined up over the origin of the angles. The

cylinder is placed in the center of the band and rotated until the desired offset angle is reached. The
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Figure 2.11: Experimental results for evaluating grasping success rate with different parameters. (A) Illus-
tration of the offset angle α, and pitch angle θ; (B) Grasping success rate for the gripper out of five attempts
for varying diameters vs. offset angle (for θ = 0); (C) Grasping success rate for the gripper out of five
attempts for varying diameters vs. pitch angle for α = 90. (D) Representative images of successful and
failed grasping conditions for the gripper.
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cylinder is then pushed down using a guide until the gripper is activated. The gripper is then lifted

upwards out of the vice and held. We consider the grasp successful if it can maintain the grasp

around the object for 10 s without falling off. Representative images of successful and failed grasp

can be seen in Fig. 2.11. Each test is repeated five times for each cylinder diameter and for each

offset angle. For the single-band gripper, offset angles of 0 − 90 with a step size of 15 are tested.

Since the gripper is symmetrical in both directions, this range of offset angles covers all possible

angles. The results can be seen in the first figure of Fig. 2.11. The single-band gripper has the

highest range of grasping success rate for the widest range of cylinder diameters at α = 90, with

the success rate decreasing as α goes towards 15.

The pitch angle θ is the vertical angle from the axial centerline of the PSSB to the centerline

of the cylinder upon impact (bottom of Fig. 2.11). The gripper is again secured and rested against

a vertical board with the pitch angles labeled such that the center of the PSSB is lined up with

the origin of the pitch angles on the board. The cylinder is placed on top of the PSSB and rotated

upwards until it reaches the desired pitch angle, then pushed down using a guide until the gripper

activates. The grasping success is defined similarly. This test is repeated for each cylinder diameter

and pitch angle. We test a θ range of 0−75. For the pitch angle test, we utilize the best offset angle

for the gripper as determined from the previous experiment (90). The results can be seen in Fig.

2.11. The gripper performed well in this experiment, performing best at θ = 0 (no pitch angle),

with the grasping success rate decreasing as θ increased. The single-band had more successful

grasping for angles less than 30.

Grasping real-world objects

We finally demonstrate the grasping ability of the silicone encased single PSSB gripper with

many real-world objects, such as plastic water bottles, video game controllers, sunscreen bottles,

screwdrivers, school glue, wiffle balls, and a 5-pound kettlebell. For these demonstrations, we first

secure the gripper in an inverted position and then manually feed various objects to activate the

gripper by hand. The objects are then left hanging in the gripper, with more than 30 s without

falling being considered a successful grasp. The gripper is then tested for both vertical and hor-
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Figure 2.12: Object grasping performance for the silicone encased single band gripper in the horizontal
axis where: (Top ) Horizontal grasping for the single-band gripper for (left to right) a video game controller,
half-full plastic water bottle, full sunscreen bottle; (Middle) Horizontal grasping for (left to right) a wiffle
ball, screwdriver, and 5-pound kettlebell; (Bottom) Vertical grasping for both grippers with (left to right) a
game controller, a full plastic water bottle, and a full sunscreen bottle.

izontal grasping, where the PSSB is oriented facing sideways, and downwards respectively. The

results can be seen in Fig. 2.12. The results show the ability of the gripper to grasp a wide variety

of real-world objects with different weights and geometry. For horizontal grasping, the single-band

gripper can grasp various objects successfully. It does, however, struggle with larger, heavier ob-
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jects like the water bottle and video game controller (Fig. 2.12). The vertical grasping results for

the gripper are shown in Fig. 2.12.

2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, we presented two single PSSB gripper designs that can automatically initiate

grasping upon contact with an object within a large offset distance. Both gripper designs can

rapidly close and secure a grasp around objects. The first single PSSB gripper is tested for trig-

gering force at varying offsets, effect of spring pretension on triggering force, grasping force, and

activation time. The silicone encased single PSSB gripper has an improved design with a more

compact and lightweight design. It also implements a friction adjustment mechanism to create

sequential closing for more robust grasping. The cable routing is also improved for a more reliable

opening. The silicone encased gripper is tested for triggering force at varying offsets, activation

time, sequential closing, grasping success for varying parameters, and real world grasping scenar-

ios.
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Chapter 3

Cross-Band PSSB Gripper Configurations

3.1 Introduction

The silicone encased single band gripper design allowed for automatically initiating grasping

upon contact with an object within a large offset distance with reliable opening and sequential

closing. The gripper was able to grasp cylindrical objects well but struggled with spherical objects,

heavier objects, and vertical grasping. To address these limitations, we explore a silicone encased

cross-shaped gripper and a reconfigurable gripper design.

In this chapter, we will detail the design, testing, and experimental results of two separate PSSB

gripper designs. We first discuss the design, experimental setup, and testing of a cross-shaped

silicone encased PSSB gripper (Fig. 3.1). We then briefly detail the design and functionality of a

reconfigurable gripper design that can transition from a ’stacked’ position to a cross configuration

on the fly. The requirements and design parameters for these grippers will be identical to those of

the single band gripper designs.

3.2 Silicone Encased Cross-Shaped Gripper Design

The cross-shaped gripper integrates an additional perpendicular PSSB on top of the first (Fig.

3.2), with both bands connected to a free-floating dual-band slider for simultaneous activation. The

rigid base is modified from the single-band base, with 2 additional vertical beams to activate the

second PSSB. The additional beams sit 3 mm taller to accommodate different heights of the two

PSSBs and also aid in sequential closing by triggering the upper PSSB, followed by the lower.

To open the second PSSB, a second fishing line (illustrated by blue in 3.2), equal in length to the

silicone encased single-band gripper, is used to flatten the band. The line runs from each end of

the PSSB through the slider, base, and the dual cable box and spool, allowing for simultaneous

spooling and unspooling of both cables without tangling. There are four TPU joints on each side
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Figure 3.1: Design overview of the Cross-shaped gripper.

of the second PSSB that are identical in form and function to the single-band design. During the

opening process, only the first fishing line will make the slider mechanism move upwards. Only

the cable path of the second PSSB is shown in Fig. 3.2 in blue, as the first cable path is identical

to the single-band gripper path (red in Fig. 2.8). Video of the opening process for the gripper can

be seen in the supplemental video. To achieve sequential closing in the cross-shaped gripper, two

friction adjustment mechanisms are added to the sides of the cross base with the cable path (red in

Fig. 2.8) corresponding to the bottom PSSB in Fig 3.2. The friction mechanisms slow the closing

of the first (bottom) PSSB. For good grasping, one PSSB would close with overlap, then the next

would overlap on top of those. No friction adjustment mechanism is required for the second PSSB

since its cable path (blue in Fig. 3.2) can enable the sequential closing for this band. This cable

path behind the motor (left in Fig. 3.2) has two additional guide holes in the base compared to the
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Figure 3.2: Design for the Cross-Shaped Gripper. (A) A solid model that details the design and components
of the cross-shaped gripper including the cable path (blue) for the second PSSB; (B) and (C) Front and
Isometric views of the cross-shaped gripper; (D) Isometric rendering of the cross-shaped gripper where
component colors match the solid model in A.

front (right) side cable path, providing the required friction for the right side of the PSSB to close

first (Fig. 3.4).
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3.3 Characterization

With the designed gripper, this section details the characterization through four experiments.

First, we characterize the triggering force at various offsets from the center of the gripper, where

a lower force is desired for robust grasping without precise positional control and for potential

future dynamic aerial grasping. Second, we quantify the activation time and sequential closing for

the gripper. A quick activation time is preferred because it will decrease the instances of failed

grasping, while sequential closing is desired to create an overlap of the PSSB around an object

for a stronger grasp. Third, we test grasping performance on cylinders with various diameters and

varying pitch and offset angles, which are important to quantify grasping performance in different

scenarios. Finally, we demonstrate the gripper’s grasping ability for various real-world objects.

The experimental methods and results are detailed in each of the following subsections.

3.3.1 Triggering Force

We first determine the triggering force of the cross-shaped gripper at offset distances of 0,

10, 20, 30, 40, and 50 mm from the center of the PSSB. 50 mm is the max offset distance used

because, after this, the gripper fails to activate as the offset location approaches the outside beam.

An adjustable 3D-printed base secures the gripper in the lower jaw of a test stand (ESM303, Mark-

10), while triggering force is measured with a force gauge (M5-2, Mark-10) holding an 8 cm

cylinder just above the gripper. The cylinder is lowered at 40 mm/min until the gripper is activated.

For the cross-shaped gripper, the offset distance used is along the bottom PSSB. The experiment

is repeated five times for each offset distance. The results are plotted in Fig. 3.3, where the cross-

shaped gripper gradually increases from an average triggering force of 6.22 N at 0 mm offset to

12.11 N at 50 mm offset.

The cross-shaped gripper has a triggering force only slightly larger than that of the single-band

gripper. This might be due to the different stack heights of the two PSSBs and different beam

heights that cause the sequential triggering. Although the measured triggering force is a bit large

for grasping, we can potentially reduce this in our future work by applying pretension to the PSSB
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Figure 3.3: The triggering force with respect to offset distances varying from 0 to 50 mm with a step size of
10 mm for the cross-shaped gripper with the average triggering force and variance between maximum and
minimum shown for 5 tests.

using springs, as done in our previous work [8] as well as with Nitinol SMA springs, which is

discussed further in Chap. 4.

3.3.2 Activation and Sequential Closing

A quick gripper activation is desired to decrease the chances of a failed grasp due to the relative

motion between the gripper and the object. We test the activation time using a thin rod with a 15

mm × 10 mm flat piece attached to its end to activate the PSSBs. The thin rod is used to avoid

interference with the closing process of the PSSBs and make the closing process clearer on camera.

For the gripper, the flat end of the rod is placed on the center of the PSSB, aligned with the center

Figure 3.4: The sequential closing of the cross-shaped gripper.
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of the slider, and pressed down to trigger the gripper. The activation sequence is captured using

a high-speed camera at 240 frames per second (fps). The activation time is the time from the

PSSB first moving (t = 0) to stopping after fully curling and is accurate to ±.005 s. Each test is

repeated three times, with average times represented in Fig. 3.4. The cross-shaped gripper closed

in 0.24 s, slightly longer than the silicone encased single PSSB gripper, due to the delay for PSSB

overlap. The gripper’s average activation times allow for quickly securing a grasp around an object

as desired. The grippers can also open in 4 s for the cross-shaped gripper, enabling rapid reuse.

The recorded video is also used to show the sequential closing capabilities of both grippers,

which allow for high-friction overlapping. For the cross-shaped gripper, the second PSSB on top

will close first, with the right side (front right in Fig. 3.4) in 0.07 s, and the left (back left in Fig.

3.4) overlapping it at 0.14 s. The first PSSB at the bottom will close after the second PSSB and

overlap it, with the right (back right in Fig. 3.4B) at 0.17 s, and the left side (front left in Fig.

3.4) overlapping it at 0.24 s. The high-speed footage of the sequential closing can be seen in the

supplemental video.

3.3.3 Grasping Success Rate with Different Parameters

To determine the grasping abilities and parameters of the cross-shaped grippers, two experi-

ments were conducted using cylinders with different diameters (4, 6, 8, 10, and 12 cm). The exper-

iments are similar and aim to test the effect of different orientations of the cylinders on grasping

success. First, we test the effect of offset angle (α) on grasping success. We then determine the

effect of pitch angle (θ) on grasping success for the same cylinders.

The offset angle α is the horizontal angle from the axial centerline of the PSSB to the centerline

of the cylinder upon impact (Fig. 3.5). The gripper is secured with the various offset angles labeled

below it such that the center of the gripper is lined up over the origin of the angles. The cylinder is

placed in the center of the band and rotated until the desired offset angle is reached. The cylinder

is then pushed down using a guide until the gripper is activated. The gripper is then lifted upwards

out of the vice and held. We consider the grasp successful if it can maintain the grasp around the
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Figure 3.5: Experimental results for evaluating grasping success rate with different parameters. (A) Illus-
tration of the offset angle α, and pitch angle θ; (B) Grasping success rate for the gripper out of five attempts
for varying diameters vs. offset angle (for θ = 0); (C) Grasping success rate for both grippers out of five
attempts for varying diameters vs. pitch angle for (α = 22.5). (D) Representative images of successful and
failed grasping conditions for the gripper.
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object for 10 s without falling off. Representative images of successful and failed grasp can be

seen in Fig. 3.5. This test is repeated five times for each cylinder diameter for each offset angle.

For the cross-shaped gripper, offset angles of 0 − 45 with a step size of 7.5 are tested. Since the

gripper is symmetrical in both directions, this range of offset angles covers all possible angles.

The results can be seen in the first figure of Fig. 3.5. For the cross-shaped gripper, the success

rate decreases as α goes towards 15. The cross-shaped gripper had the greatest grasping success

rate for the widest range of diameters at α = 22.5, with the success gradually decreasing as α

goes towards 0 or 45. The grasping success rate is the highest at α = 22.5 because one band can

wrap around the cylinder, while the second acts as support. The cross-shaped gripper has a more

consistent range of successful grasping than the single-band gripper, being able to securely grasp

for any offset angle for diameters less than 6 cm, while the single-band gripper performs better

with larger cylinders.

The pitch angle θ is the vertical angle from the axial centerline of the PSSB to the centerline

of the cylinder upon impact (bottom of Fig. 3.5). The gripper is again secured and rested against

a vertical board with the pitch angles labeled such that the center of the PSSB is lined up with

the origin of the pitch angles on the board. The cylinder is placed on top of the PSSB and rotated

upwards until it reaches the desired pitch angle, then pushed down using a guide until the gripper

activates. The grasping success is defined similarly. This test is repeated for each cylinder diameter

and pitch angle. We test a θ range of 0−75. For the pitch angle test, we utilize the best offset angle

for as determined from the previous experiment (22.5 for cross-shaped). The results can be seen

in Fig. 3.5. The cross-shaped gripper performs best at θ = 0 (no pitch angle), with the grasping

success rate decreasing as θ increases. The cross-shaped gripper performed slightly better at angles

above 30, while the single-band had more successful grasping for angles less than 30.

3.3.4 Grasping real-world objects

We finally demonstrate the grasping ability of the cross-shaped gripper with many real-world

objects, such as plastic water bottles, video game controllers, sunscreen bottles, screwdrivers,
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school glue, wiffle balls, and a 5-pound kettlebell. For these demonstrations, we first secure the

gripper in an inverted position and then manually feed various objects to activate the gripper by

hand. The objects are then left hanging in the grippers, with more than 30 s without falling being

considered a successful grasp. The gripper is then tested for both vertical and horizontal grasping,

where the PSSB is oriented facing sideways, and downwards respectively. The results can be seen

Figure 3.6: Object grasping performance for the silicone encased cross-shaped gripper in the horizontal axis
where: (Top ) Horizontal grasping for the gripper for (left to right) a video game controller, half-full plastic
water bottle, full sunscreen bottle; (Middle) Horizontal grasping for (left to right) a wiffle ball, screwdriver,
and 5-pound kettlebell; (Bottom) Vertical grasping for the gripper with (left to right) a game controller, a
full plastic water bottle, and a full sunscreen bottle.
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in Fig. 3.6. The results show the ability of both grippers to grasp a wide variety of real-world

objects with different weights and geometry. For horizontal grasping, the cross-shaped gripper can

successfully grasp the same objects as the single-band gripper, but it performs much better when

holding larger, heavier objects like the game controller and water bottle (Fig. 3.6). The cross-

shaped gripper also excels in vertical grasping, being able to hold a full water bottle, sunscreen

bottle, and game controller, while the single-band gripper fails to grasp these objects. The vertical

grasping results for the cross-shaped gripper are shown in Fig. 3.6.

3.4 Reconfigurable Cross-Band Gripper

The single band and cross-shaped gripper designs allow for grasping of a variety of objects in

real-world applications. The single band grippers grasp cylindrical objects well while struggling

with heavier objects, vertical grasping, and spherical objects. The cross-shaped gripper grasps

spherical and vertically well but struggles with longer cylindrical objects. Each gripper works well

for certain geometries and struggles with others. This presents issues for dynamic environments

when multiple different objects might want to be grasped with the same gripper, as each of the

gripper designs will have limitations on grasping. To allow for dynamic grasping of a larger variety

of objects without needing to change the gripper, we explore a reconfigurable gripper design.

This section will describe the design and functionality of a reconfigurable gripper that can

transition from a ’stacked’ configuration to a cross-shaped one, allowing for on the fly flexibility

and control of the gripper configuration for more robust grasping.

3.4.1 Reconfigurable Gripper Design

The reconfigurable gripper consists of a stationary base and a rotating base, with a PSSB con-

nected to each through a rotational slider mechanism. The slider mechanism functions by having

a stationary slider, attached to the stationary base, that is nestled within a rotating slider that is at-

tached to the rotating base (Fig. 3.7). This design allows for the rotating PSSB to rotate freely and

independently without disrupting the sliding mechanism for the stationary slider and PSSB. sta-

40



Figure 3.7: Design overview for the reconfigurable gripper including major components and cable paths

tionary PSSB is mounted to the stationary slider above the rotating slider and PSSB. The stationary

base is purple in Fig. 3.7, while the rotating base is green. There are slots built into the stationary

base for the rotating base to fit into such that both bases can be aligned and parallel. There is a

continuous servo motor that is mounted to the stationary base that rotates the rotating base with a

gear from 0 degrees up to 90 degrees, with the ability to stop at any point within that range. Each

base has a separate cable box and motor for opening the gripper PSSBs, with the rotating cable box

rotating with the base and the stationary cable box being fixed to the stationary base. The opening

mechanism and process is identical to the first single PSSB gripper design, with the cables being

routed through the outer parts of the base and through to the cable box. The cable routing for the

rotating base is routed at an angle through the outer part of the base such that it doesn’t snag or get

caught on the stationary base. The cable path for each PSSB can be seen in Fig. 3.7 where red is

for the rotating base, and orange is for the stationary base. The different grasping configurations

and their applications are discussed further in the following section.

3.4.2 Grasping

The reconfigurable gripper has the ability to reconfigure itself to any orientation between the

’stacked’ configuration (Left in Fig. 3.8) to a cross shape (Right in Fig. 3.8). This on demand

reconfigurability allows for robust grasping of a variety of objects with different shapes and ge-

ometries. When in the ’stacked’ configuration, the gripper can grasp cylindrical objects very well
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(Left in Fig. 3.8), but struggles with longer objects and spherical objects. The X configuration

grasps longer cylindrical objects, spheres, and varying geometries better than the stacked config-

uration, while also struggling with more spherical objects (Middle in Fig. 3.8). Lastly, the Cross

configuration excels in grasping spherical or rounded objects but struggles with cylindrical and

longer objects (Right in Fig. 3.8). Each configuration grasps certain geometries better than the

other configurations, which allows for more robust grasping on the fly of multiple different objects

by reconfiguring the gripper as needed. This allows for more applications, especially when consid-

ering grasping multiple different objects in a single flight where a traditional gripper would only

be able to grasp certain geometries well. While the gripper does allow for more applications when

grasping a variety of objects, there are reliability and tangling issues with the opening process that

need to be addressed in the future.

Figure 3.8: Three different configurations of the reconfigurable gripper including models and pictures of
the gripper, and showcasing the grasping. From left to right: The gripper in a ’stacked’ position, X position,
and Cross position.
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3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we presented two dual PSSB gripper designs that can automatically initiate

grasping upon contact with an object within a large offset distance. Both gripper designs can

rapidly close and secure a grasp around objects. The first silicone encased cross-shaped PSSB grip-

per is based on the single PSSB silicone encased gripper and is tested with the exact experiments

and setup, with the cross-shaped gripper performing better at grasping spherical objects and with

vertical grasping. It implements multiple friction adjustment mechanisms for controlled, sequen-

tial closing, creating robust grasping for a wide variety of grasping parameters. The reconfigurable

gripper can adjust its configuration on the fly between a ’stacked’, X, and cross configuration to

adapt to grasping different geometries. Reliability issues with opening and tangling need to be

addressed in the future for more reliable operation.
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Chapter 4

Active Gripper Triggering Force Tuning

4.1 Introduction

Tuning the triggering force on the fly allows for greater control of the grasping process. When

in flight, a high triggering force is advantageous to prevent accidental triggering of the gripper from

acceleration. However the high triggering force also greatly increases the chances of failed grasps

when grasping lightweight objects. The ability to tune the triggering force for grasping objects of

varying weights and shapes allows for higher chances of a successful grasp. Tuning the triggering

force also gives better flexibility for higher acceleration flight during aerial maneuvering.

In this chapter, we present the methods used to control the triggering force of the silicone ac-

tively encased single PSSB gripper using Nitinol SMA Springs (Nexmetal Nitinol 1-Way Memory

Coil Spring W0.75 × D6.5 × C16; Af 45). The SMA springs are attached to the gripper in the

same method as the first non silicone encased single PSSB gripper (Fig. 2.1) from Chapter 2. The

springs will be connected on either side of the sliding mechanism to the rigid base. The SMA

springs are wired in series to ensure consistent heating, as seen in Fig. 4.1.

We first attempt closed-loop control with a Proportional Integral Derivative (PID) system

through controlling the resistance of the springs. This method had certain issues that will be dis-

cussed in further detail below, which led to using an open loop control method utilizing the timing

of force generation. The rest of the chapter will first outline the closed loop control, open loop

control, and then detail the real world applications of tuning the triggering force on the fly with

SMA Springs.
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Figure 4.1: Configuration and attachment of the Nitinol SMA springs between the sliding mechanism and
rigid base of the silicone encased single PSSB gripper.

4.2 Attempt on Closed Loop Control

4.2.1 Experimental Setup and Circuit Design

The closed-loop control utilizes a PID control method that relates the resistance through the

springs to the estimated force generated by the SMA Springs. The resistance is calculated by

determining the voltage and current going through the springs with an INA 219 Voltage and Current

sensor connected to an Arduino UNO. The total resistance in the springs is very low (around 1.5 to

2.5 Ω). Since the resistance is so low, any small voltage changes will greatly affect the calculated

resistance. To maintain as constant of a voltage as possible, a DC-to-DC converter (LM2956) is

used to regulate the voltage input from the power supply to the springs. Additionally, a MCP 2725

Digital to Analog Converter (DAC) is used to control the voltage output of the DC-DC converter

with an Arduino UNO. The circuit design for the closed loop approach can be seen in Fig. 4.2,

where the power supply is connected to the DC-DC converter, with a common ground to the

Arduino UNO. The DC-DC converter output voltage can be controlled by the DAC input from the

Arduino. This output voltage then goes through the current and voltage sensor, which is then used

to calculate real-time resistance. The SMA Springs are connected to the voltage and current sensor

and then to the common ground. The Voltage, Current, Time, and Resistance values are exported to

excel in real time using the serial monitor of the Arduino. The Arduino UNO controls the voltage

output of the DC-DC converter through a PID control scheme using the calculated resistance as an

input, where the target resistance correlates to the desired force generation through the trendline
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Figure 4.2: Circuit diagram for closed loop of Nitinol SMA spring force generation, including an INA 219
Current and Voltage sensor, MCP 4725 Digital to Analog Converter, LM2956 Dc to DC Converter, and
Arduino UNO micro controller

seen in Fig. 4.3. Using this curve-fit, the force generated in the springs can be estimated from the

resistance, allowing for the PID control to control the voltage output of the DC-DC converter to

control the resistance, and thus the force.

To determine the relationship between resistance and force in the SMA springs, the SMA

springs were connected to a constant 1.8 V while measuring the force and calculating the resistance

with the measured voltage and current. The SMA springs are mounted between the upper and lower

jaws of a Mark-10 force gauge (M5-2, ESM303 Test Stand). The springs are mounted such that

their total displacement is 30 mm, which is chosen as this is the total displacement the springs will

have when mounted on the gripper. The test was conducted 3 times for 200 seconds, allowing for

the spring to reach a steady state where the force remained relatively constant.

4.2.2 Results

The relationship between force and resistance can be seen in Fig. 4.3, where three tests, the

average, and the 5th order polynomial curve-fit are shown. The goal of this experiment was to

determine the average relationship between SMA spring force and resistance over 3 tests. The

resistance initially changes rapidly with respect to force (2.6 to 1.9 Ω) as voltage is applied and the

spring heats up, correlating to a force range of 0 to 0.7 N. As the springs continue to heat up, the
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resistance changes much more slowly (1.9 to 1.6 Ω) with respect to force, with the force rapidly

increasing from 0.7 to 2.5 N while the resistance changes slowly in comparison.

Figure 4.3: SMA Spring Force Vs Resistance while a constant 1.8 V is supplied, three tests and the average
curve are shown, along with a 5th order polynomial curve fit of the data with the equation F = 22.52x5 −

235.35x4 + 972.46x3 − 1980.8x2 + 1981.25x− 773.53

The rapid change in force combined with the small change in resistance above 0.7 N presents

challenges for the closed-loop PID control scheme. From 0.7 to 2.6 N, the resistance range is only

around 0.35 Ω, meaning that a very small change of resistance (PID input) correlates to a large

change of force (PID output). For example, 1.9 Ω correlates to about 0.7 N, while 1.8Ω correlates

to around 1.4 N. A change of 0.1 Ω can cause a change in force of 0.7 N. This makes closed-loop

control after 0.7 N of force very difficult. If we were able to precisely control the resistance within

0.01 − 0.02 Ω, this small range of resistance change wouldn’t cause any issues. This, however, is

not possible for multiple reasons.
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The accuracy and resolution of the INA 219 sensor is good, but still has some error, with a

±0.06 V and ±0.01 A accuracy for voltage and current, respectively. This is acceptable for most

applications but is not ideal when the resistance is very small. The error values in voltage and

current can create up to ±0.07Ω in resistance error. When a change of 0.1 Ω can cause a change in

force of 0.7 N, this error makes this approach unfeasible. Additionally, the initial temperature of

the SMA springs can affect the rate of change of the resistance, which can add to the error in the

calculated values. For these reasons, we choose to explore the open-loop control method further.

4.3 Open Loop Control

The open loop control method utilizes the relationship between time and force generation in the

SMA springs when a constant voltage is applied. This approach is used because it simplifies the

control compared to the closed-loop approach. Additionally, the force generation is very consistent

with respect to time. In this section, we first detail the experimental setup, testing, and character-

ization of the SMA springs for the open loop control scheme. We investigate the relationship

between force and time, cool down and force, and SMA spring force and triggering force.

4.3.1 Force Time Relationship for Constant Applied Voltage

To control the SMA spring force generation with the open-loop control method, we must first

determine the relationship between time and force generation when a constant voltage is applied.

We first experimentally obtain a good constant voltage to apply to the springs for control. Ideally,

for a good constant voltage, the steady state force will be large, while the rate of change of force

with respect to time will be acceptable for controlling the force with timing. A high rate of change

of force would create problems with controlling the force to a precise value, as the force will be

rapidly increasing with time.

The same experimental setup is used as the closed-loop control approach, with the SMA

springs, wired in series, mounted between the upper and lower jaws of the Mark-10 with 30 mm of

total displacement. The voltage applied to the springs is set at a constant value, and the voltage is
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applied for 150 seconds, allowing the SMA spring force to reach a steady state. The test is repeated

4 times for constant voltages of 1.4, 1.6, 1.8, and 2.0 V. The results can be seen in Fig. 4.4, where

the average values are plotted and the shaded regions represent the range between maximum and

minimum values for each voltage.

Figure 4.4: Range of Nitinol SMA spring force vs. time over 4 tests for 4 constant voltages of 1.4, 1.6, 1.8,
and 2.0 V that are applied to the springs wired in series

The results show that force generation is very consistent with respect to time for constant

voltages. The varying applied voltages do affect the steady-state SMA spring force, however. The

steady-state force ranges from 1.8 N at 1.4 V to 5.7 N at 2.0 V. The steady-state force generation

for 1.4 and 1.6 V is not as high as desired for meaningful triggering force reduction on the gripper,

leaving 1.8 and 2.0 V. While 2.0 V produces a slightly higher total force in the springs than 1.8

V, the force increases at a very high rate between 2 and 4.5 N, making it hard to control the force

with the relationship between force and time. For these reasons, we choose 1.8 V as the constant
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voltage for our open loop control. With a constant 1.8 V applied, we can control the SMA spring

force precisely by determining the time from the voltage being applied to when the SMA springs

should reach the desired force. When the springs are attached to the gripper, this control will be

utilized to apply voltage for a set amount of time before the gripper activates to reach the desired

triggering force right as the gripper is triggering. To make the open-loop control feasible, the force

cannot decrease rapidly when we stop applying the constant voltages. In this case, we need to look

at the effect of cooling down after voltage is removed on force generation in the SMA springs.

4.3.2 Force Loss During Cool Down

Once the voltage is removed from the springs, they immediately begin to cool down. As the

springs cool down, the force generated reduces. It is important to quantify this force reduction

to understand its effect on the open loop control of the SMA spring force. If the force reduces

rapidly after the voltage is removed, the time frame for grasping with the desired force is reduced.

Ideally, the force will reduce at a similar rate once voltage is removed as it increases while voltage

is applied. To characterize this, we use the same setup as the previous force-time relationship

experiment. Since 1.8 V is the ideal constant voltage from Fig. 4.4, we apply this constant voltage

for 4 varying times of 25, 50, 75, and 100 seconds before turning off the voltage source. The results

can be seen in Fig. 4.5, where the average values are plotted and the shaded regions represent the

range between maximum and minimum values for each voltage.

The results in Fig. 4.5 show that the effect of the cooldown on the SMA spring force is ac-

ceptable within the open loop control scheme. Once the voltage is removed, the force reduces at

a similar rate to the increase in force while voltage is applied. At 25 seconds, the force reduces

by 0.1 N after 5 seconds. The force is reduced slightly more after longer times of voltage being

applied. The force reduces by 0.3 to 0.4 N after 5 seconds when voltage is removed at 50, 75, and

100 seconds. This means that if the object is grasped within around 5 seconds after the voltage

is removed, the reduction in SMA spring force from the expected force will be very small at a

maximum of 0.4 N difference.
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Figure 4.5: SMA Spring Force Vs Time for 1.8 V showing the effect of cool down once voltage is removed
after 25, 50, 75, and 100 seconds on the SMA spring force generated.

Similarly, if the gripper is activated within 5 seconds before the desired time and force is

reached the difference in force achieved and desired force is small. If the gripper were triggered 5

seconds early, at 20 seconds, the force difference would be about 0.1 N compared to at 25 seconds.

At 5 seconds before 50, 75, and 100 seconds, the force difference for premature gripper activation

would be around 0.3 to 0.4 N. For a ±5 seconds range from the desired SMA spring force on

activation, the maximum force variance will be 0.8 N. It will, however, likely be closer to 0.4 N

as the ranges for 5 seconds before and after the desired activation are 0.4 N below the desired

activation force. The variability in SMA spring force upon grasping is verified to be within an

acceptable range from the results in Fig. 4.5, and we then verify the reduction of gripper triggering

force with the SMA springs in the next section.
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4.3.3 Reducing Triggering Force using Open Loop Control

In this section, we validate the open loop SMA spring force control method to control the

triggering force in the silicone-encased single band gripper. The open loop method will be utilized

to control the amount of force produced by the SMA springs to reduce the triggering force. We

utilize the force-time relationship for constant 1.8 V from Fig. 4.4 to estimate the time needed at

that voltage to reach the desired spring force. The expected gripper triggering force is the nominal

triggering force with no offset from Fig. 2.9 of 4.67 N minus the expected SMA spring force. Using

this relationship, the desired triggering force of the gripper can be tuned by controlling the timing

of constant voltage being applied to the SMA springs. To validate this, we mount the silicone

encased single band gripper in the bottom jaws of the Mark-10 (M5-2, ESM303 Test Stand), with

an 8 cm cylinder mounted in the upper jaws such that it is aligned with the center of the PSSB

and is placed 5 mm above it. The constant 1.8 V will then be applied for 0, 25, 50, 65, 75, and

100 seconds before the cylinder is lowered to measure the triggering force of the gripper. This is

repeated 4 times for each of the 6 tests. The results can be seen in Fig. 4.6, where the triggering

force range for each time lists the average, minimum, and maximum of 4 tests. The expected

triggering force for each time is also listed.

The results show that the gripper triggering force correlates very closely to the expected trig-

gering force. At 0 seconds, or when no voltage is applied, the SMA springs reduce the triggering

force from 4.67 N to 3.5 N. For 0, 25, and 50 seconds, the expected triggering force is within the

range of actual triggering forces. At 25 seconds, the average triggering force is 2.825, while the

expected force is 2.80, with an average difference of 0.025 N. The average triggering force at 50

seconds is 1.65 N with the expected force being 0.15 N less at 1.5 N. The difference between the

actual and expected triggering force is slightly larger at 65 and 75 seconds. The triggering force

at 65 seconds is 0.675 N with the expected being 0.375 N less at 0.3 N. For 75 and 100 seconds,

the expected triggering force is 0 N, although the actual triggering force is slightly higher at 0.35

N and 0.225 N respectively. The larger difference for 65, 75, and 100 seconds is most likely due to

friction and heat loss between the SMA springs and the base that it is sliding along, although this
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Figure 4.6: Triggering Force range for the gripper at 25, 50, 65, 75, and 100 seconds of constant 1.8 V
being applied compared to the expected triggering force from Fig. 4.4

needs to be investigated further. Overall, however, the actual triggering force is very close to the

expected triggering force, showing that we can very accurately predict and control the triggering

force with this open loop control method. The open loop control method presented here can accu-

rately be used to control the triggering force of the gripper for any desired triggering force range.

Now, real world applications and benefits of on-the-fly triggering force tuning with SMA will be

explored further.

4.4 Real World Application

It is important to verify our results from the open loop control with real-world applications

of on the fly tuning of triggering force. On-the-fly tuning of the triggering force provides greater

control over the grasping process. In flight, a high triggering force is advantageous to prevent

accidental activation of the gripper due to acceleration. However, this high triggering force also
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significantly increases the likelihood of failed grasps with lightweight objects. The ability to adjust

the triggering force for objects of varying weights and shapes enhances the chances of a successful

grasp. Additionally, tuning the triggering force offers better flexibility for high-acceleration flight

during aerial maneuvers.

We will experimentally show this with 4 scenarios. First, we show that a high triggering force

with no tuning will not be able to grasp a lightweight bottle. Then we show that by tuning the

triggering force to be lower, the gripper can grasp the object. The importance of triggering force

tuning during high acceleration flight is then shown. We first show that when the gripper triggering

force is tuned to be higher the gripper can sustain rapid back-and-forth acceleration without prema-

ture triggering, and can successfully grasp a bottle. Then we show that when the triggering force

is tuned to be lower, the gripper will activate prematurely and fail to grasp the bottle. The rest of

this section will first outline the experimental setup, and then detail the results before concluding

the chapter.

4.4.1 Experimental Setup

To experimentally show the real world applications, we first 3D print an adapter to mount the

gripper to a 100 cm by 8 mm diameter metal rod. This adapter connects the base of the gripper

to the metal rod for easy manipulation of the gripper. We then mount 2 supporting guides in a

straight line for this rod that ensures pure linear, horizontal motion. These guides also ensure

that the gripper PSSB is 50 cm from the plastic bottle before movement. This is important to

ensure consistency between experimental trials. We then set a plastic bottle that is slightly filled

(about 1/4 to 1/3 full) on an elevated stand such that it is level and centered with the center of the

gripper. We then experimentally demonstrate the real world applications of tuning the triggering

force through four scenarios. First, we test the gripper with high triggering force without tuning

(0 seconds of 1.8 V applied). For this scenario, we move the gripper forward at a consistent speed

from 50 cm away until the gripper makes contact with the bottle and either successfully grasps it

or fails and pushes the bottle off the elevated stand. Next, for the same setup as before, we test
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using the SMA springs to lower the triggering force (50 seconds of 1.8 V applied) to determine if

the gripper can successfully grasp the bottle. This is repeated 3 times to verify the performance of

the gripper for each scenario.

The applications and functionality of tuning the triggering force during high-acceleration flight

are then determined. Using the same setup as before, we rapidly accelerate the gripper back and

forth for about 2 seconds along the linear path to simulate these high acceleration movements

before attempting to grasp the bottle. First, we test this when the triggering force is tuned to

be slightly higher (50 seconds of 1.8 V applied), to test whether the gripper prematurely triggers

before grasping. We then repeat this experiment for the gripper when the triggering force is tuned

to be much lower (100 seconds of 1.8 V applied). The results of this experiment can be seen in

Fig. 4.7.

4.4.2 Results

Figure 4.7: Real-world application of tuning the gripper triggering force with SMA springs, where: A)
Failed grasping of a lightweight bottle when the triggering force is high and no voltage is applied, B)
Successful grasping of a lightweight bottle when gripper triggering force is set lower by applying voltage
for 50 seconds, C) Successful grasping of a lightweight bottle even after the gripper is accelerated rapidly
back and forth where the gripper triggering force is set lower by applying voltage for 50 seconds, and D)
Failed grasping of a lightweight bottle after the gripper is accelerated rapidly back and forth where the
gripper triggering force is set to be very low by applying voltage for 100 seconds
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The results in Fig. 4.7 show the importance and functionality of tuning the triggering force

with SMA springs. Fig. 4.7A and 4.7B show the results of the real world application of using

SMA springs to tune the triggering force for grasping objects. When the triggering force is not

tuned, or 1.8 V is applied for 0 seconds, the gripper is unable to grasp the lightweight bottle as

shown in Fig. 4.7A. The gripper is not able to grasp the object as the triggering force is too high

and the bottle is pushed off the elevated stand. Conversely, when 1.8 V is applied for 50 seconds

to tune the triggering force to be lower, the gripper can successfully grasp the bottle (Fig. 4.7B).

This shows the application of tuning the triggering force, where the gripper is not able to grasp the

bottle when no voltage or tuning is applied. When voltage is applied for 50 seconds, however, the

gripper can successfully grasp the bottle.

Next, the application of tuning the triggering force during high acceleration flight on a drone

is shown in Fig. 4.7C and 4.7D. First, when 1.8 V is applied for 50 seconds to tune the gripper to

have a slightly lower triggering force, the gripper is rapidly moved back and forth and the gripper

does not trigger prematurely and can grasp the bottle. Alternatively, when 1.8 V is applied for

100 seconds to significantly lower the triggering force, the gripper triggers prematurely when the

rapid back-and-forth acceleration is applied and the gripper fails to grasp the bottle. This shows

the importance of tuning the triggering force as high acceleration during flight will not prematurely

trigger the gripper when the triggering force is tuned to be higher. When the triggering force is

tuned to be lower, however, the gripper will prematurely trigger and the grasp on the bottle will

fail. Overall, Fig. 4.7 shows the importance and application of tuning the triggering force of the

silicone encased single PSSB gripper to ensure consistent grasping for varying environments, and

to prevent premature triggering and failed grasping.‘

4.5 Conclusions

In this chapter, we first attempted a method of closed-loop control for force generation in nitinol

SMA springs. To achieve this we utilized a PID control that had an input of calculated resistance

from measured current and voltage to control the SMA spring force. There were multiple issues
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with this approach, as above 0.7 N, the force changes rapidly compared to a very small change

in resistance. Additionally, there were issues with the resolution and accuracy of the sensors we

had available. This approach was deemed unfeasible and we then explored open loop control. The

open loop method relies on the force-time relationship when a constant voltage is applied. We first

determined the ideal constant voltage to apply of 1.8 V to produce high forces while maintaining

control. Then we showed that the force reduction when voltage is removed is acceptable for a

range of around 10 seconds. We then validate the open loop control method to accurately control

and tune the triggering force of the gripper as desired, where the actual and expected triggering

force correlates closely. The open loop control method is validated to provide precise tuning of

triggering force on the fly, making it useful in a wide range of practical applications and expanding

grasping possibilities.

We then explored the practical real world applications of on the fly triggering force. We

demonstrate these real-world applications by showing that a high triggering force cannot grasp

lightweight objects, whereas tuning and reducing the triggering force successfully achieves this.

Additionally, we illustrate the benefit of a high triggering force in high-acceleration flight simu-

lations, where the gripper does not trigger prematurely before grasping, unlike with a lower trig-

gering force, which fails to grasp due to premature triggering. Adaptive, on-the-fly tuning of the

gripper’s triggering force provides significantly better control over the grasping process.
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Chapter 5

Conclusions and Future Work

5.1 Conclusions

This thesis explored various gripper designs and control methods to enhance automatic grasp-

ing capabilities. Initially, two single PSSB gripper designs were developed to initiate grasping

upon contact. The first design was tested for triggering force, spring pretension effects, grasping

force, and activation time. An improved silicone-encased version featured a compact, lightweight

design with friction adjustment for sequential closing, enhancing robustness. This version was

tested for triggering force, activation time, sequential closing, and real-world grasping scenarios,

showing significant improvements in reliability and performance.

We then explore cross-shaped PSSB gripper designs. We first design a cross-shaped gripper

based on the single PSSB silicone-encased gripper. This gripper excelled in grasping spherical

objects and vertical grasping, utilizing friction adjustment mechanisms for controlled, sequential

closing. We then created a reconfigurable design that can reconfigure itself to any position between

a ’stacked’ position and a cross-shaped configuration. This gripper worked well, but has some

issues with opening reliability and tangling. These designs demonstrated enhanced versatility and

performance across various grasping parameters.

Adaptive on the fly tuning the triggering force of the silicone encased single PSSB gripper is

then explored. We first attempted closed loop control using PID and resistance calculation. This

was found impractical due to rapid force changes with small resistance variations and sensor ac-

curacy limitations. Due to this, we then explore an open loop control method, which utilizes the

force-time relationship under constant voltage. Testing identified 1.8 V as optimal for balancing

force generation and control precision. The method showed consistent force generation and ac-

ceptable force reduction post-voltage removal. Validation experiments confirmed that the open

loop method could accurately reduce and tune the gripper’s triggering force, making it viable for
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practical applications requiring on-the-fly adjustments. We show these real world applications by

demonstrating that a high triggering force is unable to grasp lightweight objects, while tuning and

reducing the triggering force is able to successfully grasp the object. We also show the benefit

of a high triggering force by simulating high acceleration flight where the gripper will not trigger

prematurely before grasping, while a lower triggering force will trigger prematurely and fail to

grasp. Adaptive on the fly tuning of the gripper triggering force allows for much more control over

the grasping process.

This thesis specifically contributes novel PSSB gripper designs to further expand research into

aerial grasping and perching with drones. Furthermore, contributions were made investigating the

possibility of using reconfigurable gripper designs and Nitinol SMA springs to adapt and tune a

gripper on the fly to a variety of changing environments and applications. Overall, these advance-

ments in gripper design and control methods contribute to more reliable and versatile automatic

grasping systems, expanding their practical applications.

5.2 Future work

Future work on this research can be conducted in two aspects. First, we can improve the

reconfigurable gripper design to make it more reliable and functional. It could then exhibit the

advantages of both the single band gripper and cross-shape gripper to grasp a wide variety of

objects or enable perching capability onto different objects. One approach for achieving this could

be in the form of encasing the two PSSB’s in silicone and adapting the opening mechanism and

sequential closing abilities of the silicone encased gripper designs. This would create a much more

reliable opening process and eliminate tangling of the opening cables. Additionally, the rotating

base could be redesigned to be much smaller and more reliable in its rotation.

Second, we can place the gripper with active tuning capability onto a quadcopter to demonstrate

the grasping capability under different conditions. We may even enable autonomous aggressive

grasping by adding an onboard perception system (e.g., cameras) that can identify the object and
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then plan the flying trajectory, tuning the triggering force before the grasping, and finally grasp the

object, similar to what has been done using a soft gripper [53].
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